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“Work and grammar—that’s how we’ll spend three years.”

—FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY, The Brothers Karamazov







Part I








1.
Cassandra



The day Aaron finished rehab, Cassandra picked him up and drove him to New York. Though they lived in Boston and the facility was farther north, in New Hampshire, it seemed obvious to her that New England, and Boston in particular, was no place to celebrate. It was, after all, Boston, and though they would be returning soon enough, it seemed kinder to prolong the time away for as long as possible. New York, she knew, had its own triggers, even if Aaron claimed not to believe in the concept. But it was where they’d met and spent their first happy years together, and there was just so much more to do there. She hadn’t considered the fact that it might not be a good idea to celebrate finishing rehab at all.

“I guess I might need to spend some time at a place again,” he’d said two months earlier, as she drove him home from the police station. He’d been picked up wandering into the sparse traffic on Melnea Cass Boulevard at three in the morning. It would be his second time at “a place” in their seven years together. This made her sad, and weary, but in the moment, she couldn’t quite summon anger. Aaron was smart and kind and endlessly curious when he was sober, and a weeping, pants-pissing maniac when he got drunk. The pattern was well-established. Weeks, sometimes months, spent as a productive citizen—writing, teaching, even drinking in sociable moderation—were followed, without clear provocation, by violent jags of self-debasement, then hospitalization or other intervention by private or municipal parties. In the past year, the cycles had gotten shorter and more intense. The inciting incident for this particular descent had been a neighbor’s Hanukkah party, where he’d tripped headfirst into a bonfire and then rolled out of it with a drunkard’s clowning grace, pants lightly charred, to general applause. He’d insisted on staying at the party long past the time Cassie wanted to leave, long past when good manners dictated. Their hosts, whom they barely knew, were accommodating, even amused, which she did not appreciate. Her exhaustion had eventually overridden her protective instincts, and she’d left him there after he’d accepted his god-knew-how-manyth shot from a large, plaid-shirted man whom Aaron, she intuited, had resolved to outdrink. She shouldn’t have left, she knew that. He did not make it home that night, nor the next day. The cops found him on Sunday morning.

They told most people, or allowed most people to believe, that he was going to an artist’s residency—“New Hampshire” had a euphemistic plausibility among their artistic friends similar to “New Haven” for an (overlapping) group of the intellectual elect. It wasn’t that she was so afraid of judgment. It was no secret that Aaron was something of a mess—he’d written about it, with great skill and very modest sales in his one, slim story collection—though he assured those who were concerned by the material that it was exaggerated for effect. Sure, he’d embarrassed himself at a few parties, but he’d never actually, for example, blacked out while camping with Cassie, gotten lost in the woods, broken his ankle after falling into a ravine, and nearly frozen to death while passed out in his own vomit, as his narrator did in the collection’s grim final story. (He’d only sprained the ankle, but the rest was, unfortunately, true.)

OK, so maybe she was a little bit afraid of judgment. People felt a certain way about charming ne’er-do-wells, but they often felt quite differently about lying alcoholics.

Aaron was waiting on the little sidewalk in front of the facility when she arrived to pick him up, his enormous rolling suitcase standing between him and the discharge nurse like a stout, unloved child. His hair was longer now, a blond tangle that fell somewhere between hockey boy and dead grunge singer. The small furrows in his cheeks and the creases around his eyes stood out to her as he smiled. He looked thin and stoic and gentle. Handsome, she thought, a word she didn’t often have reason to call up.

“Hello, face!” he said. This was a reference to something; if she’d ever known its origin she’d forgotten it. It was just what he said when they’d been apart for a length of time greater than a day.

“Hey, you,” she said.

She’d found herself missing him more than she’d expected to, despite everything. For the first week he was away, she’d felt the relief and pleasure of not needing to answer to another person, and more specifically of not having to be on constant alert for shifts in Aaron’s mood that might signal an impending binge. She’d grown up in a family of serious drinkers (none of whom identified, as it were, as alcoholics), so she knew how to keep her antennae up, and also, less reliably, when she could relax. With Aaron at rehab, she could take an edible as soon as she got home from teaching, watch gentle French comedies about amicable divorce, eat olives and cheese from the fridge for dinner, masturbate. But this freedom became its own stultifying routine, and her relief was soon shaded with worry about his return—whether he’d stay sober, whether she’d be able to stay with him if he couldn’t. She spoke to him once a week on the landline at the center, from which he delivered vague, monotonal updates on his progress. She then passed these on to his divorced parents, both of whom texted and called her with maddening frequency, often, curiously, within minutes of one another. As the weeks went on, she missed the way she’d bent her life around Aaron’s. His mysterious excitements and longueurs provided a sense of event that she couldn’t conjure on her own, even if they often ended in crisis. He was, alas, interesting.

Once in the car, after a few minutes of cheery, if anemic, conversation (“The best thing about rehab is leaving rehab, that’s for sure”), he fell asleep with his head against the window. He’d started taking Zoloft again, despite which, he said, he’d rarely slept more than a few hours at a time, being in a strange bed in, one might say, less than ideal circumstances. But now, relief plus Zoloft plus a steadily moving vehicle driven by his one (?) true (?) love (??) knocked him straight out.

He looked like he’d lost weight in the month since she’d last seen him. In their phone conversations, he’d been complimentary about the food. He’d been complimentary about most things, certainly more positive than he’d been at home in at least a year, or maybe ever. She hoped this had something to do with “hitting bottom” (another thing Aaron did not believe in), but she suspected otherwise. His periods of sanguinity were, historically, most often the result of sex—actual, imagined, or anticipated. Actual sex between them had been rare in the months leading up to his time away. It was hard to get excited about fucking a constantly drunk, severely depressed person. Though she had tried! She’d decided that, as encouragement for him to maintain sobriety, and because she was in desperate need of physical contact herself, she was going to redouble her efforts.

Sex had not been a particular problem with them for most of their time together. It was one of the few life activities she did not feel especially hung up about, and it was what had kept them together during the rocky, exhilarating early years. Aaron took more pleasure in bodily matters than anyone she’d ever known; he could dreamily recall the details of particular blow jobs the way some people recounted meals at great restaurants. At his best, he treated sex with the languorous curiosity she thought it deserved, improvising ably and providing a kind of mirror for her desire. It had been their way of rediscovering a common language after one or another of his voyages into the ether. These voyages, it had to be noted, sometimes involved the company of other women, and, at least once, a man, an older writer whom Aaron met at a book festival and then spent a week with at his cottage on the Maine coast. (“Oh, it was platonic, I assure you,” he’d said, eyebrow arched. “Deeply so.”) When things were good between them, they’d had long, searching discussions about their respective sexualities and desires, the standing hypothesis being that they were both chickenshit bisexuals, more comfortable—with a few courageous, substance-fueled exceptions—fantasizing and inducing the other to playact roles than seeking out the real thing. There was comfort in this shared understanding, even as it remained inherently unstable and prone to rupture.

After his benders, Aaron would usually confess to her that he’d “fooled around,” but for whatever reason—either because it was true or because it was a narrative structure he could not imagine his way beyond—he would always insist that nothing “serious” had happened. Which meant, in practical terms, what? That they could return to having unprotected sex? There was a grim satisfaction in not believing him. She’d had one minor dalliance of her own, in no small part to curb her resentment at Aaron’s escapades, with Malcolm, a sexually entitled ex-boyfriend who’d been in town for a weekend. That episode had somehow ended up feeling more self-punishing than liberating and, hot as that sounded in theory, she hadn’t actually enjoyed it much.

She wasn’t totally clear about the logistics of having an affair at an upscale rehab facility. Aaron needed, on average, about fifteen minutes to develop an infatuation, especially in an isolated setting. And the options were surely tantalizing—rich kids, too smart for their own good, addicted to drugs that made them thin and volatile. And he, an author (even if, by the odds, no one he met there would have read a word he’d written), attractive in his louche, overgrown baby way, deeply sympathetic to their stories, maybe even planning to write about them someday.

He was now snoring loudly and irregularly with what she hoped was not sleep apnea. At home, it was so rare for him to fall asleep before her that she genuinely didn’t know whether he snored. In the mornings, when she got out of bed (always before him), he was often so quiet that she was afraid he was dead. She tried now to adjust NPR so that it covered up some of the sound he was making without startling him awake. A segment was documenting the inspiring story of a wind farm on the U.S.–Mexico border run jointly by ex–border patrol agents and formerly undocumented Central American workers. “We want to work, we are ready to forgive,” said a chirpy voice in English over what sounded like a much more complicated statement in the original Spanish.

Aaron was practically swimming in his pink-striped, button-down shirt. It had never fit him properly, and now it looked like some kind of private joke. If she bought him an article of clothing, she had to be damn sure that she liked it, because unless it fit so badly that he couldn’t physically wrangle it onto his body, or he lost it in some misadventure, she knew she would be seeing it every week for years to come. The majority of his clothing was purchased either by her, his mother, or his stepmother, all of whom, having received little direction over the three decades of his life, defaulted to the homogeneous, slightly upmarket trends of the moment. He had Gap plaids and J. Crew snap buttons, numerous interchangeable pairs of navy chinos and black jeans (all of which quickly developed crotch sags and knee holes), an off-white, vaguely Scandinavian-looking hoodie that he’d worn every day for an entire autumn, then never put on again.

Cass’s own style had emerged on a trip to Italy at the end of high school, after an athletic, sartorially indifferent adolescence. One weekend she borrowed a friend’s hot-pink leather jacket and wore it out over a ripped Rage Against the Machine T-shirt her brother had given her when she was twelve. She’d felt as though she was in disguise as the person she wanted to be. People suddenly assumed she was cool, literate, and a little strange, and she worked to inhabit the truth of that assumption. When she met Aaron, she was twenty-six, he a just-shy-of-problematic six years older, and he’d mistaken her for that person. She liked to think that a little bit of the initial illusion had clung to her over the subsequent years, even as she was forced into the role of the exasperated sidekick in Aaron’s career-defining, cringe comedy franchise. The whoever to his Galifianakis.

He woke up in Connecticut, a little past Hartford.

“Oh, hello again,” he said. He blinked at her, genuinely puzzled, it seemed, by the circumstances.

“Good morning!” she said.

“How long did I sleep?”

“A couple hours. You were a tired boy.”

“I guess, yeah,” he said.

He instinctively started hitting the radio presets on the dashboard. None of them yielded things he wanted to hear, because they were out of range of the usual Boston stations. He started scanning and settled on jazz. Coltrane? She thought everything was Coltrane. She was often right.

“What are we going to do?” Aaron said. “In general. But also in the city.”

“So, OK!” she said. “I have a plan. We don’t have to go if you aren’t up for it, but: I got us tickets for the opera tonight. It’s supposed to be good, but it’s not, like, buzzy for whatever reason, so tickets were actually pretty cheap. So it’s fine if you’d rather skip it. But I thought it would be a nice treat.”

The tickets had, in fact, been quite expensive, and she knew (since he was the one who usually bought the tickets) that he probably knew this. But it was important that she give him a plausible out, even if it was more or less a given that he would feel obliged to act excited and grateful. She thought they needed to have the option of an activity that would occupy a significant amount of time in a place that was familiar and comfortable. But she also didn’t want to throw him into the act of socializing too hastily. They were staying in a hotel that night, using a gift card they’d received from his father two Christmases ago. It was for a moderately expensive hotel that allowed dogs, because they’d been planning to get a dog back then. Like many other things she’d hoped for in the past few years, this had not happened.

The hotel was pointedly not in Brooklyn, a place she’d avoided because most of their friends and exes lived there. She hoped they would spend Saturday like a couple of rich tourists—brunch at some bright, Instagrammable place in SoHo, book browsing at Housing Works and McNally, an afternoon at either the Met or the new Whitney (which was no longer very new). Was she being ridiculous in her optimism? She thought it was all right to strive for an ideal, maybe, even if its realization was impossible.

“The opera,” he said. “What a great idea, hon.”

She couldn’t tell whether the flatness was a sign of a new temperament or an indication that he thought it was in fact a very bad idea.

“We can see how we feel,” she said. “If we just feel like doing dinner and hanging out, we can do that.”

“No, no, it’s awesome,” he said, still without feeling. “What, um, opera is it? That they’re doing.”

“The Queen of Spades, by Tchaikovsky? I don’t think I knew he’d written an opera, so that’s interesting. And the star is supposed to be this hot young thing everyone’s excited about. I mean, opera hot, I don’t know if she’s supposed to be like, hot hot.”

“I only leave my chambers for hot hot.”

“Right, so, here’s hoping.”

“I think it’s going to be great.”

“Well, we’ll see,” she said.

She was driving herself crazy with the hedging, but she couldn’t stop.

They got stuck in traffic in Connecticut, because Connecticut was designed, under its original colonial charter, to delay people traveling into New York from points north. She hadn’t wanted to stop to pee while Aaron was sleeping, but now that they weren’t moving, her need had gone from manageable to really quite urgent. She knew there had to be a gas station with a Dunkin’ Donuts in the next ten miles or so (thank you, New England), but how long it would be until they got that far was unknown.

“I’m going to actually explode with urine,” she said. “This is how it ends for me.”

“Do you want to run to the side of the road? There’s some trees over there. I can sit behind the wheel for a second. We’re barely moving.”

“Sit behind the wheel” was an acknowledgment that his license was suspended, and ineligible for reinstatement for at least another six months, following last summer’s Fourth of July debacle.

“I can wait,” she said. “It just sucks.”

“Here, let’s do it,” he said. “It’ll be OK. Nobody cares.”

“I care. I don’t feel comfortable with it. I’ll just suffer.”

“OK. As long as you understand you don’t have to.”

Right, so she was choosing unhappiness now. They inched along and her discomfort grew. They’d picked up a rap station, and she listened to DaBaby explain for the hundredth time that he needed some isht with some bop in it. The fact that they still censored the radio was further proof that they lived in a doomed country with ridiculous priorities.

Her irritation rose in direct proportion to how badly she needed to pee, which probably meant that she wasn’t being fair. It really wasn’t logistically possible for her to piss safely and unobserved, so their disagreement was mostly philosophical. But for him to be out of rehab for just a couple of hours and casually suggesting that he do something unnecessary and irresponsible, no matter how briefly, was upsetting to her. She gave him a lot of leeway, she thought, when it came to blame and guilt, but she expected some degree of grace in return.

Finally, just when she had resigned herself to an empty coffee cup, the traffic let up a little, and she used her training as a New Jersey teenager to weave back and forth between the two lanes of traffic as fast as she could until, yes, a Dunkin’-themed service center materialized ahead on her right.



They pulled into the city a little after four, the sunlight already declining toward golden hour. It had been a mild winter in Boston, and it was even warmer here, hovering in the high forties in mid-January. She had declared herself a winter person at some point, possibly to be contrary at first, but the longer she kept to the position, the more she felt it to be true. In the summer she felt doughy and slow-witted, unable to process the world mentally or physically without effort. But the cold activated her, encouraged her. She could harness its powers. She parked the car in the garage associated with the hotel. It would cost forty-five dollars a day, and she very much hoped that she would be able to cover it with the gift card.

Money was complicated with them. Or maybe not that complicated. Aaron, in general, had it. Cassandra, historically, did not. Her parents were public school teachers, and she and her brother and sister now also taught at various levels of education and prestige. Aaron’s parents were rich, and despite his regular betrayal of their trust, they supplemented his sporadic writing and teaching income whenever they were called upon to do so. In the delicate manner of such things, however, Aaron strongly preferred not to call upon them, and to instead rely on Cassie’s money when his ran low. She taught history at a Catholic prep school in a Boston suburb, and made enough for normal human expenses. She just didn’t make enough to pay for lawyers, fines, upscale rehab, thrice-weekly therapy not covered by insurance, etc. Plus, unlike Aaron, she was trying to actually save some of what she made, just in case she, you know, lived past the age of forty. It was the marginal expenses, rather than the big ones, that created resentments—the assumption that she would pick up a dinner tab without thinking about how long it was until her payday, his decision to purchase a vintage reading chair (with “his” money) during an unusually frigid November, when the cost of heating the house (her responsibility) raised their rent by a third. He was careless rather than intentionally unhelpful, which meant that when disparities were brought to his attention, he sometimes became emotional, if not dramatic. She found it was usually easier to quietly pay for the thing than to open herself up to the possibility of an unpleasant conversation, which would not, in any case, yield a different outcome.

The lobby of the hotel featured large statues of dogs, and there were small bronze dogs on the marble check-in desk, but she did not see (nor hear or smell!) any actual animals. She wondered how many people would think it was a good idea to come to New York City and leave their dog in a hotel room, even if it was allowed. Perhaps people with better trained dogs than the ones owned by her friends and family?

She checked them in, and they took the elevator to the ninth floor.

“What are you thinking?” Cassie said.

“Um. I sure hope there’s enough time to fuck you before we have to go to dinner,” Aaron said.

“Oh, you think you deserve that?”

“Um, maybe,” he said.

“Have you been good?”

He checked her face to assess whether this was just banter, or something more. The answer, of course, depended on his response. He clucked his tongue softly, a default action that was meant to signal playful disapproval, but actually conveyed annoyance that he wasn’t willing to fully articulate.

“You know I have,” he said.

The room was small, but clean and … “contemporary” was the word, maybe? “Boutique-y”? Not explicitly corporate but not a shithole. The theme of this floor seemed to be “New York in the seventies, but not in a scary way.” There was a framed black-and-white photo of the outside of CBGB on the wall, another black-and-white photo of Debbie Harry on the nightstand. Sure. Cassie remembered when the height of modernity in hotel furnishings was a Bose radio with a built-in CD player, and then when it was the same thing but with an iPod dock. This room had a suitcase record player, with the first Ramones album on the turntable. The “record library,” a card on the desk said, could be browsed on the hotel’s website, and selections would be brought to the room upon request. She felt again the deep sadness of being a person at this moment in history.

Aaron sat down on the bed and stared at his lap. Cassie wondered whether he was falling back asleep. If so, there was no way they were going to make it through the opera. Given the average age of the Met’s audience members, though, he would hardly be the only one sleeping through the middle acts. He lifted his head and met her eyes. His were still that old metallic light blue, and still sad.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hello,” she said. “You sleepin’?”

“Certainly not.”

She took small, self-consciously seductive steps toward him. She noticed the bottle of wine on the cabinet, next to the TV, a gift from the hotel, presumably—a little card dangling from the neck. She tried not to worry about Aaron being tempted by its presence. She believed with medium confidence that he would earnestly try to reform himself for at least a little while before the first hints of backsliding began. Despite his posturing, he was a sincere person, one who tried to believe the things he was told, to swallow whatever had been suggested might help him improve himself. The problem, he’d told her one night, lying on the floor, drunk, was that he got so bored. Everything was always the same, the same, the same, and he didn’t know how to change things without drinking. “I’m not the same,” she said. “I’m a human, I change every minute. Isn’t that interesting enough?” “I guess I need to try harder to notice,” he said. “That would probably help my writing, too. I never know what’s going on.” What was funny was that he did seem to know what was going on in his writing, even if the knowledge didn’t extend to his daily life. His work was unquestionably smarter than he was.

They kissed, gently at first, then with more purpose. Even then, there was something slightly tentative and unenthusiastic about his kissing—it didn’t seem as urgent as she thought it should be given their time apart. There were many possibilities for why this might have been the case; she knew it wasn’t fair to assume he had gotten involved, or infatuated, or whatever. Was it, as her mother had suggested during an earlier iteration of this situation, that Cassie wanted him to lose interest in her so that she might finally be done with the whole repetitive cycle? Sure, of course. She was interested in other people, too. Caleb, who taught English to the sophomores, had made it clear that he’d be willing to give up his life (which consisted of not much besides teaching and smoking weed, as far as she knew) to follow her wherever she’d be willing to take him. She was pretty sure she didn’t want to adopt Caleb, but did she think about keeping him under her desk for some after-school help with grading? Yes, she did. Did she eye the spoiled college girl on the T wearing bright-white high-tops, a blue romper, and an obscene, goose-murdering puffer coat and imagine taking her home with the promise of … what could she promise such a girl? TikTok followers? Having sex with Cassie would probably not increase the girl’s TikTok followers.

Aaron was not a childish middle-school teacher or a BU brat, but she could treat him like one. She pushed his shoulders down so he lay on his back, pressed his hands up over his head. She unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them off along with his boxers.

“Hmmm, doesn’t seem like you’re ready for me yet,” she said. “Stay there.”

She took her vibrator out of her shoulder bag and lay down next to him. She turned it on at the lowest setting and pulled her tights down to her ankles. She closed her eyes, pressed down. It took her a couple of minutes, but she found a rhythm, got into it.

“You like watching me, Aar?” she said, when she felt herself getting close.

She opened her eyes. He was asleep.



They took the subway to the opera house. Cassandra had recently read on Thelonious Monk’s Wikipedia page that the Black neighborhood San Juan Hill had been bulldozed to build the Lincoln Center complex. Despite her political commitments, she’d never thought much previously about what had been there before the theaters, most of which were now emblazoned with the names of right-wing oligarchs.

Cassie hadn’t wanted to wake Aaron up, so she canceled the dinner reservation she’d made at a homey, old-school Italian place where they’d once eaten together, another attempt at nostalgic foundation-building for Aaron’s new life. Instead they participated in what was, admittedly, an even more evocative ritual: finding the nearest pizza counter and wolfing down greasy slices coated in self-administered oregano and red pepper flakes under the haunted eyes of random, half-smiling celebrities surprised into photos with the owners and staff.

Between bites of barbecue chicken pizza, Aaron apologized for being so exhausted. It must have been, he said, that his body finally felt like it was out of danger.

“Is there anybody from back in the, um, danger zone that you’re going to keep in touch with?” Cassie said. “Or you’ve had enough of them?”

Casual, casual.

“No, a few of us are going to meet on Skype or whatever once everybody’s back out in the world,” Aaron said. “I dunno, maybe it’s gonna be like summer camp where everybody promises to stay in touch and then doesn’t. But I think some people actually felt pretty connected.”

“Did you?”

“I think so. I mean, maybe as much as I ever do, I guess.”

“That Marian you mentioned on the phone, is she in the group?”

She had picked this person more or less arbitrarily. He had been sparse with his information, but a Marian, an Amir, and a Laurel had come up in positive contexts during his brief calls. Cassie had spent a good amount of the past month trying to picture these people. She ended up with shadowy approximations of humans, like TV actors who sort of resembled movie stars.

“Yeah, Marian’s in it. Xavier, my roommate from the first two weeks. That girl Leonora I told you about.”

Had Laurel actually been Leonora? She felt like she would have remembered a Leonora, because of Leonora Carrington. He hadn’t hesitated even a little when he mentioned her, but still, her radar pinged.

“What’s Leonora’s story?” she said.

She tried not to italicize the name, the classic tell.

“Oh, she’s a mess. Like the whole gang, though maybe even more so. Pills, queer, tortured soul. But she’s funny. Self-aware about it.”

“Cute?”

“As the dickens,” he said. “A regular Little Dorrit.”

“Has she been, uh, liberated yet?”

“She left a week ago. It seems like she’s been really struggling. It’s a shame. She’s a cool person.”

“That’s a shame,” Cassie said.

“Very into girls,” Aaron said. His eyes narrowed in a “shame on you” way. “The wrong girls, usually. As are we all.”

Cassie didn’t push any further, but she, of course, noted all of this.

At the opera, she felt overwhelmed by the sea of people, many of whom were dressed much more expensively and formally than she and Aaron were. When they had lived in the city, they’d come to the Met often enough that they were comfortable being there in whatever they were wearing. They usually sat way up at the top of the house, in the cheap seats, surrounded by other young people in street clothes who, judging by their conversations, often seemed to be musicians, singers, and actors. She’d enjoyed the semi-backstage feeling of sitting among the regulars. To pay thirty-five dollars and not dress up made her feel like she was experiencing the true spirit of the art rather than merely basking in the social display that had, admittedly, been the main function of the medium since its invention. But the time away had made her self-conscious. The seats were in the orchestra, among very old couples in tuxedos and black dresses, Russians draped in expensive furs, and families with embalmed-looking teenagers staring blankly ahead in doll-person outfits.

But once the curtain opened, she felt a rush of relief and pleasure. She’d been right! It was better, much better, to be closer to the stage, to see the trembling mouths of the singers, to feel the crashing orchestra in her body, to have the ornate ceiling towering over their heads. It was thanks to money that she was having this experience. She had successfully paid her way to aesthetic ecstasy. She could stop worrying now and be overwhelmed by the beauty of what was in front of her. The moment she thought this, she began to worry. Aaron seemed happy, sort of. Or, at least, he wasn’t asleep or looking actively miserable. She wondered if he was thinking about his phone, itching to check it and see what Leonora had said about her latest struggles. To be fair, he’d hardly been glued to his phone; she certainly would have been if she’d been away from it for a month.

But what if … what if Aaron didn’t need to look at it now because he’d had his phone the whole time? And he’d just told her he didn’t so he wouldn’t have to keep in touch with her?

Onstage there was a sung discussion of a secret card trick that could only be learned from … a ghost? She didn’t quite trust the translations that appeared on the backs of the seats, and she hadn’t had time to read the synopsis beforehand. This fellow really, really wanted to know the secret trick that would help him win this incomprehensible card game.

The more she thought about it, the more she suspected that Aaron wasn’t being truthful in some fundamental way. But maybe it was just the therapy and the drugs? Maybe this was what reformation looked like, and she was, through her suspicion, imperiling his recovery. But what if his demeanor didn’t indicate a struggle for redemption, but was, rather, a sign of resignation? To being bored, to being lonely. Or just: to drinking. His face remained a rictus of vague pleasure.

At intermission, they went their separate ways for the restrooms, and then, reunited ten minutes later, walked up to the top floor so they could look over the banister of the spiraling stairs and watch the ecosystem of operagoers from above. People drank $25 glasses of champagne from plastic flutes. They’d been at the opera once on Cassandra’s birthday, and Aaron had insisted they get champagne. She’d managed to talk him down to one glass for them to share, and the overlapping novelties—the expense, the venue, the shared glass—had tipped the frustrating experience into something pleasurable. But it was too wasteful; she vowed never to do it again.

“Is she as good as you hoped?” Aaron said.

“Oh,” Cassie said. The singer. “She seems solid, though she hasn’t really gotten to do much yet. I think her big number is in the next act.”

“I still feel like I can’t really tell,” Aaron said. “You could probably trick me into thinking someone who was just fine was really amazing, or vice versa. That means ‘the opposite’ in Latin.”

“I trust the Met not to fuck with me,” Cassie said. “Except for when they were doing all that Spider-Man-the-musical shit with the Ring cycle. I don’t really need to see, like, machines on the stage to know it’s epic.”

Aaron smiled emptily at this. It was his riff; she was just covering it.

“You OK?” she said.

“I think so,” he said. He sighed heavily. “This is so, so fun, but I do feel pretty on edge, you know? It’s just a lot. I might be losing it a little.”

Of course he was. Fuck. Of course he was.

“That was plenty of opera for one night,” she said.

“No, I’m fine,” he said. He widened his fake smile to a painful-looking aperture. “I want to see the big number.”

“I think I’d rather go,” she said. “We’ve barely even gotten to talk, you know? We can come back to the opera whenever. It’s not, you know, changing my life. It’s fine.”

She saw tears forming in his eyes, the telltale hand at the back of his neck indicating an attempt to keep himself together. He took off his glasses and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s not specific. I’m just feeling kind of, um, fragile, I guess.”

The intermission bells dinged, and the lights began to flash on and off. A few months later, when it became clear that neither they, nor anyone else, would be going to theaters of any kind for a long time, she remembered this moment. If she had known what was coming—the grief and the loneliness, the betrayal, the banishment from public life and the places that had sustained her—would she have insisted, against her better judgment, that they stay? She wanted, then, to hear the awaited aria almost as much as she wanted to comfort Aaron. Later, when the full scale of their loss became clear, she thought reproachfully that he would have been just fine sitting through one more act, maybe two. It was fine to cry at the opera. It was perfectly natural.

“Come on,” she said. She put her arm through his like a formal escort. They descended the stairs to the front door, and then went out into the cold night.



She was woken from a deep sleep in darkness, in the unfamiliar room, by a harsh, insistent buzzing on the nightstand. She never set her phone to vibrate, so her first thought was that it was Aaron’s. Only a death could prompt a call this late. Or, a selfish, besotted addict, desperate for words of solace.

Aaron had not been able to articulate the source of his upset in the hours after they left the opera. His problem was “everything,” but also that he didn’t “have any real problems, and that was probably the problem, at the end of the day.” He hated himself, and he hated how other people made him feel, and he hated that he’d made Cassie’s life so difficult, and he knew that he had to be a completely different person now, but he didn’t know if he could be, and he was afraid of losing an important part of himself, of his being, afraid of destroying his talent. And: he was afraid of losing her. She sympathized with all of this, to some extent, but it all felt oddly abstract, like he was crying over concepts rather than real things. She couldn’t help but continue to suspect that he was pretending, on some level—maybe even to himself—to be overwhelmed in order to avoid something. She soothed him with familiar, generic words, more sounds than thoughts. He seemed to settle down. They watched an episode of a popular show they didn’t follow about drugged-out teens on HBO—they were in a hotel, after all—and then the silly news show hosted by the high-handed Englishman who pretended he was flabbergasted by American politics and, like, the existence of hamburgers. Aaron passed out in the middle of a long segment about how tax forms needed to be simplified. After a few pages of her novel about an anti-fascist woman in Italy during World War II, she joined him in heavy, troubled sleep.

The buzzing against the nightstand continued. It was on her side of the bed. Aaron muttered something, only half-awake. She reached over to pick up the phone and felt, instead, the bulbous silicone head of her vibrator, which was, seemingly of its own volition, turned to the highest setting and doing its best to fulfill its mandate. She pressed the power button but it continued to shudder, now pulsing in quick, discrete bursts. She didn’t know it could do that! She held down the button forcefully and the thing quieted. She tossed it on the floor and tried to go back to sleep.

She had just drifted off, or so it felt, when she woke to the sound again, the machine again on its newfound setting. As a message from the gods, it lacked both subtlety and tact. This time the vibrator refused to be silenced. Every time she pressed the button, it simply buzzed in a new pattern. Oh, this was what you wanted, short, intense, Morse-code bursts, great. No? Ah, long, tapering drones every few seconds, got it! Never mind, just buzz very loudly and insistently, cool.

Eventually, having failed to silence it, she carried the vibrator into the bathroom, wrapped it in a towel, then another one, and left it in the tub. She spent the next hour straining to see if she could still hear it until she finally got up and took a couple of Tylenol PM. When she lay back down, her mind, blessedly, went blank, and then dark.

When she woke to the gray morning light, Aaron was not in bed. He was not, as far as she could tell, in the room at all, nor was he in the bathroom. His toothbrush and toiletry bag were gone, too. The vibrator was still in the tub, in its swaddling clothes. It seemed to have worn itself out.

She went back into the room and sat down on the bed. The bottle of wine next to the TV was gone. She had a text from the Bernie campaign and one from her friend Francesca, who was “just checking in on you my boo.” No missed calls. Aaron’s giant coffin of a suitcase was still leaning against the wall next to the closet but, she now noticed, the contents of her tote bag—an empty contact-lens case holder, sunglasses, a New Yorker, three tampons—were piled neatly on top of it. She hadn’t thought he would leave so quickly. But also: he never stayed gone.

She called his phone, which, unsurprisingly, went straight to voicemail. Even when he wasn’t fleeing her, he rarely picked up.

She wanted to extend these last moments before she had to acknowledge the crisis and begin making unpleasant calls to past enablers, parents, hospitals. She read her novel for a half hour, then set it down, distracted. She looked up the plot of The Queen of Spades on her phone to find out what she’d missed. Death by fright, suicide, dramatic card game, suicide. Didn’t anyone in an opera ever decide to just keep muddling through? From a nearby room, she heard a real dog barking. It sounded celebratory rather than anguished or aggressive. Someone, somewhere else, had come back.







2.
Malcolm



I drove to Boston on the Monday morning before the New Hampshire primaries. The class I taught met from 4:30 to 6:50 p.m., and I had not anticipated how much the time of day would dictate the mood of the semester. The meetings started with nervous, unfocused energy that slowly splintered into malignant listlessness, my own manic volubility growing in intensity the more my students withdrew. What a time to gather! I met with them in the bleak gap between coming home from work and preparing dinner: happy hour in a school full of burgeoning alcoholics. The gloom crept over all of us as the sun faded, and by the end of the class, it might as well have been the middle of the night, nothing awaiting us but the deep, cold, northern darkness. I think the students respected my effort, even as they disregarded my broader purpose. I respected their disregard. They were polite, though, these kids. Formal. No matter how many times I asked them to call me Malcolm, they reverted to “Professor Cleary,” or more often, just “Professor.” After a while, I stopped insisting.

I’d found myself caught between places, between what I’d previously thought of as discrete periods of my life. Six months after Violet and I moved from Boston to New York, I got an offer to teach one semester a year at a university in Boston, the school where my parents had met as undergraduates, and from which my older cousins had barely earned enough credits to graduate between semester-long blackouts. They’d needed to hire someone fast, since the previous professor had skipped town after an apparent onset of religious mania a week before the semester started. I was available, and my mediocre teaching résumé included no reports of overt sexual misconduct. Even given these scrambled circumstances, I couldn’t quite shake the suspicion that my father was somehow behind my hiring. Perhaps it wasn’t likely that maintaining a block of season tickets at the football stadium for two decades would carry much clout in the selection of adjunct lecturers. But would it really require much clout to influence such a thing? There was nothing at this university more important than football, except for, nominally, Jesus. In any case, I was now back in Massachusetts, teaching once a week.

I felt more like a hypocrite than I’d thought I would, teaching at a Catholic school. I knew it was mostly just for show, the priests in charge of things and the cross on the wall in the classroom, but still. I had gone out of my way to reject the arbitrarily cruel exercise of power that the Church had represented to me since childhood, and it had come calling for me anyway. Violet was a former Catholic girl, less lapsed than I was, but selective enough about the rules that she mostly didn’t mind the living-in-sin part. She’d had a proper religious education until college, nuns and mass and all that. It had made her a little more decent to other people than the average person of our generation, maybe, and as a rule, she was better at converting feelings into action than I was. This was a helpful quality in a doctor. I admired her enormously when I was able to put aside my resentment at her moral and intellectual superiority.

My great-uncle Jim had been a priest. He was retired now, but he’d been charismatically diabolical even at the height of his shepherding. He’d given me my first drink, my first cigarette, hit on my Jewish girlfriend when I was a teenager—“Hey, my boss is Jewish!”—showed me how to bet on the ponies at the track. And then he taught me how to repent for it and start all over again. Whatever I was now, the Catholic stuff had been a big part of it.

Whatever I was now: certainly not a model of service to the Lord. No traditional values, or at least none that I wasn’t actively working to undermine. I had never worried seriously about hell—actual hell, I mean—outside of looking at Renaissance paintings and marveling at their inventiveness in conjuring demons and punishments. But I had spent most of my life feeling guilty for nothing. Or, rather, guilty for things I’d done, some of which I was objectively correct to feel guilty about, others of which seemed wholly the product of a sin-centered upbringing. I’m not just talking about sex. But another thing about being raised Catholic is that one learns earlier than most that everything is, in fact, about sex.

The class I was teaching was called Outsider Artists, though I had stretched the definition to include whatever I wanted to talk about. I wasn’t a real art historian, but I’d written enough about art that my hiring was defensible, as long as it was only an “advanced writing elective” rather than, you know, an actual contribution to any known discipline. These were undergraduates from a random assortment of majors, fulfilling a writing requirement. It wasn’t like they cared what I was trained in, and luckily, I was too arrogant to feel like a fraud.

My class that week was on the self-taught artist James Castle, whose work I had seen for the first time a month earlier at the American Folk Art Museum. Even amidst the other outsider art, Castle’s stuff seemed to shy away from the crowd. When the pictures weren’t in the corners of the gallery, they looked like they wanted to be. On rough paper, there were small, smudgy interior spaces and views of the world outside—a cast-iron stove in front of a vague approximation of wallpaper, the view from a barn of a farmhouse and silo. There was a picture I loved of a group of totemic humanoids, lined up in a room like just-arrived aliens who have badly disguised themselves with ill-fitting human clothes.

All the pieces were titled Untitled, most of the dates were “n.d.,” and the media always included found paper and soot. Castle had been deaf and mute, I read, and he had lived his entire life with his family in rural Idaho. I felt myself immediately romanticizing him, his work and his story, even as I had barely the outline of it before me. The art was dark and wise, clearly tormented but lacking in self-pity. His pictures and people instantly meant something to me, I thought, because they lurked in their feelings in a way that I had been lurking in mine for some time. They expressed my ambivalence in a more concrete way than an abstract painting ever could.

I tried to explain some part of this to my students, and they stared at me politely enough, though without much sign of understanding or interest. Why had they signed up for this class? Maybe it sounded easy. You looked at the pictures and you said what you thought you saw. That was what I had said in the first class, a little facetiously, obviously, and the students had seemed skeptical. They were right: when a person in a position of authority tells you something is easy, it is best to assume they are not telling the truth.

“I get why these are cool,” said Allison, a tall, ponytailed young woman in gym clothes. She was the kind of student ill-prepared professors rely on, always finding something plausible to say no matter how doubtful the initial prompting. “But I guess I sometimes feel like technical limitations are also really, um, limiting. Like, how much of what we’re noticing and finding interesting is just ineptitude that happens to be, um, aesthetically pleasing?”

“That, Allison,” I said, “is the whole ballgame. It’s kind of—”

“Alexandra,” she said. “Sorry. Or Allie.”

“Right, sorry,” I said. I mixed up the names of all twelve young women—only one male student had signed up for the class—constantly. “I was going to say that one way of looking at the whole development of artistic movements—development in quotes—is as a series of mistakes, of artists using their quirks and shortcomings to innovate and create something that has never been done before. I think this is what The Anxiety of Influence is about, probably. And sometimes that innovation, or whatever you want to call it, happens in the context of the broader conversation, and sometimes it happens in isolation. But then by disseminating these discoveries, we sort of introduce them into a narrative of progress.”

And thereby cheapen them, Allie’s eyes said.



I was supposed to have dinner with my friend Antonia after class at an old favorite bar on the Cambridge–Somerville border. When I lived in Boston, she and I had spent many happy evenings eating mediocre burgers and discussing Ellen Willis while watching the Celtics. The relative meaninglessness of our regular season wins and losses was reassuring. As die-hard neurotics, we found it was easy in January and February to talk ourselves out of too much excitement when the guys eked out a close win over a lesser opponent, or to find the silver lining in a blowout loss. (If they could play like that with Jaylen out, think how good they’d be when he was back!)

Antonia was attempting to get on the tenure track at the prestigious university where she currently had a teaching fellowship, the one by Harvard Square. It had been heavily hinted to her, apparently, that she was the most likely candidate, but most of our text exchanges involved her fretting at length about something going wrong. It seemed evident to me that she was a shoo-in. She was a brilliant writer, excellent at explaining things, and, conveniently for the third decade of the twenty-first century, genuinely interested in postcolonial eco-literature. I’d sat in on her class once, to see if I could learn anything about teaching, and because I’d wanted to hear what she had to say about a popular recent novel in which the trees of the Brazilian rainforest gain sentience and fight back against their destruction, eventually leading a coup that, with the help of Indigenous tribes, overthrows the right-wing government. I knew she’d found the book facile and overwrought, and I was curious to see whether she would feign enthusiasm or excoriate it. What she did instead was far beyond my abilities as an educator. She walked the students through the novel, pointing out why it was significant, what the book echoed and possibly prefigured, while at the same time explaining firmly why it was a meretricious work of art. It was simultaneously generous and damning, all the more damning for being so generous. The students appeared to actually be paying attention to her, too. Yes, many of them were on their computers, but their typing followed the rhythm of the information being disseminated rather than seeming totally random like it was in my classes. Some of the students pushed back: Wasn’t it possible that the book was disrupting her Anglophone literary expectations with its use of dream logic and borrowings from ultraviolent contemporary cinematic conventions? Sure, Antonia responded, but what was it doing once it overturned those expectations? It was reinforcing aspects of the system that it was claiming to critique, no? The kids came back at her, and she opened up a new line of questioning: What would a novel that truly rejected these colonialist forms look like? Was such a thing even possible?

The questions Antonia raised didn’t blow my adult mind, but it occurred to me, possibly for the first time, that the point was not for the professor to entertain herself or a visiting friend of her age and level of sophistication, but to engage the students and teach them things. It was a delicate balance. Despite my dabbling in higher education, the mysteries of academia only deepened with my further exposure to them. My work had very little in common with Antonia’s. But spending time with her made me feel more like the teacher I wanted to be.

When my class ended, I walked in the bitter cold to my car on Commonwealth Avenue. I checked my phone and saw that while I’d been teaching, I’d gotten a text from Violet back in Brooklyn.

“Hey, I’m really sorry to do this,” her text read, “but I thought it should tell you as soon as I heard I got just got some really sad news. Sam Allard got hit by a car on her bike yesterday and I heard from Mike she died today. I guess she went home but she had brain swelling and died in the morning at the hospital. It’s so crazy and awful. I’m sorry. I hope teaching was OK.”

I read the message twice, hoping that somehow the typos and garbled syntax were concealing a less dire reality than the obvious one. But that didn’t seem to be the case. My initial instinct was to be angry with Violet. It was just like her to deliver terrible news that I did not want to grapple with or acknowledge. If not for her, Sam would still be alive for a few more hours. This was why things were so difficult between us.

Then, immediate remorse. Sam and I had been “see each other every week” friends for a couple of years in our twenties in New York, but we’d remained “text when you see something funny that reminds you of the other person” close in all the years since, as we’d crisscrossed the country and ocean. We’d shared rental houses with groups of friends, recommended each other for jobs, edited each other’s work, both professionally and not. She was both a wonderful person and a total flake, infamous among those who loved her for canceling a quiet hang in favor of a better party somewhere (“Wanna come? Can probably sneak you in somehow”). She demanded loyalty in feuds she instigated, once becoming furious with me for positively reviewing a book by someone she was no longer speaking to for obscure reasons. She wrote cutting reviews and profiles but was incredibly thin-skinned about any criticism directed at her, professional or personal. She’d shown up in my hospital room in New York after I had my appendix out, taking a taxi directly there after flying in from Amsterdam. She hadn’t come to the city just to see me, of course, but still. It was a great trick. She remembered birthdays, except when she didn’t. She had a T-shirt that said RESPECT THE MEAT, the letters styled as flames, that she’d worn all the time.

Sam. On her fucking bike. I’d told her many times to be careful, though I also obsessively warned everyone I knew never to ride a bike in any city, ever, which perhaps undercut my credibility. She’d been in Brooklyn for the past year, but I’d only seen her twice since I’d moved back, and we hadn’t had a chance to catch up properly. She was dating a guy for the first time in a while—she’d been seeing women for a few years, but after the last relationship ended badly, she’d told me that she had “reverted to heterosexuality.” God, the loss. Another brilliant, secretly rich punk gone from the world.

“Oh god,” I wrote back to Violet. “That’s so awful. Thank you for telling me. I hope you’re OK. I’ll call you later.”

It wasn’t like anything I said would have been adequate, and I didn’t want to talk on the phone. I didn’t have enough room for Violet at that moment, didn’t have the wherewithal to face her feelings, let alone my own.



Violet. We met five years ago, during her second year of medical school at NYU. On a rare night out, she’d chosen to attend a reading by an old grad-school classmate of mine who’d just published a speculative spy novel about the founding of the League of Nations. (Like the institution, it was not, ultimately, a success.) What drew Violet to such an event remains mysterious to her even now; she was perhaps one of three people in the audience without a personal connection to the author. I chatted her up in the signing line—a literate doctor in training with a cute ass!—and invited her out with us to celebrate. There was a mutual recognition between us in that crowded bar, despite being surrounded by my old cohort loudly processing their mixture of pride and jealousy at our friend’s achievement. As we talked, Violet revealed a purer relationship with art than the one I had, evaluating books and films by personal aesthetic standards that had nothing to do with critical reputation or the various other metatextual factors by which I did. She’d quit on the six-hundred-page Bulgarian novel that was currently all the rage because she “didn’t have the time or mental fortitude to be that bored,” and I found myself wishing, in that moment, that I’d had the courage to abandon it, too.

We left the group after two drinks and went back to Violet’s overheated studio apartment, the sink piled with dishes, on Second and A, where we talked for another three hours. She loved Auden, Bergman, Sontag—the more self-consciously serious, the better. I tried unsuccessfully to convince her of the merits of Frank O’Hara, and she said it sounded like I just liked reading about sex and art and New York City. We found mutual ground in Denis Johnson and Hejira-era Joni, a certain flavor of hard-edged decadence. We kissed that first night, but Violet broke things off before they went any further. She was dating one of her fellow medical students—nothing serious, she said, but she thought it was only fair to break up with him before we “got into it.” A good Catholic.

I spent most nights of the next two years in that apartment, her cramped space much more conducive to intimacy than my East Williamsburg rat’s nest packed with musician roommates and their girlfriends and whoever else decided to come through on any given evening. During the day, I dashed around the city writing college essays for rich teenagers, scrawling notes and paragraphs for my nascent novel on the long subway rides in between clients. I hated my job and the parents who hired me, but I didn’t mind the kids, usually, so long as they didn’t fuck up my money. The key was convincing everyone, especially the students themselves, that I had brought out the latent best in them rather than inventing a wholly new person from a few stray facts and a great deal of fictional license. Most seemed happy with this arrangement.

Violet was busy with school, but in her stray days and hours off we went to Nicholas Ray movies at Film Forum, and ate Uzbek food in Brighton Beach, and fucked in bathrooms at bad dance clubs and surprisingly unhinged med-student house parties. When it came time to apply for her residency, she decided she wanted to be somewhere “less distracting” but still prestigious and not too far away from the city. For the perfect proportion of boredom, proximity, and self-declared significance, you couldn’t do better than Boston. I was attached to New York, but even more attached to Violet, and I wasn’t confident our newish relationship would survive the five-hour drive.

So Violet went to work for Mass General, and I hunkered down in our uninsulated apartment on the top floor of a three-story house in Jamaica Plain. After failing to write much of anything for months, I returned to an idea I’d had years before for a novel about a series of murders at a prep school. I’d abandoned it previously on the grounds of hackishness, a basic inability to see how I could do it with integrity. But in northern isolation, those objections faded, and the notion of writing something I might actually be able to finish and sell became increasingly urgent.

I worked every day for six months without going back over what I’d written. It was as if I’d had the parking brake on my whole life—oh, this was what driving was supposed to feel like. I allowed myself to be as stupid as necessary, no cliché left unturned. In the end, I wasn’t happy with what I’d written, exactly, but I didn’t hate it, either. It had a plot; it had plot twists. I’d written it so quickly and with such a specific sense of purpose that I barely recognized it as my own work. But, given how I usually felt about my work, this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. I sent it to my sister and my best friend. They read it quickly for a change, and I took all of their notes. The book got me a good agent, and eventually an editor. I took all of their notes, too.

Violet detected something hostile in the speed and intensity with which I rushed through these milestones. Perhaps there was something antagonistic in my haste; if so, I repressed it. Once the book finally came out, it cleared the low bar set for a debut work of literary fiction by a non-famous, middlingly attractive, no longer impressively young writer—some respectful reviews, events crowded with friends and family, enough copies sold that my publisher continued responding to my emails. My writer friends made the right sounds for the most part, though my friend Aaron, maybe because the alcohol had scoured away his manners, was a notable exception. He wrote me that it was “poker-faced kitsch of the highest order,” and cryptically expressed his hope that I would “really let them have it with the next one.” I sent back a generic note of gratitude.

A few months after the book was published, I was invited to give a reading in the chapel of my old prep school, an event mandatorily attended by the entire student body and faculty. The novel presented a none-too-flattering take on the school—the barely concealed crimes of rich, drug-loving scions; the teachers with stifled dreams of academic success taking out their furious mediocrity on their most adoring students—but I suppose any depiction, no matter how sordid, can seem like flattery, especially if, as was surely the case for the vast majority of those in attendance, you hadn’t read the book. The last time I’d stood behind the lectern in that chapel I was seventeen, delivering a firebrand speech in a terrible Russian accent as the representative of a Marxist-Leninist political party running unsuccessfully for student government. People didn’t get it. This time, they were more polite, but, as I read a scene featuring a trustee’s son snorting cocaine cut with the blood of a murdered scholarship kid, the old recognition that absolutely nothing could penetrate the school’s thick smog of monied complacency returned in full. At the reception afterward, a dean told me with a straight face that, based on my recent achievement, I should really consider coming back to teach.

When Violet finished her residency, she took a job at a Manhattan hospital whose network had colonized much of the city. I had insisted on our returning to New York, having become, in our three Boston years, an isolated wreck despite, or because of, my limited success. We settled in a tiny apartment next door to a police station in an expensive neighborhood in Brooklyn.



I texted Antonia to say I’d gotten some bad news about a friend but would be there soon. It was good to lay the groundwork; you shouldn’t surprise people. I considered the possibility of not telling her what had happened. I didn’t know if Antonia knew Sam, but she probably at least knew of her, and any chance for a night of light gossip and flirtation would go out the window if she found out I’d suffered a devastating personal loss. Was there any way to spin a lack of disclosure as shock and emotional self-protection rather than sociopathy? Probably for someone, but I think once the word “spin” has crossed your mind, the bet is off.

I followed the directions on my phone through the quiet streets of Newton. Even after the years in Boston, I still couldn’t reliably find my way around, blindly relying on the computer for instruction. I’d told a DSA friend I would go with him to knock on doors for Bernie in the morning. Now the idea of spending the day in the car with another person, making small talk, then running around in the cold on icy roads with no sidewalks, getting barked at by large dogs while people explained why they were voting for Tulsi fucking Gabbard, seemed unbearable.

I found a parking spot only a couple of blocks away from the bar and walked quickly through the cold. Antonia was at a table in the front window, her head bent over a book, with a dark beer, barely sipped, on the table in front of her. I was even more glad to see her than I’d expected to be. I was grateful, I suppose, for her continued existence. I walked inside, and she stood up to greet me, wrapping me in a tight hug. Her sweater was soft and thick, and she was wearing a pair of giant wire-framed glasses I’d never seen before. They made her face seem more delicate than usual, almost miniature.

“How are you?” she said. “What happened?”

“Oh,” I said. “I … Violet texted and told me that a friend of ours died. It’s just … I haven’t processed it yet. It’s really terrible.”

“Oh god,” Antonia said. “Who … do you want to talk about who it was?”

“It’s Sam, Samantha Allard? She’s, you know, a writer and editor…”

“Oh fuck,” Antonia said. She drew back from me, the horror plain on her face. “Fuck! Yeah, I know Sam. Knew. I … shit. I slept with Sam. For a minute. Or. We were, you know, together. What happened?”

“She got hit by a car. On her bike. And then her brain, um, swelled, I guess. And she died. It’s fucking awful.”

“Jesus,” she said. “We weren’t close lately, but we spent just a lot of time together for a while.”

I tried to imagine Sam and Antonia as a couple. Despite having, broadly speaking, the same vocation, they were fundamentally different in the way they approached the world, Antonia methodical and intense, Sam streaky and distracted and prone to sudden enthusiasms. I could only picture Antonia exasperated with Sam, scolding her for not being more diligent.

“She was kind of serially intimate,” I said.

“Right,” Antonia said. “I think I was the most important person in her life for, like, three months, and then just sort of eh after that. I don’t blame her or anything. Obviously. I did miss her. Do. This is awful. What do you want to do?”

“Drink,” I said. “Eat, I guess. I need to eat at least. And probably cry. At some point.”

Antonia checked her phone, frowning into the screen’s white light.

“The texts are coming now,” she said. “It must be online. I’m really glad you told me first.”

“I wish no one had told me first. Or at all.”

“Right,” Antonia said.

I got a beer and a “Crispy Southern Chicken Sandwich” that cost eighteen dollars. We fielded texts and updated each other on who was texting and tweeting and what they were saying. It was mostly disbelief and sentimentality; the funny anecdotes and reposts of her pieces would come later. At least one person, someone neither of us knew, had already posted that Sam “would have wanted” people to vote for Bernie tomorrow, which was, understandably, drawing pushback. She probably would have voted for Bernie, yes, but I felt confident that she was now well beyond caring who won the Democratic primary.

Antonia and I ordered tequila and whiskey, respectively.

“I haven’t been drinking like this,” Antonia said. “It makes me sleep really badly. I wake up in the middle of the night with my heart pounding.”

“Are you sure that’s not happening anyway?” I said. “What with everything?”

“The booze definitely makes it worse. But. Desperate times.”

“I just wanted to, like, talk about the Celtics,” I said.

“Looking solid but need better rim protection. Bench is inconsistent. Gordon Hayward is too white.”

“It’s true. It’s all true.”

“I feel so sad. I know plenty of people where it would be like, OK, that makes sense. They lived hard. They had a, you know, a doomed quality. But Sam really didn’t. I mean, she was kind of maddening, but she was mostly just, like, cute and funny and good. This shit is just so deeply unfair.”

I felt it, too. Mortality had been creeping closer—a friend’s brother from an overdose, the cerebral hemorrhage of a woman I’d gone to graduate school with. Xenia had breast cancer. Leslie had breast cancer. Soleil had breast cancer. Even the death of Kobe Bryant had left me shaken. It was the randomness of it all that made it vertiginous, the sense that one had been worrying about the wrong things. Somehow knowing that you would get it wrong didn’t absolve you from worrying. It just made you feel worse for having wasted your time. Even though I hadn’t seen her in months, I suddenly missed Sam’s physical presence, how she wiggled her fingers to convey that something was a spooky coincidence, the way she bobbed her head to some invisible beat when she was preparing to disagree with you. Was there any footage of Sam to preserve these details? I didn’t remember ever seeing any.

“Do you think it’s especially…” I said. “Never mind, I shouldn’t ask this.”

“What?” Antonia sat up straighter, sensing a shift in tone. “You can ask anything. It’s a wake.”

“I was just thinking it might feel especially … something, when someone you had a relationship with dies. Slept with, I guess is what I mean. Like a particular kind of melancholy.”

Antonia cocked her head slightly, like she was trying to decide whether she wanted to entertain this out loud.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess that makes it a little sadder, maybe. You always kind of think it might happen again. You might run into each other in a hotel lobby in a random city one day and, I don’t know, spend the weekend together. I guess that’s the fantasy. Something like that. You just lose, like, the future.”

She continued eyeing me as we drank.

“You had a thing with her, too,” she said.

Somehow, despite the obvious sequential logic of the conclusion, it still surprised me that she said it.

“Not really,” I said.

She waited.

“It wasn’t anything,” I said. “It was kind of secret. Because we were both with other people and it, ah, didn’t ever go anywhere. But, yeah. It was very, um, circumstantial. I think we both felt a little bad about it. And never really told anyone. And now I feel like an asshole.”

Antonia took a sip of her drink and gave a quick, dismissive flick of the wrist.

“Whatever moral dimension there was is pretty, you know, moot at this point,” she said. “Was it fun? She and I always had fun.”

I thought about it. The tension had been fun, the vibrations in the air, the question of whether or not Something Was Going to Happen. Things were tense between me and Violet at the time. We were new to Boston, deep in our respective worlds, me in the book, she in her rotations. That weekend she was in San Diego for the bachelorette party of a friend she didn’t like—mostly, I suspected, just to be away from me for a few days. Sam and I had been listening to records—Tusk and Tom Tom Club and Lodger—and getting quieter and heavier as the evening went on. I don’t remember why she was in Boston that February. She had friends everywhere, nebulous “projects” that needed attending to.

It was freezing out, so we were layered and be-socked and still a little bit cold, but also glad to be inside, shielded against the elements, a unit united. Sam was going through a phase of digging up obscure movies from corners of the Internet, and earlier in the night we’d watched a documentary filmed on the Wildwood boardwalk in the early nineties featuring women of various ages speaking about their expectations of love and pleasure. This had given the evening a certain wayward romanticism, and evoked memories of my own time stalking the boardwalk in oversize T-shirts, excited and fundamentally terrified of anyone remotely close to my own age, of any gender.

Sam made the first move, as I am usually passive in such matters. Kissing her felt cathartic—a conclusion to the narrative arc that had begun hours, if not years, earlier. It was an acknowledgment that the low-level flirtation I thought we’d been carrying on had not been entirely a projection. But that first kiss was the peak for me. I was a little bit too high and felt slow in my reactions, while Sam became lithe and quick, grabbing my hair, biting my lip, suddenly energized in a way she hadn’t been before.

We moved to the bed, where I felt increasingly self-conscious and inept. Now that things had gone this far, it seemed important to follow through, as I didn’t want her to regret allowing this intimacy. Once she pulled me down onto her, I found my bearings. I knew how this worked, even as I couldn’t help worrying about whether or not she was enjoying herself. Every time I looked up, her eyes were closed. It wasn’t my preference, either, this style of straightforward sexual congress, but in this instance there wasn’t much room for, I don’t know, role playing. The roles were “two friends having sex with each other for the first, and possibly only, time.” Eventually we lay panting next to each other, neither of us, as far as I could tell, having come. But once it was done—once we’d done all we could manage to do—I came back to myself, back to the moment, and felt OK. Sam was smiling guilelessly, hands behind her head in a cocky just got laid posture. “These kids!” she exclaimed. Meaning us? I didn’t sleep at all, listening to every creak in the house, hearing the pop songs on the radio of every car that stopped at the red light on the corner.

In the morning we were both awake early and drank coffee together, and then I walked her to the train station. I felt paranoid, as if it would seem suspicious to accompany her. We talked, for at least the third time in twenty-four hours, about a couple we knew who was abruptly (to us) breaking up after ten years together, and how terrible it was going to be for everyone to figure out which one of them to invite to things now. She paused at one point in the conversation and said, “We’re good, right?” I said, “Yeah, of course.” When I got home, I realized there was blood on the sheets and panicked—a telltale heart. No sin goes unpunished, Catholicism’s revenge, etc. I did the laundry, and the sheets came out looking like all the other old, fucked-up sheets we had.

“It was OK,” I said. “It wasn’t a very nice thing to do, though.”

Antonia shrugged.

“You shouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “At this point.”

She put her hand on mine and rubbed her thumb a couple of times over my knuckles, a touching combination of comforting and impersonal. I felt a new connection between us in that moment, derived from this particular strain of grief. I’d always thought Antonia was pretty, but I found myself admiring anew her sharp, delicate cheekbones, her perpetually flushed cheeks that made her look alternately cheerful and ashamed, her thick eyebrows over heavy-lidded eyes.

We paid the bill and walked out into the cold. It was worse than it had been, or it felt that way, at least, after being in the warm bar for so long.

“We didn’t even talk about how your new book is going,” she said. “Is being back in the Big Apple proving, um, fruitful?”

Despite my plans for developing a “more authentic voice” for the next novel, I had not written a satisfactory word—in any voice—since we’d moved back to New York the previous June.

“Things are certainly, you know, ripening,” I said. “Watch this space! Much more importantly, are they gonna hire you for real at that academic crap shack? You feeling the, uh, Crimson Tide?”

“I think that’s something else,” she said. “The whole system at these places … It’s stupid to complain about it, but it’s totally ridiculous. My prospects are ‘looking good,’ supposedly, whatever that means. I don’t want to jinx it. It’s a lot of winks and insinuation. If there was somebody I could just blow, like in the old days…”

“Thanks, Title IX,” I said. “You’ll get it, though. I promise.”

She raised her eyebrows and opened her mouth slightly, and in the silence it felt like the right thing—the only thing—to step forward and kiss her. My lips briefly made contact with hers, just long enough to taste a trace of tequila, before she stepped backward and said, “Oh no!” in a voice that was trying to attain jocularity, maybe, but couldn’t mask her panic.

“Ah,” I said. “Sorry. I think I got a little carried away. With everything going on.”

“It’s OK!” she said, more brightly than was called for. “It was just surprising. And not, uh, not the vibe right now. But don’t worry about it.”

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I thought … I was just kind of following my instincts.”

“It’s OK!” she said. “I get it! I’ll see you soon.”

She hugged herself and smiled faintly.

“Maybe if there’s a thing for Sam,” I said.

She looked at me as though she had no idea what I was talking about. I gave her some time to walk away—my car was in the same direction she’d gone. I suddenly felt the accumulated drinks in me and wished I could take the last few hours back. The last few years, maybe. Everything I did led me back to the same place—Boston, right, yes. But also this. Loneliness and trespass, one always leading to the other. I wanted to call Sam, even though I hadn’t in years. She would have given me shit for being self-dramatizing. If she could have. The people I could actually call would almost certainly be less forgiving.

Antonia’s startled expression lingered in my mind. How bad was it? I was a little bit worried that I’d fucked up our friendship, but more worried about her telling her friends, a number of whom were my friends, that I’d … what? Tried to take advantage of her grief and vulnerability? That wasn’t really what had happened, and that didn’t sound like something she would say. I’d been vulnerable, too. I’d thought we were feeling the same thing. I don’t know what I’d thought would happen.

I found my car and steered it to Memorial Drive, and then out to I-90. The sooner I saw Violet, the sooner everything would be all right. Normal. I would skip the canvassing in the morning, tell them I’d decided to head home after all, that I was worn out and needed to regroup. At this time of night, it would be four hours flat to our apartment in Brooklyn if I didn’t stop. I could make phone calls to New Hampshire voters if I felt guilty enough, doing exactly as little good calling unanswered phones as I would have done knocking on the doors of empty houses.

To calm myself down, I visualized the James Castle pictures I’d shown to my class, all those silent rooms and landscapes, the huddled gatherings of crude figures. They felt ominous and accusatory now. I hadn’t talked about the ethical questions that Castle’s situation raised, the haze of exploitation that hung over his life. We’d talked about those things before, of course, with Henry Darger, Bill Traylor. It was inevitable, but I hadn’t brought it up tonight because I didn’t want to pull focus from the art itself. It didn’t seem like the kids had understood it anyway. Maybe I hadn’t explained the whole thing well enough—the inventiveness with limited materials, the persistence, the miracle of the work surviving at all. I hadn’t given them enough context, or found a way to help them see the art for themselves. It was more about the feeling the work evoked, I thought, than the particulars. The melancholy of rendering things again and again to fix them in one’s mind. Maybe they were still too young to feel the pathos of that. Or maybe, as Allison had suggested—Alexandra, rather, Allie—it just wasn’t as interesting as I thought it was.







3.
Antonia



The house Antonia had rented smelled more than a little bit like raw sewage, but she didn’t think she minded it. The smell came up from the drains and from the shit on the toilet paper they deposited into the not entirely airtight garbage pails in the bathrooms. They had been told, in explicit terms, on many notes around the house in Spanish and English, that anything—ANYTHING—not produced by their bodies alone would destroy the house’s plumbing. It was new to her, this not flushing the toilet paper thing, but she thought that she could handle it. She kept wondering if she was missing something, due to language or cultural barriers—anything, really?—but she didn’t, well, sit on ceremony. She could manage.

The house and its surroundings were, like many things discovered on the Internet, slightly off in ways she could not have foreseen. The house was on the edge of a patch of tropical foliage, a narrow, newish, cheaply constructed, two-story structure abutted by a much older, smaller home whose primary occupant, a local woman in her thirties (or so Antonia guessed, based on her three children, ranging from toddler to adolescent), had sold her and Lev eggs and fruit across the front yard on their first day there. It turned out they were right across an untamed scrap of jungle from a beach resort, which became relevant when, sitting on their little roof deck in the evening, they were serenaded by professionally mediocre covers of the songs (“Hotel California,” “Take the Money and Run”) favored by white American tourists on vacation, regardless of the country they were currently occupying. Visiting, rather. Mexico, in this case.

They could reach a stretch of seaweed-strewn public beach by walking a winding, unsightly path that was nearly overtaken by prickly vines and other sand scrub, and if you followed the coastline another twenty minutes or so, you would reach a restaurant on the beach with excellent ceviche and large fried fish served head to tail. This restaurant, more than the house or the beach or anything else about the little town, was what she had imagined when she planned the vacation, and its presence made up for all of the minor oddities and inconveniences, among them the fact that the town turned out to be a Canadian snowbird haven, complete with a hockey-themed bar (El Puck!) and a restaurant serving poutine tacos.

She’d been a Yucatán enthusiast ever since she’d visited Mérida, the state capital, for a friend’s wedding two years earlier, and spent the subsequent week on a junkie’s quest for ruins, stopping at the famous and obscure alike, imagining herself into a sprawling Mayan past that, admittedly, had little more basis in reality than a Neil Young song. Though this trip was a “working vacation,” she and Lev had spent an extravagantly sweaty day driving to and surmounting a crumbling ziggurat and then swimming in a dank cenote, with roadside tacos before and after. It was what she hoped the afterlife would consist of, minus the heartburn. Lev had been game, if not wildly enthusiastic, about these adventures. She had the impression that he was holding back his feelings, or maybe he just didn’t have many. At a desolate stand on their way back to the house, a sun-weathered woman sold them a bunch of bananas, each sporting Dole stickers advertising Disney Pixar’s Cars 3.

Despite his tendency to withdraw into himself, Lev was proving to be a good vacation mate in a way she hadn’t been sure he would be. Inviting him had been a risk, a minor threat to what she needed to be a restorative spring break after a winter, still ongoing in Cambridge, of maladroit students and romantic misadventure and death. Lev was an assistant professor, though not at the same school and not in the same field as her. He did American Studies, specializing in twentieth-century US economic policy, though he was enlisted to teach undergraduate classes in all kinds of things because his school was thrifty, and he was, apparently, a good teacher.

He was also fairly hot, and in much better physical shape than the average academic, so Antonia felt relieved that she was both more ambitious and poised to eventually be more successful than he was—at a better school, in a hotter (job-wise) field, more likely to achieve real renown. Her first academic book, on depictions of ecocide in film and literature, had gotten a modicum of mainstream attention, and it had led to gigs writing book reviews and essays for magazines with much higher circulations than the academic journals to which people like her were usually consigned. She had nearly finished her second book, academic again but with a better press, for a little more money, and the chance, they thought, for trade potential. She was making a bigger argument, one that she wasn’t sure she could totally back up, but that she and her editor thought could be made interesting and complicated enough to get her the right kind of attention. The argument was basically that climate change, as currently theorized, fit into a narrative of cultural collapse that one could find seeds of in texts and currents across the centuries—Columbus’s reports from the New World, the fall of the Ottoman empire and concurrent genocide of the Armenians, the temperance movement, Black Power and its discontents—and that, paradoxically, this patterning was dangerously insufficient because it lulled people, unconsciously, into a belief that climate, too, would follow dialectical patterns, when in fact it was an ecological event entirely unbeholden to historicizing analysis. The point wasn’t to prove anything, but to worry the examples such that one might be pulled in by her magnetized logic, and thus see the world, if only briefly, anew. Her associative thinking made sense to her in small flashes, like something caught in the corner of one’s eye, or a barely remembered dream.

Sure, she was often a little bit high. Weed plus Adderall divided (?) by Lexapro equaled a moderately productive academic career. Functional drug use turned out to be a superpower in her field, if one could avoid cracking up. Multiple members of her former grad-school cohort had gone mad, either in school, while trying to get a first job, or while jostling for tenure, and she was intent on maintaining her sanity. If one’s work was to suppose connections that didn’t appear to the naked eye, to convince other people that these connections did in fact exist, and that they were the important insights that would justify a possible lifetime of financial support … well, one could see where problems might arise. One had to try to remember that, while academia could radically re-conceptualize the world, it was not, itself, the world.

She’d seduced Lev initially at a bar in Cambridge after a talk on the structuralist limitations of postfeminist body horror by one of her colleagues. She’d met him once before, at a lefty doctor’s party, and she hadn’t had the chance to properly take his measure. He was slight in a way that she wasn’t usually attracted to, wiry and muscled and just about her height. He always seemed to be talking out of the side of his mouth, a tendency she’d initially assumed was an affectation, but which she now knew he came by honestly. Whatever that meant.

At the bar that night, she’d found herself restless with the academic shoptalk, feeling the urge to abandon the prevailing frame of reference. After ascertaining through signs and signals of her own devising that he wasn’t a total psychopath, she propositioned him:

“I don’t care about fucking up a marriage, but you have to promise me you don’t have a kid.”

“Does this look like the face of a father?” he said, and made a wild-eyed, open-mouthed expression, like a photograph taken on the downward slope of a roller coaster.

“Maybe one who just found out how much in-state tuition is going to cost in twenty years?”

“I don’t even have a pet,” Lev said. “I don’t even have a plant!”

“Well, you know I’m all about the end of nature.”

When they got back to her apartment in Somerville, he was confident, manhandling her like they knew each other better than they actually did. It was startling at first, but she recognized quickly that he was in control of it. She allowed herself to relax. She threw yesterday’s clothes off the bed, let him grab her wrists and hold them above her head, touch her through her tights, press his cock down her throat. With the previous boyfriend, she’d been the one expected to make moves, invent the games, keep things interesting. It had been a minute since she’d enjoyed having someone else take charge. Not that others hadn’t tried.

When they finished, she sent him home to his purportedly barren home. She planned to wake up early to read and write. He pouted a little, but only enough to be polite, she thought. The sex became a regular thing, and when it came time to plan her trip, it felt natural to ask him along, in the same take-it-or-leave-it way she’d handled everything between them.

She was turning thirty-six this year and was exhausted by the idea that she was going to have to actually figure her shit out soon if she wanted to get married to someone and/or have a kid (kids plural, in the numerical if not colloquial sense, were out). The answer was yes, probably, but not at the expense of her career or independence, the latter vaguely and broadly defined. There would be some blow to at least one of those things, obviously, both, probably, but if it was the right person—the right enough person, or the right enough feeling about her body, future, etc., to make a go of it on her own—it would be manageable. Worth it. Not that she felt like she wouldn’t be complete without these things. Just that it would probably be good to take some further steps toward unreachable completion.

The vehicle for all of this would not be Lev, unless something changed dramatically, but that was all right. She needed to get the tenure-track job. Once that was accomplished, she could be more practical about the other things. For this brief moment, she could enjoy herself.

During the days, they worked, mostly, he in the coolish, cavelike front room of the house, she at a small metal table in the yard. That afternoon, when she lost the shade and it got too hot, she put on her bathing suit and picked her way down the overgrown, trash-strewn path to the beach, then walked to the oceanfront of the resort, because someone there seemed to be clearing the seaweed out of the surf and off the beach. Even so, there were few other bathers in the ocean. Most seemed to be clustered around the large infinity pool of the hotel, baking or texting or, occasionally, reading. She was too far away to see what books they held, but she assumed, ungenerously, that it was the usual garbage, the singing crawfish and little Nazi boys who fixed clocks or whatever. She herself felt the professional need to read almost every novel published about climate or nature or trees, of which there was an increasing, unreadable number. Good for her career, bad for the world, both aesthetically and as a benchmark for how catastrophic the situation was. It took something extreme—imminent extinction, for instance—to make writers care about “science.” The books also took out lots of trees, obviously, though not that many compared to other things. The Internet, for example, was significantly worse for the environment than books.

She was, despite her field of study, a fundamentally hopeful person. This wasn’t something she advertised. It was unintellectual, irrational. But it was a big part of what kept her working and moving forward, a busy little overachiever undeterred by the grim truth of the near future. Her father had been frank about the need for compartmentalization. He’d once told her that he kept his feelings in a box inside of himself, which was itself in another box, and he kept himself from opening both boxes, lest it make it harder for him to achieve his goals. She refused to think about her own emotional landscape in such terms, but she imagined that her ability to keep her despair to one side was at least partially inherited. She knew that this made her superficially agreeable, but worried that it also made her hard to love, at least to the people by whom she wanted to be loved. There was ultimately something disappointing, maybe, in a woman who refused to be overtaken by her feelings.

She didn’t swim so much as splash and wade, staying low in the warm shallows. Lev had joined her in the water on the first day and had seemed happy enough, but she didn’t want to bother him every time she got too warm. He was working on a novel, supposedly, while taking breaks from the academic article he needed to finish. This did not strike her as a good use of time, since most novels, even ones by serious novelists, were quite bad, and those by dabblers like Lev were generally unreadable. But maybe he was an exception! She doubted she would ever read what he was working on. She had taken a writing workshop as an undergraduate and had found the lack of rigor genuinely disturbing. This was an academic discipline? Where, exactly, was the discipline? It seemed odd to her that the study of works that were produced under such unpropitious conditions required so much more thought and organization than the production of the works themselves. Sam, whom she’d dated for a few months between college and grad school, had been an excellent short-story writer, producing fractal, Mansfieldian scenes of daily life in hurried bursts while sitting in cafés or watching TV. Antonia thought the stories were better than the reviews and essays that Sam wrote for her ostensible work, but Sam, as far as she knew, had never even submitted them for publication. She wondered where those little pieces of fiction were now that Sam was dead. Lost in some hard drives, in notebooks, scraps of paper. Lost.

Her friend Malcolm, meanwhile, unashamedly productive, had published a novel, half a dozen stories, and many reviews of books and films and artworks he knew next to nothing about. He had confidence, a knack for detecting what people wanted from him and delivering it. She’d liked the first draft of his prep school book, which he’d sent her with the subject line “is this a thing?” It was rough and kind of ugly, alive in a way that the finished book was not. The plot was supposed to be obvious and superfluous, he’d explained to her. As if that justified it. It seemed like it had done all right; someone had even written a profile of him, somehow. (“Brooklyn Writer Lives in Brooklyn?”) Of course he’d tried to kiss her as soon as he’d felt like it. He thought he was a romantic, but really he was just playing the odds. Anything worth a try. If he’d waited for a better time, she might have responded differently. He was someone she could imagine improving, if she decided it was worth the effort.

She walked back to the house, letting herself dry in the sun. She’d gained some weight in the last year in her hips and ass, an inevitability in her bottom-heavy family, and she’d decided to embrace it. She felt good in her body lately, sexy, capable. Lev made her feel that way, or his desire did.

At the house, she found him hunched over his laptop at the long dining table where she’d left him. She made eye contact and indicated that he should follow her upstairs. He fucked her in the tiny shower, somewhat foiled in his operations by the logistical difficulty, before moving her to the bed. She pressed her face into the pillow and raised her haunches for him. She felt her smile radiating out to the rest of her body while he worked on her from behind. Sex was fun, funny, stupid. It was great to be an animal with the ability to entertain itself in this way.

They curled up into each other afterward, looking at the small glimpse of ocean visible through the steel-barred window.

“I can’t tell if this virus thing is for real or just the Africanized killer bees again,” he said. “Like some kind of weird race panic.”

“I think it might be both?” Antonia said. “Like, really bad, and also really problematic in the way it’s talked about.”

“Sometimes you can’t help but think, boy, would it be nice to have a president who isn’t an evil fucking moron,” Lev said.

“I’ve honestly forgotten what that was like. Or just blocked it out.”

“Next election’s not looking so great right now, either. They’ll never just let us have Bernie.”

She rolled over and turned toward him, his face fuzzy with proximity. He needed an eyebrow wax. Maybe he’d let her do some of the plucking. She didn’t consider herself particularly sadistic, or masochistic for that matter, but she still liked the idea of it, the ritual of inflicting a small amount of localized pain for the sake of beauty. High heels would barely be sexy if they didn’t hurt so much.

“I know I should be reading the news more,” she said. “But it’s feeling good not to.”

“I think they’re going to cancel classes when we get back. At least for the week.”

“I wouldn’t object to that,” she said.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure my students would somehow get over it.”

They worked for a little while longer, Antonia reading up on the roof veranda now that the sun was a little lower in the sky, Lev taking his turn at the table out front. When it got dark, they walked down the beach to the fish and ceviche place. Lev spoke slightly better Spanish than she did—still not terribly impressive—and seemed to have a conversation about Lebron James with their waiter as he seated them.

“Fan or not a fan?” Antonia asked when he’d gone.

“Lebron is the king!” Lev said. “I said, but he’s getting old, no? And he said he will always be the king. Or something like that. That was the vibe.”

“No one ever cares about the Celtics in other countries,” Antonia said. “I guess their legacy doesn’t travel well.”

“Maybe it’s the dwindling number of fat little Irish guys abroad.”

They looked out at the ocean. Lev smiled nervously at her.

“How’s your work going?” Antonia said finally.

“Before we even get our beers? Barbaric.”

“Well, I’m struggling with edits,” Antonia said. “Maybe I’d be a better writer if I just never looked at anything again after I wrote it. It would be messy but more honest, you know?”

“Hmmm, probably not,” Lev said. “You have to basically kill it for yourself to make it mean anything to somebody else.”

“Kill seems strong,” Antonia said. “But I know what you mean.”

“I’m on the verge of giving up on the novel, if you can even call it that,” he said. “Unless it starts getting like, way better really soon. Then I might be tempted to waste more time on it.”

“How will you know?”

“There will be a sign in the sky,” he said. “No. Someone will tell me. The only way anyone finds out anything.”

“I could tell you,” she said. “I’m a pro-fesh-o-nal critic.”

“The only one for miles around,” he said. “If the plague hits, I’ll have to count on your judgment.”

She wished, in this moment, that she didn’t like him so much. Unspoken between them—or maybe just in her own head—was the fact that a relationship was like writing or any other difficult, beautiful activity. It could only give you joy if you didn’t put too much pressure on it, if you didn’t expect it to be your whole life. But then, what? You wasted your time on lesser things to avoid destroying what you loved, and you never got to enjoy the thing that mattered most. And it did work out for some people. Her career had progressed about as well as it possibly could, so far. It had come at great cost, in that she still hadn’t made any money or been able to settle anywhere for very long. But she was succeeding. Like a fool, she believed that her achievements might provide satisfaction commensurate to what it had taken to enact them.

After dinner, they walked around the town, past the dark church and the lit-up square, the dueling pizza places across the plaza from each other. El Puck was empty but blasting “Paradise City” and utilizing its disco ball to full effect. They settled on a hip-looking mezcal bar with sidewalk tables—the place to be tonight, apparently—where a band inside was playing a slinky, Spanish-language cover of “Crazy in Love.”

As they sat down, Antonia felt the sudden melancholy of vacation wash over her—surrounded by people having conversations she couldn’t understand, readying herself to choose another little exotic treat she didn’t deserve. She knew she would appreciate, even treasure, this experience later, but she couldn’t rise to the surface of the present moment. She found herself pushing for the mezcal “sampler,” which meant she would need to drink at least two more shots, which, on top of the beers and the margarita she’d had at the restaurant, were more than she could drink without becoming quite drunk. She knew she didn’t like herself at however many drinks that was, but she felt herself steering into the skid.

“Mezcal might be the very best thing,” Lev said. He sipped the darkest one in the flight and took a bite from one of the orange slices they’d been given. She took a shot of clear liquor in one gulp, feeling it burn clean all the way down to her stomach.

“It’s just funny, us,” she said, without considering where she was going. “I think we understand each other in some essential way. But we’re not freaking out about it.”

“Should we be freaking out?” he said. He sounded genuinely concerned, and she tried to modulate her tone.

“No one should!” she said. “People can just—no one should.”

She paused, settled back into herself.

“I’m having fun,” she said finally. “It’s been kind of a dark time for me, but this is just really nice.”

“I’m so glad,” he said. Jesus, she wasn’t proposing marriage. She wasn’t sure if this was an example of someone being incredibly emotionally intelligent or the opposite. What she wanted was someone who would understand everything she meant on a deeper level, but not necessarily respond out loud to it until she was ready. The band had moved on to the Alicia Keys song about being on fire.

“Are you feeling anxious?” she said.

His shoulders relaxed, and he took another sip of the mezcal.

“A little,” he said. “Sorry. The virus stuff is so weird, and it seems crazy to just be like, sitting here. I’m getting all these texts, like, ‘guess you’re gonna be staying in Mexico awhile!’ And then I’ve been thinking, you know, if Biden gets the nomination, he’s gonna be fucking dead by November. His brain already doesn’t work. Like, what are we doing? All of us, I mean.”

“It’s bad,” she said. “Neoliberalism’s a motherfucker. And regular liberalism.”

“Not to mention fascism. And the wave of pestilence. Because the metaphorical one was somehow too subtle for contemporary viewers.”

“Right, God’s like, wait a minute, I’ve got a couple more options at my disposal here, actually.”

“I don’t want to be grim,” he said. “It just kind of feels like everything keeps getting worse, you know?”

He seemed to be genuinely distraught in a way that Antonia had never seen him before. She wanted to wish it all away, at least for now—was that so wrong? To have a respite from history and death and failure? Yes. It was wrong.

They took the remaining shots in a more combative fashion, as a brave stand against the forces that threatened to destroy them. Antonia encouraged this. She wanted life, pushback. They trundled back to the house on the road that cut through the jungle rather than walking on the beach, since the road was a little bit shorter and slightly better lit. You were more likely to be mugged or hit by a car, but less likely to face the existential void. They made it back unhit, unvoided.

“Grab me,” she said, once they were inside. “Like, grab me.”

“Like this?” he said. He looped his finger through her belt loop and tugged her toward him abruptly.

“No, like…” She put his hand on her torso. “Take a handful. Make me come over. Like you did that first time.”

She felt the sharp grip of his fingers through her shirt, a searing pinch that made her yelp and stumble forward.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said.

“No, that’s good,” she said. She jabbed his chest hard with an open palm. “I want to tussle. Roughhouse!”

Lev let go of her. “I’ll roughhouse you when I’m sober.”

“We’ve gotta fight back with punk shit,” she yelled. “We’ve gotta sacrifice our bodies.” She bit his lip, hard, and he gently but firmly pushed her away.

“That doesn’t make sense,” he said. “You’re just saying things.”

“And doing things!” she said. She went into the kitchen and found two stale, flakey pastries from their bakery run a couple days earlier. She crushed them in her fists, making crumbs explode everywhere. She ground the pieces into her palms. They had cost about five cents each, and they’d bought so many of them. She was playacting being out of control, but the baseline was genuinely sloppy. She brushed the rest of the crumbs onto the floor and drew a glass of water from the big blue water dispenser. When she came back into the main room, Lev was sitting at the table, staring into his laptop.

“The world is not us!” she yelled. “We are not the world! Resist the illusion!”

“That is literally not true,” he said.

Things got blurry after that, but she eventually passed out mid-monologue while undressing, Lev told her later.

She didn’t feel ashamed in the morning—she’d been making some kind of point with her drinking and carrying on, she remembered—but she wished now that her head wasn’t pounding quite so much. Lev fried some of the neighbor’s eggs and made pico de gallo while Antonia chugged water and brewed coffee. Lev didn’t seem mad; she hadn’t been violently deranged, apparently, just sort of a nuisance. She wondered if this would make her subtly unlovable going forward, but there was no way to know without … going forward.

They sat down at the table with their breakfasts in front of them.

“Listen,” Lev said. “I want to change my flight. I need to go home.”

She took a moment to consider this, and then said, “Because of me?”

“No, no,” he said. “Are you serious? I think we should both go. What if they close the borders? I don’t want to get stuck in the middle of whatever fucked-up point Trump tries to make about this.”

“They’re not going to close the border to citizens,” she said quietly. “That’s not a good or bad thing; it’s just true.”

“I’m already tired of worrying about it,” Lev said. “There’s no point in being here if I’m just going to worry.”

“At least it’s warm here. Would you rather worry in Somerville?”

“I know the deal in Somerville. Even if it’s bad, I know how things work. We probably won’t be like, confronted at gunpoint by the military in Somerville.”

She chose to disregard the insult to Mexico’s honor and shifted to wondering out loud about the logistics. It would be really expensive, or maybe impossible, to change his flight. He could handle it, he said. He was good at making it sound like something was a tragic emergency without having to explicitly lie.

She didn’t want to give in to his panic. If they did cancel classes, wasn’t there even less of an impetus to race home? She realized she knew basically nothing about his family, besides the fact that he had two parents who were still alive and together, and a younger sister, somewhere, and she wondered if that was factoring into his thinking. Some people really cared about their families.

By the late morning, he’d arranged to fly out that night from Cancún, for only a hundred and fifty dollars more. She didn’t want to leave just because he was, but the ease and suddenness with which he’d effected his departure gave her pause. She was trying to be the practical one, not the romantic. Sudden movements were often the least helpful thing one could do in an emergency, she reasoned. But she wasn’t sure.

They resumed something of their previous routine while they waited for him to leave for the airport. He set up to write in the front yard, and she took her book and a towel out to the beach in front of the resort. There seemed to be fewer people around the pool today, maybe because it was already hot, or maybe because of the other thing. She lay on her towel on her stomach, propped up by her elbows, her hair hanging down in her face, reading. She was being stubborn, she knew that. What was a hundred bucks, two hundred bucks, for peace of mind, for not being trapped in some global incident? She felt like a cartoon character on a coffee mug: I JUST WANT MY VACATION!!!

She was reading a novel by a bilious Salvadoran writer whose ugly, rant-filled writing gave her hope for a not entirely dull literary future. The fucking apocalypse had already happened for so many people, she thought. She said a version of this, without the expletive, to her classes with some frequency. We could learn how to comport ourselves toward our inevitable demise with some degree of dignity by seeing how others had managed it. At the moment, all she wanted to do was be very still and let whatever was going to happen next pass over her.

After her swim she felt more resolute and less hysterical. She would enjoy her solitude, she decided, and do her best not to hold Lev’s worry against him. She didn’t know if she wanted to date him or whatever else, but she still wanted him as a comrade, at least. She hoped that his book wasn’t terrible.

She walked into the house in her bathing suit. He was stretched out on the couch reading an old issue of The New York Review of Books, frowning in thought.

“How’s … ancient Byzantium?”

“Huh? Oh. No, it’s about the transcendentalists. Can’t keep ’em down.”

He looked sweet and helpless and physically vulnerable. It was amazing what the two of them did, she thought. They were repositories of knowledge—when they were working, relaxing, talking, sleeping, all they did, all the time, was learn things and tell other people about them.

“You want something for the road?” She leaned over and dripped her wet hair onto his face.

“Oh,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d really be in the mood for that.”

“What choice do I have?”

“Hmmm?”

“Haven’t you heard?”

She lifted his legs up and sat down, wet, on the couch. She set his ankles on her lap.

“You and me, Lev. We’re the last people alive.”

She pressed her big toe into his crotch. She wasn’t sure this was actually pleasurable, but it would give him the right idea.

“Are you really that desperate to get me to stay?” he said abruptly.

She withdrew her foot and sat up.

“I thought you’d already decided you were going,” she said.

“I had!” he yelled. He stood up and paced. “But now you’re like, trying to make me feel bad and make me feel like I should stay. Like, I’m passing up this amazing opportunity to stay here with you, and you’re going to be pissed off at me for leaving. I don’t need that shit right now!”

Antonia opened her eyes wide—she was genuinely startled by both the tone and content of this explosion.

“Look,” she said slowly, as though trying to calm a horse. “I thought you might want to have sex before you flew home to whatever. The plague. That seemed like a reasonable assumption, as we have had sex on multiple recent occasions, and it might be the last time for a while. But it sounds like you don’t want to. I, too, am now extremely over it.”

He ran his hand through his hair, looked at the floor.

“OK,” he said. “I guess I misunderstood.”

“Everyone isn’t dying to have you around.” She felt the need to work herself up, too, to meet his outburst now that the immediate danger had been defused. “Everyone isn’t begging for your amazing presence. Maybe you should think about that! I liked you because you were easy! Easy! And you’re being so fucking difficult!”

“I’m going to go sit outside,” he said. “It smells terrible in here. Like shit. Constantly. My car’s coming in like a half hour.”

“Great. Get home safe. Enjoy the working toilets of America.”

“Yeah,” he said. He put his duffel bag over his shoulder and clunked his rolling suitcase over the uneven tiled floor. “Be careful, OK?”

She didn’t respond.

“I get that you’re mad, but I feel a little bit responsible for you, so I’m going to text you to make sure you’re OK. You can just write back yes, or even just, like, y, but please do it, OK?”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“OK?” he said.

“Y,” she said.

When the door clicked shut behind him, she went upstairs and changed out of her bathing suit, back into her vacation uniform of cutoff jeans and a purple tank top. She felt restless and vicious. Out on the roof patio, she could see the ocean in one direction. She imagined Lev’s neck and face growing red in the sun as he waited for his car in the front yard, the discomfort he would feel that night when he got back to Boston. He’d look himself over in the mirror, examine the damage done by just a few days of carelessness. He didn’t tan at all, she’d noticed, just burned.

Once enough time had passed that she was sure he was gone, she went inside, the sudden shift in light making her feel for a moment like she’d blacked out. She knew she should get in touch with her mother but didn’t want to deal directly with her anxiety. Her mother’s husband Ben was a calming presence—he had good intel on things from his time in government and would keep them safe. Thank god her mother had gotten remarried. Antonia couldn’t fathom what the scale of her responsibilities would be if she hadn’t. She dozed for a couple of hours in the dusk, until waking to a text from Lev. “Taking off in a sec. All OK?” She wrote back “N.” He wrote back “??” She didn’t respond. His plane, presumably, flew away.

When it was fully dark, she took a long, lukewarm shower and dressed. She did her makeup properly for the first time all week and wore the white and cornflower blue sundress that made her breasts look fantastic. She didn’t have any particular goal for the evening. She just wanted to feel better.

She took the beach route to town, slushing through the sand in the moonlight. Was it stupid to stay? She’d made her decision and tried not to second-guess it. She passed a dimly lit outdoor bar where a few local men milled around, reggaeton playing loudly. Her Spanish wasn’t good enough to stop and chat, nor was her confidence in knowing or asserting what she wanted from such an encounter.

Even in town, things seemed quieter than usual. It was, what … Thursday? Friday. People had definitely cleared out. She was like one of those people who refuses to evacuate for a hurricane, but with far less justification. The main plaza with the church was dark, and though it was only 8:30, the taco place and the Italian restaurant were both closed. She walked past the used bookstore, stocked mostly with the usual traveler junk—how were there so many copies of Shantaram in the world?—though she’d found a trade paperback by Joan Didion’s husband that she’d never seen before, sold there presumably because its title included the name of the Mexican state they were in. But who would have left it? Maybe Joan herself, she fantasized, some years ago, in bereaved tribute to her husband and daughter.

She turned the corner and saw that the hottest spot in town—the only somewhat bustling spot at all—was El Puck. Despite her fastidious avoidance of it, she would finally get the full snowbird experience. There were a few Americans and/or Canadians on the dance floor; the DJ was playing a lesser Lil Wayne hit, one with hardly any rapping in it, but still, it was a comfort. She saw through the fog machine to an outdoor back patio and made a beeline for it, dodging a middle-aged couple in miniature sombreros—definitely Americans—grinding heartily on one another.

On the patio, the evacuation-refusal vibe was in full effect. A long table of people in their sixties was fully trashed and singing “Desperado.” A young Mexican waitress was sitting on the lap of a patron in his twenties, feeding him a drink, while a woman (his girlfriend?) took pictures on her phone. No, er, active waitstaff were visible. Was she sure this was where she wanted to be? At the house, she still had a few eggs left, a couple of increasingly stale pastries, half a bag of spicy Gummy Bears (truly disgusting), and most of a bottle of “mezcal” that she’d bought at a 7-Eleven, which had a syrupy aftertaste that was not at all like that of mezcal. Also, yes, the rental house smelled increasingly disgusting, what with all the shit and heat, and she was glad to be out of it. She sat down at a table by herself and made pointed eye contact with the waitress, who had moved off the guy’s lap and into a chair across from him. Eventually, she got up and came over.

“Is the kitchen still open?” Antonia said.

“Ah, just a little,” the waitress said. “We have … some French fries? Nachos? The poutine?”

She ordered fries and a Modelo. She resisted the urge to check her phone, instead looking out onto the dark ocean past the patio railing and the beach. There was nothing she could do right now. She repeated this in her mind to stave off panic. The woman at the table near her, the one where the waitress had been sitting, caught her eye. She had red hair and freckles and seemed to Antonia to somehow be pretending at an innocence she didn’t possess. She had students like this. They were either a lot of fun or big trouble.

“Come sit with us?” the woman said.

Yeah. Why not.

“Didn’t want to go home, huh?” the guy said. He seemed, despite the server recently draped over him, like the genuinely sweet one—sweetness, unlike goodness, was hard to fake.

“Seemed like an OK place for the apocalypse,” Antonia said.

“We were staying in Cancún,” the woman said. “The whole place cleared out. We were kind of like, fuck it, let’s move down the coast, see what’s there. Not much, it turns out. But that’s OK! The hotel is nice.”

“Ha, I’m staying in one of the weird bungalows behind it. Through the jungle or forest or whatever the right word is.”

“Oh, cool,” the guy said. “Must be nice to have the privacy.”

“It’s OK,” Antonia said.

“We just moved our flight up to tomorrow, so we’re gonna rage tonight,” he said. “El full destructo. Who knows what it’s gonna be like back home, so. Tonight, we are all Canadians.”

Their names were Lucy and Trevor. They lived in DC. He worked for an NGO that did microloans; she was in law school. (Lucy: “I want to actually make money.”) Once Antonia had some beer and food in her, she gave them the bullet points of her life and told them about Lev’s abrupt departure. Antonia couldn’t tell if she actually liked them or if she was just desperate for companionship. Something about Lucy reminded her of Sam, a spirit of somewhat calculated improvisation, maybe, which was intoxicating when administered at the right dosage. She missed Sam so much more now than when she’d been alive. Sam was going to miss the plague, the election! Good for her.

Her instinct was that she could seduce Lucy if she wanted to. She could feel the ghost of an argument forming in her head—the world was shutting down, a lot of people were going to die; now was the time, Lucy, to knock out that wild lesbian fling you’ve always threatened but never followed through on. Or had once partaken of but imagined you’d aged out of. Law school! Even less fun than an English PhD, but much more remunerative.

“Do you want to party?” Lucy said. “Actually, god, what year is it. ‘Party.’ Do you want to come do some low-key drugs at our hotel?”

“Um, are you a cop?” Antonia said.

“Yes,” Lucy said. When she smiled, her gums showed in a way that suggested the potential for actual innocence. A trick. “You totally have the right to remain silent.”

Another text from Lev: “back in boston. seriously, are you OK?”

She stared back at Lucy, whom she realized now was Sam. Cute, small, evil. A ghost.

“N,” she texted back.






Part II








4.
Aaron



For a few years, Aaron didn’t talk to his father much, but he never went so far as to “cut off contact,” even as many of his friends, often the ones who’d seemed the closest to their parents, chose to do so, usually over what seemed to him relatively minor offenses. Aaron’s periods of silence mostly had to do with shame or obfuscation rather than with the intent to punish, even if he wasn’t always thrilled with his father’s choices. His mother was persistently in contact, to the point of driving him to madness—he really did think about taking a break of some specified duration from her, even though he knew he didn’t have the heart to follow through. Her obsession with “checking in” was love, or what she thought of as love, but constant, mandatory therapy had taught him he didn’t need to like it. He owed her a modicum of respect, certainly, and tried not to upset her. But he didn’t owe her his actual feelings. This had taken him a surprisingly long time to understand.

He had, it was true, given his parents plenty to worry about, what with the trying to drink himself to death at frequent intervals since he was sixteen, most recently a cool two days out of rehab. When they divorced, he didn’t feel responsible, exactly, but he was aware that had he been a different kind of son—a different person—it was possible that the tension between his mother and father might have dissipated, or at least reached a tolerable plateau, rather than the carnival of recrimination that led to and followed the dissolution of their marriage. Oh well. He was trying to be different, now. Again.

His father loved Cassandra, at least, which was good, because she and Aaron were now living with his father and his father’s wife and his father’s wife’s children for the indefinite future. They still had the lease on their apartment in Boston, but they had decided (really Cass and his parents had decided) that, given the tenuous state of Aaron’s recovery, and given the stress of “everything that was going on out there,” and given that he’d had to withdraw from the classes he was going to teach after “the New York thing,” it would be best for all parties if Aaron had “some more stability” in his life, and more eyes on him besides Cass’s.

In the past, when such temporary arrangements had been proposed by one of his parents, Cassie had taken it as criticism of her ability to manage things—manage Aaron—on her own, and, to Aaron’s relief, she’d always insisted on maintaining their independence, come what may. But the combination of factors that had taken shape this spring had finally pushed her toward accepting his parents’ support, and Aaron had been in no position to say no. His father and stepmother’s house in the central New Jersey suburbs was huge, just short of palatial, and he and Cassie practically had a wing to themselves: a bedroom with its own bathroom, plus a little office from which Cassie could teach her remote classes.

Aaron spent most of his time trying to read in the backyard while listening to Arthur Russell, throwing a tennis ball to his father’s guileless and inexhaustible golden doodle, Mazie, pounding seltzers, and vaping nicotine. It was true that his neglect of his clothes and grooming had approached crisis levels in recent weeks, but he thought that he could give himself a break, for once, under the circumstances. Something about self-presentation had always made him anxious, as though he was afraid of getting it wrong if he tried to assert himself by declaring a particular style or taste. He was, he’d been led to believe, good-looking and physically prepossessing enough that this lack of care didn’t overly count against him. Mostly he wanted to forget that he had a body at all—the better to overcome his various cravings. He was even, occasionally, trying to meditate, as his therapist, psychiatrist, and rehab counselor all continually urged him to do.

Most often, he meditated—in the loosest sense of the word—on Xavier, whom he’d met during his most recent stay in rehab. Xavier was long-haired, wiry, and helplessly intimate. He also had a fairly serious opioid addiction. Aside from the obvious ways in which the pills were detrimental to his health, Aaron had sensed immediately how they caused problems for him personality-wise, since Xavier had a glassed-in affect, even when he wasn’t on drugs, that registered, just barely, as charming, but would be intolerably affectless if pushed any further by OxyContin. Though Aaron varied on how attracted he was to men, broadly speaking, he knew immediately that he liked this one in particular.

The qualities he admired in Xavier were not the same as those he admired in women. He liked Cassandra, for example, for her wit and empathy, her fulsome, athletic jocularity in sex and dancing, her appetite, her loyalty. (She did also, he noted, maintain a boyish strut and increasingly close-cropped hair.) Cass felt things very deeply, sometimes so much so that Aaron grew concerned on her behalf—the world, he thought, would not bend to her will just because she cried and wished and hoped that it would. But he respected the fact that she couldn’t help it. Xavier, in Aaron’s estimation, was not particularly clever or empathetic, and his thinness and reserve would have intimidated Aaron if exhibited by a girl. There didn’t appear to be anything he couldn’t help besides, apparently, doing drugs. But Aaron felt, perhaps because Xavier was not a girl, that he could bully him in a chummy, locker room kind of way (Aaron did not spend very much time in locker rooms), and thus cut through his mystique. Xavier was magnetic in the hopeless manner of guys Aaron had met at bars an hour before last call, their intellectual shortcomings compensated for by their admirable distance from conventional thinking and action. He was a different breed from Aaron, dependent on instinct in a way writers, for example, never were, even as his youth and lostness were pleasurably familiar.

For the first week they were in rehab together, back in January, Aaron had been pretty sure Xavier was flirting with him, but feared he was just imagining it. Xavier murmured biographical queries from his bed across the room, gave Aaron shy smiles at meals in the blond-wood, soft-white-everything dining room. Aaron eventually learned, in short statements reluctantly pried from Xavier, that he was a native Manhattanite, a sometimes-DJ with hopes of becoming a “cultural archivist,” whatever that meant. He was conversant in various apparel brands whose names Aaron recognized but couldn’t have identified in the wild, and, though they were all dressed in loose, gym-adjacent clothing most of the time, Aaron could tell Xavier’s was carefully selected and probably expensive. He felt a pang of regret for not having properly cultivated a look. He tried to do something with his hair one day—sort of comb it back out of his face—but quickly recognized that any such attempts in this place were hopeless.

Xavier was going through withdrawal, but still, Aaron thought that if he was interested, he could have been a bit more forthcoming. Aaron flirted instinctually, constantly, with most women and some men, rarely with a specific intention in mind. He liked introducing uncertainty into situations where there might otherwise be dull predictability. This was also, he imagined, a big part of why he drank. Were both habits maladaptive coping mechanisms developed to stave off depression? For sure. The flirting was less dangerous than the alcohol, though, at least in the short term.

So, deprived of his usual vices, he felt a yearning to make something happen with Xavier. In the past, he had messed around a little with one-night coke and ketamine pals, the distance between sharing a line in a stall and getting someone off in one minor enough that it had seemed the sporting thing to do. He was susceptible to flattery, and grateful to have picked up some practical skills, blow-job-wise. He’d never been fucked by a real cock, but he enjoyed the stylings of Cass’s floridly proportioned silicone one enough that he felt confident he’d be able to handle it if the opportunity arose.

Xavier’s interest was confirmed abruptly one night when Aaron awoke to find him in his bed, gently kissing his neck. It was lovely and somehow in character that he’d cut right to the chase after barely speaking to him for days. Once Aaron was fully awake and aroused, Xavier sucked him off with enthusiastic, practiced affection, but demurred when Aaron tried to reciprocate. (“Thanks, but it’s kind of a hassle with the shit they have me on.”) Instead, he curled up, half on top of Aaron, barely squeezing himself into the single bed.

“They’re probably going to come check on us soon,” Aaron said, after what he estimated was a polite period of cuddling. Though he was enjoying Xavier’s company, his arm was stuck awkwardly under his pretty, heavy skull, thwarting his meds’ attempt to drag him into sleep.

“So what,” Xavier muttered.

“I don’t think they want us fooling around. They’ll probably split us up.”

This roused Xavier onto an elbow.

“Don’t want that,” he said. He kissed Aaron’s forehead and, in a gesture of either stealth, spatial uncertainty, or theatrical élan, crawled across the floor back to his own bed. Aaron fell asleep before Xavier’s light snoring (a sound he’d come to enjoy) kicked in.

It didn’t feel that much like cheating, in this instance, at least not at first. He had done something noble by checking himself into rehab, and if fooling around with a beautiful knucklehead helped him recover, who could say it was a bad thing? He couldn’t have his phone, only had supervised email access every other day, and still felt too shaky to read real books for more than a page or two at a time. So he would get through this using the means at his disposal (disgusting phrase), and return, he thought, a better partner, writer, teacher, human.

But, well. Rather than possibly contributing to his recovery, Xavier had definitely led to his relapse. In the week and a half they’d spent rooming together, their physical relationship had escalated on a nightly basis, from chill frottage to, finally, full-on fucking, this last achieved only on their last night together, after Xavier obtained condoms and lubricant, by what method of payment or barter Aaron did not inquire. (Aaron had insisted on the condom, despite Xavier’s reassurance that he was safe. Aaron wasn’t well-versed enough in the new drug regimens to trust it.) With Cassie and most of the other people he’d had sex with, he’d preferred to be the receiving subject, only rousing himself into a more assertive role when it was explicitly demanded of him. But with Xavier, he was pressed into service as a top, and enjoyed it more than he’d expected, to be the one giving pleasure, controlling the speed at which things happened. Somehow with Cass it always felt selfish, or at least not very interesting, to be making those decisions. But this felt different, like flying a small plane, or playing a marvelous, delicate instrument. The mysteries of sex! Maybe if he’d ever sensed in Cassie the base need that Xavier radiated, he would have been more assertive with her. Or maybe it felt possible to take a casually dominant position with Xavier because he was, as a man, unworthy of sensitive consideration. He knew, basically, how Xavier’s body worked, and Xavier gave him mercifully specific guidance on the parts he needed help with.

Had this sex meant something new to him? He felt changed in the sense of having crossed a threshold, akin to how he’d felt when he started drinking as a teenager. That had briefly seemed like the key to everything, a way into the underground currents of knowledge and fellowship that he’d been unconsciously seeking his whole life. It was a revelation that he’d bulldozed into simple dependency through repetition. He wished he hadn’t done that.

As a result of his one abject book of stories, Aaron had a (very) small coterie of almost exclusively young, male literary admirers. He’d appreciated their attention, but hadn’t usually considered fucking them, maybe because they’d read and admired his writing (an obvious mark against their critical judgment), or maybe because his work seemed to mostly capture the imagination of unattractive straight guys. He wasn’t conflicted about his sexuality so much as unwilling to resolve its contradictions. He identified far more with women than with men, and in his sexual and emotional intimacy with women he found a flattering reflection of himself, a temporary illusion of belonging to a superior class. It was a dynamic with enough erotic potential to fuel him through his life thus far, but he’d also felt periodically drawn to the possibility that men represented, that of an ease and understanding borne of shared experience, juiced by novelty. These previous encounters had always taken place through the haze of drugs and drink, and had never gone as far, as it were, as this one had. Maybe in his sober period he needed to fuck more guys. It sounded a lot more fun than writing another book.

Xavier was, like Aaron, like everyone in their facility (with a few “scholarship” exceptions, for “government reasons,” as a nurse noted darkly), a child of wealth. His father ran a hedge fund. At twenty-five, he was still trying to finish his undergraduate degree, which he had begun at Pomona, and was now sort of continuing at Sarah Lawrence. He didn’t seem particularly embarrassed about not being much of a reader. It wasn’t that he didn’t like books, he explained, he just didn’t tend to seek them out. He met the news that Aaron was a writer with polite indifference, as though he’d told him he was a coder or an event planner. This, too, was a turn-on. Xavier had taken in enough high culture through osmosis that he could joke with Aaron about how the painting in the hall across from their room looked like a “post-suicide Rothko,” but also seemed genuinely confused when Aaron told him his favorite movie was The Rules of the Game. (“Isn’t that a pickup artist thing?”) He had worked a series of desultory service jobs during the periods in which he’d been kicked out or suspended from school and wasn’t yet back in his parents’ good graces.

The age difference between them didn’t make Aaron feel amazing (he had just turned thirty-eight), but the generation gap gave Xavier a bit of cover for his bad manners and general ignorance, things Aaron would have had more trouble forgiving in someone his own age. Even once they’d become physically entangled, they still didn’t “hang out” much—their days were full of separate group sessions, one-on-one therapy, psych appointments, exercise. But they sat with each other at meals when they could, sharing happy proximity without overtly advertising their affection. Aaron almost forgot about how badly he wanted to drink.

Xavier was scheduled to leave halfway through Aaron’s stay—it really was like an artist’s residency, the way they staggered the arrivals and departures so there were always veterans and newcomers mingled together, rather than distinct cohorts that might too easily form uncontrollable cliques. On their last night, after they had sex, they tried to articulate their feelings from their separate beds, as had become their routine.

“I’m just so glad I met you,” Aaron said. “I feel like I have all these new ideas about things.”

“Like that you’re gay?”

“Well, I meant something more specific to you. About desire, the way it shifts or reveals things about yourself that have been hidden.”

“Maybe it’s because you’re old and repressed.”

“Right. I do like girls a lot, too, though.”

“Oh, I’m sure. Who doesn’t?”

They’d agreed to “reconnect” as soon as they could, once Aaron was out and Xavier had gotten his shit together. The nature of this reconnection had been left deliberately ambiguous, at least on Aaron’s end. Even though he’d very much enjoyed Xavier’s company, it was, perhaps, something that had found its resolution, the dawning new understandings allowed to fade like the revelations of an acid trip. It was the sense of having learned something that mattered, even if that something remained obscure.

But over the course of the week following Xavier’s departure, Aaron had become … well, fixated. He daydreamed about Xavier through his endless group sessions and put himself to sleep imagining his cock in Xavier’s mouth. He did not mention these things in therapy or in his sporadic landline calls with Cassandra, who in their conversations oscillated between despondency and maddening enthusiasm, proposing all kinds of plans for social outings once he was out that he did not want to do but didn’t have the heart to outright reject. Almost everything she said made him feel more hopeless, which, he imagined, was not a good sign for the future of their relationship. He owed her something, he knew, for all of the work and care she’d given him. But he didn’t know if he owed her honesty or this other thing he was doing, i.e., quiet forbearance in the face of conflicting desires and grave doubts. Probably not that.

His new roommate was a thin, bald man named Paul who looked like he’d seen some shit and had zero interest in talking about it. Though Aaron didn’t mind the more traditional arrangement, the contrast with Xavier exacerbated the pain of missing him. He’d gotten genuinely close with Leonora, the queer alcoholic painter, who had overlapped for a few days with Xavier. She was the first person he’d ever been able to properly gossip with about a guy. Leonora was pining after one of the girls in her own unit, a blond named Annalise who seemed to be, much to Leonora’s regret and further inflammation, resolutely uninterested. They shared in their misery, and by talking about Xavier, Aaron further stoked his desire rather than smothering it as he’d intended to do.

At the end of his month, Aaron thought he might’ve figured out the drinking thing, even if he hadn’t much engaged with the program. If he just replaced drinking with desire and literature, he thought—heaping, excessive portions of both—he’d be all right. He simply had to preoccupy himself, and he had to somehow, eventually, get back to writing. When Cassandra insisted that his first post-rehab weekend be spent in New York imbibing culture and remembering their glory days, he knew her plan was manifestly unwise. Boston would’ve been fine—every third person there was a recovering alcoholic, so he’d have plenty of benumbed company. And Xavier was in New York, somewhere. Even the idea of his proximity made him nervous and, well, hard. He wanted to go home to fantasize in peace.

But Cassie seemed blind to his ambivalence, willfully or otherwise, and he, as he too often did, gave in. He had planned to resist texting Xavier once he got his phone back, but failed almost immediately. From a rest stop, he’d complained to him about how Cassie was making him go to the opera, even though he was barely capable of sitting in the car without wanting to tuck and roll onto the highway. When he walked, he felt like a zombie, and not the fast, violent kind, just the old shuffling cliché. He couldn’t stop falling asleep, something his therapist said was a “stress response.” But he also hadn’t slept in a comfortable bed in weeks. Xavier had responded cryptically but movingly: “yea never wished I was back in rehab before lol.”

He would have gotten through it all if not for that fucking opera. At the first intermission, he’d made for the nearest bathroom, more to get some cold water on his face than for any urgent bodily needs. And who was, unmistakably, a couple of spots ahead of him in line for the urinals, slouching in a too-big suit between a couple of pained-looking, white-haired men, but: Xavier. Aaron caught his eye, and a slow smile spread across Xavier’s face. He was obviously stoned to the gills. And Aaron knew that he would not be able to resist whatever was coming.

They huddled briefly in the hall outside the men’s lounge. Xavier was there with his parents, he said, who had been shocked that he was interested in attending such a thing and didn’t want to leave him alone to get into trouble.

“That’s extremely sweet,” Aaron said. “I’m so glad I got to see you.”

“Are you?” Xavier said. “You want to introduce me to whatshername?”

“Ah, I should probably get back to her,” Aaron said. “Cassandra. You’re doing OK, though?”

“Could be better. Hit me up, yeah?”

“Not this time, man, but yeah, I will, definitely. It was good to see you. Really.”

Xavier grinned lazily through the exchange, barely listening. What they were both saying without saying it was that they were going to find each other later, imbibe dangerous amounts of their preferred substances, and fuck.

Which, later that night, after Cassandra fell asleep, they did. Aaron didn’t have a plan. He was like a salmon traveling downtown to spawn, blindly following his phone’s signals. He met Xavier at a comically seedy bar in Chinatown—the gap-toothed bartender was stirring drinks with her finger and intermittently nodding off—and put down three double bourbons. He declined Xavier’s offer of Percocet to chase; even he wasn’t that self-destructive, yet. They checked into a utilitarian but clean-enough hotel nearby that seemed to be intended for traveling Chinese businessmen on a budget, and had a session of violent, pent-up sex, Xavier on his back begging for him, Aaron, for once not holding back, leaving it to Xavier to tell him if it was too much instead of nervously trying to anticipate it. Xavier did not call him off. They drank the bottle of wine Aaron had taken from the other hotel (or, Aaron drank it, mostly), and then he asked Xavier to, please, fuck him properly, too, a task he took on with his usual lack of rigor. The carelessness was of a piece with the rest of the scene. Aaron went to sleep not happy exactly—that wasn’t what a bender was about—but briefly relieved of some essential tension.

They stayed hunkered down for three days, occasionally venturing out for alcohol, pills, and dumplings. One morning, head swimming from gin and speed, Aaron watched the sky over Canal Street bleed slowly into dawn, and realized this, more than anything, was what he missed about drinking: ten minutes of perfect, brightening stillness observed through a strange window.

He loved the unobstructed access to Xavier’s body after the furtive bursts of their rehab nights. He loved the nape of his neck, his scrawny arms, the hairless hollow at the base of his back. He loved him most when he was facedown, less so when he was ambulatory or speaking. As the days bled into each other, he saw more clearly that Xavier was a brat, turned on by his ability to draw Aaron into ruin but otherwise devoid of much in the way of recognizable feeling. He responded to Aaron’s daytime spirals of worry with a murmured indifference verging on contempt. “If you need to go, man, you should go,” he said. Aaron wanted Xavier to want him to stay. He still liked the sex and the general abandonment of reason, but he also missed talking to Cass, and reading, and all of the other things he used to do besides drink and get increasingly half-hearted head from a Sarah Lawrence dropout.

On the fourth day, he woke up with an unfortunate sense of clarity. There was blood and shit and maybe sriracha on the sheets, broken glass and takeout cartons strewn across the floor. He felt an immense pressure in his skull. Xavier was curled in a ball on the carpet next to the bed, breathing shallowly. Aaron rose with effort and showered, scrubbing down every part of himself as best he could. Even in the shower, having not yet left, he found himself missing Xavier. His dick hurt with the half-erection. When he came back into the room, the passed-out boy still hadn’t moved. Aaron felt a brief urge to sink back into the mess, to get down on the floor next to him and sleep until they were ready to get trashed again. But he couldn’t unsee the squalidness. He did not say goodbye.

Two days later, trying to get to sleep on his friend Lev’s couch in Boston, he received a text from Xavier that consisted of an emoji with a single tear dripping from its face, and nothing more.

Compared to many of the stories he’d heard in rehab, and would hear in subsequent months in AA, this was a fairly tame “hitting-bottom” story. Nobody got killed or suffered permanent damage, and he did not end up in jail. Nevertheless, it was, for him, the end of a particular line. Getting back into Cassandra’s good graces would require heroic effort, but he knew from past experience that, unfortunately for her, it was possible, and it seemed to him like his best option for survival. He would not be going back to rehab. He understood now that it would not work for him, probably didn’t work for most people. It was a thing rich people did when they ran out of options. He would have to do it by himself, and what he would have to do was: not drink anymore. Ever.

And, despite very much wanting to, he hadn’t so far. It was unpleasant, yes. A sober friend texted him one day: “You just have to accept that nothing will ever be that fun again. Once you do that, it’s OK.” That almost made him hit the cough syrup right then. He still jerked off thinking about Xavier, but was glad he didn’t have to find ways to hold a conversation with him. If he saw him, or got a message from him…? Dwelling on these possibilities was, at least, helping him get through the “lockdown.” (Which, please, he’d been in jail; this was a friendly public health advisory.) And, he thought generously, his contemplation of Xavier, and subsequent experimental viewings of gay and gayish pornography, gave Cassie some space for her work and whatever private world she was inhabiting, one in which he was occupying less space than he had been before all this. Cassie was the one who kept it a “relationship”; without her efforts, they would just be two people, one of whom would probably be dead. She didn’t deserve what he put her through. But, also, she kept coming back.



Now they sat at the heavy dining-room table, surrounded by portraits of his stepmother Evelyn’s Czech ancestors. Cass and Aaron were next to each other, across the table from Evelyn’s boys, Derek and Leland, with Evelyn and Aaron’s father at either head. Evelyn had read on a website that the best way to get through these turbulent and difficult times was to maintain a routine, so every night they shared a meal, mostly consisting of prepared foods delivered contact-free from the nearest semi-upscale supermarket. It was certainly creating the illusion of normalcy, if normalcy was defined as making Aaron feel like he was living in an alternative timeline in which he’d spent his teenage years with his stepmother instead of his actual mother, who lived an eight-minute drive down the road and whom he visited weekly on her front porch.

Evelyn ran a lucrative business that helped corporate clients “utilize the power of storytelling for brand opportunities.” Her business was the actual death of art, but she did occasionally read books, and she defended Aaron to his father sometimes. It was a selective defense, premised on the assumption, varying by the occasion, that either a) artists were supposed to be poor and dysfunctional, or that b) with his talent, it was only a matter of time before he had the “brainstorm” that would lead to the bestseller list (and, presumably, away from demon gin).

“So, how was everyone’s day?” Evelyn said. You could practically hear each pair of eyeballs around the table blinking in response.

“My history teacher totally flipped out,” Leland, the younger one, said finally. “I think she might have had a nervous breakdown or something.”

“Oh no,” Evelyn said. “You didn’t tell me this. What happened?”

“Well, she was just like teaching or whatever, and one of the guys in the class, Russ Flood, he does this thing where he raises his hand and she calls on him and he, like, pretends to be muted but really he’s not? He’s just like, moving his mouth and not saying anything. It’s like a thing. But this time she couldn’t figure it out for like a long time, until Gillian just interrupted and told her what Russ was doing. Which like, OK Gillian. But then Ms. H just started screaming and cursing at him and saying she wanted to kill him and stuff, and then I’m pretty sure she was crying, but she was on mute so I’m not sure. But then she just left the Zoom and didn’t come back so it was like, OK, I guess class is over or whatever.”

“Yikes,” Aaron’s father said, and took a sip of his wine. “Sounds like a bad day.”

“Is that the young teacher?” Evelyn said. “Ms. Hoffman?”

“I guess she’s kind of young,” Leland said. “She’s not, like, old.”

“That’s really a shame. I hope she feels better. Cassandra, have you had to deal with this kind of situation much?”

“I’ve tried to make my classes as asynchronous as possible,” Cassandra said. “We check in, but I try to keep the full-group thing to a minimum. I feel really lucky that my school is letting me do that.”

“Do you think the students are learning enough with that approach?” Aaron’s father said, in his serious inquiry voice.

“Well, there’s not much data on learning outcomes during a global pandemic,” Cassandra said. “I think if everybody stays alive and manages to turn something in, that’ll probably be a win. God willing this will be over by the fall, and we can come up with something better.”

“And you, sir?” Aaron’s father tended to address him in this somewhat ironic, infantilizing way. Fear of sincerity ran deep in this family.

“I, uh, didn’t drink,” Aaron said. “And … that’s pretty much it.”

“That’s great,” Evelyn said. “I’m so glad that’s working for you.”

“But is your teacher all right?” Cassandra asked Leland. “Ms. Hoffman? Has anyone checked on her?”

“Dunno,” Leland said. “Probably like the headmaster or something.”

“I don’t think that’s really the students’ responsibility,” Evelyn said. “They’ve got enough on their plates.”

“I mean, it certainly sounds like this Russ Flood character should be disciplined at least,” Cassandra said. “Flogged, if it were up to me. Or something.”

“Yeah, I dunno,” Leland said. “I don’t think you can like hit students anymore. Especially when it’s remote.”

“I know that, Leland,” Cassandra said.

“The kids are under so much pressure right now,” Evelyn said. “We all are. I really understand both sides of it.”

Aaron didn’t think that basic human decency was too much to ask of a seventeen-year-old, but he had no interest in getting involved. He was occasionally called on to prop up some position or another at these dinners, but it was understood, or believed, that he was not presently capable of rational argument on his own. Which he was fine with. In the recent past, especially when he was drinking, which was usually, he had gotten into vicious arguments at this table, almost exclusively with his father. The catalyst was usually politics—it had famously, exhaustingly, been a tough stretch for the leftist offspring of Republican parents—and his political anger was real.

Starting in 2016, Aaron and Cassandra had thrown themselves into protests and reading groups and medium-heavy engagement with intra-left online discourse. They hated the president, obviously, but they considered themselves above the widely popular personal dislike of him, and found it infuriating to be grouped in with the people going on about “the orange Cheeto man” or whatever. They were actual socialists (though much more so now than they had been in, say, 2014), and their line was that the current crisis was just an extreme manifestation of tendencies that had been in play for decades. Cass had always cared about politics more than Aaron had—her sense of justice was such that she couldn’t help but join the fight against every season’s multiplying crises, even before Trump—but Aaron trusted her sense of what one should care about and usually tried to follow suit. Aaron’s father did not like the Trump continuity argument because it implied that his favored, previous iterations of the Republican party, Reagan and the Bushes, had not been paragons of wise governance compared to the current barbarity. (His father had in fact voted for this president, but only because he couldn’t vote for the corrupt bitch he was running against.)

The emotional core of the disputes with his father ran deeper than politics, obviously. Aaron had been through enough therapy to know that their (genuine, serious) disagreements about current events were a relatively socially acceptable way for Aaron to process at least some of his shame and anger about other things. It remained unimaginable to him that he might have an out-loud conversation with his father about how he had stifled his complicated sexuality, or genetically and culturally sowed the seeds for his debilitating substance use disorder. These accusations lay continuously just below the level of speech, lurking behind the annoyance with his father’s more immediately objectionable opinions and habits.

Evelyn’s other son, Derek, started talking about his online acting classes, and everyone tuned out for a little while and concentrated on their food. Cassandra reached under the table and squeezed Aaron’s hand, not in a sexual way, but more like “we will get through this if we can just keep it together for ten more minutes.”

He still hadn’t told her about Xavier, though he’d tried, sort of. Every time he’d started confessing, she’d insisted she didn’t need to know, that she had a pretty good idea of it and didn’t want the details. He imagined she thought he’d taken off with a woman from rehab. He found it kind of fucked up that he, too, found this a more acceptable alternative than the truth.

The most important thing for his sobriety and his fidelity was, he knew, to get back to work. Writing was the only thing besides alcohol and sex that had ever given him any real pleasure, even if, as with the other things, it required regular stretches of boredom and pain. He knew he should try to write a novel if he ever wanted to be even a little bit financially successful, but the things he cared about seemed story-shaped at best, private and dark and insubstantial. And the only thing he could think to write about was Xavier. It wasn’t that he was afraid to do so; Cassandra would interpret it as fiction, even if it wasn’t. But there was something about the whole thing he couldn’t metabolize yet. Xavier was more vivid to him now in memory than he’d been as a living body. Maybe what he needed to do was retreat even further into metaphor. Maybe (shudder) it was time to become a poet.

When supper had ground to its promised end, Aaron and Cassandra retreated to the basement, which they had commandeered as their “social area.” One of the house’s four televisions was there, and it had become clear within a week of their moving in that no one else in the household was going to tolerate the sound of their forced march through Berlin Alexanderplatz. It was true that it consisted, for the most part, of people screaming in agony in German.

“I know it’s so obvious, but this really does make you realize we’re living through the rise of the Nazis again,” Cassandra said, after the eighth episode.

“Oh yeah, we’re fucked,” Aaron said. “There’s no question.”

A week earlier, Bernie had announced he was dropping out of the race, a forgone conclusion, but heartbreaking nonetheless. It snuffed out the last hope, Cassandra said, that anything was going to change. Whatever happened next, no matter how dire and “unprecedented,” would be more like what had come before than not. In the meantime, they were free to spend as much money on mutual aid as they liked.

They went upstairs after two more brutal episodes. Aaron didn’t know if Cassandra still wanted to have sex with him. He thought he wanted it, more out of habit and to prove something to himself rather than unique in-the-moment desire, but he also didn’t feel like he had the right to initiate. A month after the New York disaster, they’d started meeting up for dinner once a week. On those dates, or whatever they were, there’d been a calm between them he hadn’t felt in a long time, a peace created by lack of expectation. He knew he wouldn’t be able to immediately prove he wasn’t a fuckup, so he hadn’t insisted on it. Cassandra had seemed genuinely happy to be in his company, even as he didn’t imagine himself to be much fun at that juncture. “Much fun,” right—he felt like he’d been skinned alive and was surprised every time it turned out he was speaking audibly. After their third dinner, she pulled him to her by the lapels of his overcoat and kissed him at the door of the Back Bay train station.

“I miss you,” she said. “But that’s all for tonight.”

It was flagrantly primitive, this method of engaging his attention, but no less effective for being so.

“You sure?” he said.

“I have other ways of getting my needs met.”

Their brief sexual renaissance started the night the basketball season abruptly ended. He’d been settling in to watch the game by himself on his laptop in Lev’s apartment when the pre-show people started confusedly warning the viewers that there seemed to be an issue—there had been “a positive test” and it wasn’t clear whether the game was going to go on. As this began to sink in, Cassandra called from her apartment a mile away.

“Just come here, OK?” she said.

“Do you want me to…”

“Don’t overthink it,” she said. “Bring a bag.”

She’d fucked him with a clenched jaw, some real “I can’t believe it’s come to this” energy. It was him or no one, her face said, and she would take this dick in a storm.

It was his lifelong experience of personal emergency, maybe, that made him brave in the face of a broader one. He did the grocery shopping, found them masks. When Cassandra panicked over a tickle in her throat, he promised her she was fine, and he meant it, and it turned out she was. Maybe the fact that he was grateful to not have to interact with other human beings helped him to not be overly upset by the sudden disappearance of society. And he couldn’t imagine any other circumstances in which he would have been welcomed back into something resembling Cass’s good graces this quickly. He wasn’t quite so solipsistic as to imagine that the virus was God’s plan for getting him back together with the girlfriend he didn’t deserve, but it did seem like a notable coincidence. For her part, she unapologetically drank a single cognac at the end of every night, like an aristocrat on a doomed ocean liner. He watched and let it pass.

Now, in the guest bedroom of his father’s house, he said, “Do you … want anything?”

She was on the bed wearing a gray tank top and shiny white panties, through which he could make out the faint bulge of her labia. Was he turned on? He had been, historically. He certainly admired it.

“What are you proposing?” Cassandra said.

“I could, you know, get you off. In some fashion. As, um, people do.”

She put her hand to his cheek, guided him down onto the bed next to her.

“How about you just be nice to me? I mean, be sweet with me. It doesn’t have to be so consequential.”

This struck Aaron as suspicious, possibly even treasonous. This was a woman who, in the time he’d known her, lived by the orgasm, a quality that had awed and delighted him. There had been nights when she’d woken him from a deep sleep to fuck her because she couldn’t fall back asleep otherwise. As a congenitally lazy person, he’d appreciated the fact that she seemed generally satiated by whatever he gave her, or, more accurately, whatever she took from him. But he wondered now if this quality—the honesty of which he’d self-servingly never doubted—had allowed him too much opportunity to ignore his misgivings about his own desires. That is, when he wasn’t giving in to them.

“You know I believe in consequences,” he mumbled. He cuddled her awkwardly, stroked her hair. This was the kind of thing a loving heterosexual partner did.

“Right,” she said. “For everybody but yourself.”

In the morning, after Cass had gotten dressed and installed herself in front of her computer, Aaron went down to the kitchen, where he made a cup of Keurig coffee (still popular with boomer parents) and sat reading the Times on his phone. He’d briefly tried to avoid checking the news first thing after waking up, but it was in fact quite useful to know the latest mandates regarding his movement and public comportment, and important to acknowledge, if only for a fleeting, internal instant, how many of his compatriots were hospitalized or dead. Today it was: many.

His father shuffled into the kitchen with uncharacteristic weariness. He was dressed in his work-pandemic casual attire, an open-necked white Oxford tucked into jeans, for his day of virtual corporate lawyering. His father would continue to successfully generate income with harried geniality up until the moment this shit literally killed him and all of his clients and colleagues. This was a relief, given that Aaron had no expectation of income in the near, or possibly distant, future.

“Sir,” his father said. He floated over to the Keurig, popped in a pod.

“Morning,” Aaron said. “Busy day?”

“Ye-ep.”

The machine burbled and squirted. His father stared at it blankly.

“You OK?” Aaron said.

“Well,” his father said, eyes focused on the dribbling coffee water. “Not to be gloomy, but I actually found out this morning that a friend of mine died yesterday. Not someone I’d seen in a long time, but we worked together at Davis Klein, and we, your mother and I, used to go out with him and his wife—his first wife—quite a bit. Mike Zeller? You played with his kids when you were little, but you were probably too young to remember. Really nice guy. Really smart guy.”

“Covid?”

“No, no. No. Heart attack. But I wonder, you know, if he didn’t get checked out because of what’s going on with all the hospitals. Like maybe he thought, well, I don’t feel great, but it can wait. It’s pretty sad, you know?”

Aaron heard a trace of something he could argue with if he wanted to, a light suggestion of denialism, a conspiratorial glint, but he let it go. His father looked genuinely rattled, something Aaron had mostly experienced in the past as a reaction to his own self-destructive behavior. Death was harder to countenance, he imagined, as one grew chronologically closer to it.

“I’m sorry that happened,” Aaron said. “Are you … are you making sure to take care of yourself? Your health?”

“Well, I’m certainly going to start trying harder,” his father said. “I’ll find someone to give me a physical. Even if I have to go to Pennsylvania.”

His father felt so strongly about his adopted home state of New Jersey that he visited its uncivilized neighbor only under duress.

“What about you?” his father said. “How’s your own … health? Everything OK?”

“I think so,” Aaron said. “Besides the, you know. I’ll certainly, ah, see a medical professional if I suspect anything’s wrong.”

“Good. That’s good. There’s some, uh, tough genes in the family. Some good ones, obviously. Lots of good ones. But some that, you know, are pretty tough. You know that. So it’s good to keep on top of it, obviously. I’m glad you’re doing that.”

As with Cassandra, he felt as though he was registering his father’s feelings on a slight delay. He could understand what they were meant to represent, but he couldn’t quite feel them.

“I’ll do my best,” Aaron said quietly.

His father took a quick sip of his coffee, then startled himself into action.

“Well … good!” he said. “Good good. I’ve got to run to a meeting. Evelyn’ll be down soon if, uh, anything comes up. All right?”

His bonhomie was back; the time for mourning had passed.

“Sounds good, Dad,” he said.

He took his laptop out to the back patio and stared out at the lawn. The dog was out there already, somehow. Presumably his father had put her out early and then gone back to bed. Cassandra said she wanted a dog, but she didn’t pay any attention to this one. Was the dog thing just a fantasy of having a creature she could actually control?

As usual, his thoughts returned to Xavier. What would happen if he got clean? He allowed himself a domestic fantasy, conjured from half-read books about the New York School poets—a weekend boyfriend with a beach house, ongoing cohabitation and intellectual/romantic connection with Cassandra, a girlfriend on the side for her, too, if she wanted one. What he really wanted, most of the time, was an abyss of cock and whiskey and speed. To post up in a leather armchair with a cigarette in his hand and Xavier serving as a shivering footstool under his slippered feet. To never have to account for himself. To have no well-wrought opinions about anything. To never write another word that wasn’t a depraved text message.

He cued the Arthur Russell playlist. Broken-hearted disco by a dead gay icon. Perfect.

He felt Cassandra’s presence and turned back toward the house. He saw her through the French doors with a cup of coffee in her hands. She was beautiful, he could see that, especially when she was a little ragged around the edges, as she was now. Her hair was growing out, giving her the air of a startled woodland creature. A sexy, worried porcupine. She was trying to figure out whether or not the door was unlocked. The trick was that the doorknob was messed up and didn’t actually lock. You had to force it. He let her try for another few seconds, her frustration growing, before he got up and let her outside.







5.
Malcolm



I listened to the kid clomp down the stairs in Rollerblades a little after 3:00 p.m. It must have been when “school” ended. For half an hour, he smacked a rubber ball against the police garage next door with a hockey stick, and I suppose the police must have approved of this, at least tacitly. The kid’s parents had lived in our building for fifteen years, so the police had known him his whole life. The dad seemed pretty Republican, in a Long Island, nice-to-the-cops kind of way. He seemed wary of me, maybe because he guessed I was the one blasting violent rap music at an impolite volume every morning.

I texted Violet to check in but didn’t expect an answer. She was in her gear all day, whatever she could scrounge together, careening through the halls of the hospital, attending to patients soon to be on ventilators. That was how I pictured her, anyway. Running. In reality, she was probably walking with swift but measured purpose. She tended to respond to my messages hours after I sent them, or when she was coming home. But surely it would have been worse of me not to text.

My life—and I was certainly not alone in this—had gotten very small. Violet went to the hospital, and I minded the home front, i.e., drank, read, watched movies, worried. Sometimes I taught my writing class through the computer. I reread Beckett for relevant material, which was present on nearly every page. (“Having oscillated all his life between the torments of a superficial loitering and the horrors of disinterested endeavour, he finds himself at last in a situation where to do nothing exclusively would be an act of the highest value, and significance.”) I read helpful posts about how far sneezes could travel, refreshed the neighborhood case counts.

While I was there, “there” being “staring into my phone,” I often found myself looking at Sam’s old account, still not deactivated. The last picture she’d posted of herself—smoking a cigarette in a DSA T-shirt while squatting to pee in the snow—was, admittedly, how she actually would have most wanted to be remembered. But still. I was sad that there hadn’t been a memorial for her. There was a family service, and rumors of a gathering for the rest of us, but it still hadn’t been organized when things shut down. The possibility of a memorial had given me and Antonia something to text about for a while, and those communications, slight and logistical as they were, convinced me that I hadn’t destroyed our friendship by kissing her. But to paraphrase the Dead Kennedys: we had a bigger problem now.



At 5:00, our friend Ellen swung by to drop off some Middle Eastern spices. This was her way of coping, much to our benefit. I hollered at her from the window while she stood at the far edge of the sidewalk wearing a purple-velvet face mask, giving the pedestrians their space. The top half of her face looked exhausted. We agreed that Violet was being very brave. She left the spices on the stoop for me.

Once I’d retrieved them, I cued up Zabriskie Point on my laptop. Since the shutdown, I’d been trying to get through my large backlog of movies that Violet didn’t want to watch—misbegotten auteurist vanity projects, formulaic studio noirs, eighties’ body horrors that lacked even Cronenbergian intellectual fig leaves to justify their repellence. I was doing Violet a service, really, by knocking these out while she was at work. Zabriskie Point, like many of these movies, was enervating in a way that appealed to me. My mind sort of ricocheted off of it. It killed two more hours.

Violet got home at 7:00, earlier than the past few days. She had gone back to taking the subway, since, after a brief grace period, the hospital had started charging its frontline heroes for parking again. She stripped down immediately inside the apartment door and stepped briskly to the shower. She was not consistent or diligent about this protocol, and I genuinely didn’t care. If she got sick, I wanted to get sick, too, in solidarity. It was the least I could do.

I poured a glass of wine and handed it to her when she emerged from the bedroom, clean and T-shirted in a raggedy pair of terry-cloth shorts. It didn’t seem like the right time to ask her to wrap her legs around my neck until I passed out, but it would have been nice.

I made sauce for shakshuka, one of the only things I knew how to cook, having learned recently from an exceedingly easy newspaper recipe. In general, I worried too much about accuracy to enjoy cooking, but this recipe insisted, repeatedly, that one could substitute almost anything in it for anything else besides the tomatoes and the eggs. I required constant reassurance that my failures could be converted into justifiable quirks.

After dinner, we watched the first third of Bertolucci’s 1900, which Violet permitted because it was political and because I didn’t tell her it was a notorious critical and commercial failure. She was mostly on her phone or falling asleep, so she missed a lot of attempted rape, teenage male nudity, and Donald Sutherland in alarming old-age makeup. When we decided we’d had enough class war for one night, she kissed the side of my face, said “Love you,” and, before further suggestions could be proffered, strode to the back of the apartment for bed. I gave it a gentleman’s fifteen before entering my familiar online labyrinth of elaborate immobilization and punishment scenarios conducted by strict, shinily-clad women.

Our actual sex life had often followed a similar pattern before March, though usually at my insistence. Violet preferred things the old-fashioned way—a silk scarf over the eyes, robust mutual foreplay, a cheerful orgasm achieved through penetration. We tried to take turns, though I took more of them. In the first days of the plague, we had intense, desperate sex, some real going-off-to-war shit, Violet the soldier, obviously, me the sad helpmeet in a kerchief scanning the sky for returning planes. After that the foxhole got less, you know, foxy. Violet was exhausted, worried, wracked with guilt. And I was, too! But: if we were going to die or become very ill, I thought it might be nice to have a few more explicit memories to ponder on the old deathbed.

As Violet often reminded me, we weren’t going to die.

She had always been somewhat private, taciturn, even, but survival mode had made these qualities more pronounced. Even after all these years, I still often found myself at a loss for what to say to cheer her up, or to even know if she wanted cheering up. I worried that the effect of “all this” would be to bury her feelings even deeper, perhaps permanently, making it less likely that I would ever understand her. For all of my serious, irremediable flaws as a person, I tried to be clear about how I felt, even—especially—when it was pathetic.



In the late morning, the buzzer announced a delivery: two dozen Long Island oysters on ice in a Styrofoam container, a gift for Violet for checking in on a friend’s grandmother being treated in her hospital. The grandmother had died, but this was not Violet’s fault. Oysters could stay fresh in the refrigerator for seven to ten days, I learned from a card in the container, if one kept a damp paper towel over them.

I texted Violet about these developments. She wrote back almost instantly: “really tough one here sorry”

I sat down at my desk in our tiny office crammed with bookshelves. If I managed to actually make progress on the new book now, maybe the pandemic would be over by the time I finished it.

When should it take place? Definitely not now.

I wrote about the summer I was eighteen, when I broke my collarbone diving for a touchdown in a beach football game, and as a result was demoted from apprentice projectionist/popcorn boy to full-time ticket seller at the movie theater one town over from where my parents lived on the Jersey Shore.

Sunny days were slow. I’d sit in the cramped booth facing the sidewalk reading novels and listening to Phish bootlegs on burned CDs left behind by the assistant manager. I didn’t particularly like the music, but I didn’t hate it. It meant that the assistant manager, one Mikey, never complained about the music, and it faded into the background easily enough. Sometimes Phish even played covers of songs by bands I actually liked.

Mikey didn’t care that I read all day, but Lisa, the real manager, was suspicious of such deep distraction and gave me random tasks—sweeping the entranceway, getting up on the ladder to “straighten out” the letters on the marquee, despite my limited range of arm movement—when I went too long without moving or saying anything. Part of the job, I came to understand, was to shoot the shit, make the time go faster. I didn’t really mind that they made fun of my pretensions—I did go directly from Fathers and Sons to Sons and Lovers, which is funny even, or especially, if you have no idea what those books are about.



My friend Leslie texted to tell me she had Covid, that her two-year-old son had Covid, and they wouldn’t let her come in for her chemo until she tested negative. She was barely symptomatic—should she lie and hope she somehow tested negative when she got there? Most people didn’t swab that deep. Or should she hope that even if she was still positive, her tears and piteous physical presence would be enough that they wouldn’t turn her away? I didn’t know what to say. I said: “do whatever you have to do to get that poison into your body, man. I have faith in you.”

I heard the teen going down the steps. 3:07. I didn’t want him to catch a wheel and tumble all the way to the landing, but I listened carefully just in case he did.

Since my class had gone virtual, our meetings had been sporadic and short, more group counseling than substantive education. They were all going to get A’s if they stayed alive, or at least stayed enrolled.

Their assignment for this week had been to watch an episode of television and do a critical analysis through the lens of one of the critics or theorists we’d read and discussed. (Outsider Artists had been replaced with “whatever I could think of that day.”) Allie watched the pilot of “this old show, Mad Men?” and wrote a snarky Joan Didion pastiche mocking its “dimly lit cosplay misogyny.” Four different students wrote about a reality show in which contestants communicated with the other participants through an anonymized virtual text system. Two analyzed it via Foucault, another Cavell (sort of), another … unclear. I called it at forty-five minutes. “Stay safe, guys.” I didn’t want to keep them longer than necessary. But I missed them when they were gone.

A few minutes later, my mother called, wondering if I thought we’d be able to “do Easter.” The answer was obviously no. “Let’s play it by ear,” I said.



At the theater, I’d tried to work up a crush on my coworker Amelia—auburn-dyed hair, two years older than me, perma-stoned smile. We didn’t have anything in common, but she was funny about the movies we showed in a normal person way, pointing out the logical inconsistencies, making fun of the pervy fifty-somethings who were back to see the American Pie sequel for the third time. She could sing all the closing credits music, and added Will Smith–style rap summaries to the instrumental ones.

One night I was getting in my car after work to drive home, a fifteen-minute crawl at a strictly enforced twenty-five miles per hour to the other end of the island. A crew of four adults, maybe a decade older than me, approached and asked if I’d give them a ride to the bar down the street from my house. They were too drunk to drive but they wanted to party. Did I want to party? I wanted to sit in my bedroom listening to the Lou Reed and Iggy Pop records I’d borrowed from my one openly gay friend. I said no, but the tallest, loudest guy in the group protested, offered to pay. What did I think was fair? I don’t remember what I charged, what would have seemed intentionally exorbitant but still within the realm of reason in 2005. Twenty dollars? In any case they agreed to it, and we cruised the eighty blocks with them hooting out the windows, me masochistically blasting the modern country station, daydreaming about how I was going to spend their stupid money on the new White Stripes album.



Violet didn’t get home until late, exhausted. We made veggie burgers on the stove and set off the smoke alarm, as always. We listened to the local radio station I loved while we ate, where everyone was broadcasting from their apartments and talking about how they hoped the music was helping people get through all of this, even when they were playing deliberately unlistenable noise. We sat and read and listened to music for another half hour, a brief bubble of art and communion, before Violet stumbled off to bed without apology.

I watched a B movie called The Stickup on the highbrow streaming site, something so archetypal that I absorbed it without conscious thought. When it ended, it left no trace on my brain.



The next morning, the two wakings: Violet at dawn, knocking things over in the dark; then my alarm at 9:00, a meager weapon against my desire to stay in bed all day.

Almost everyone on the street was wearing a mask, after the initial confusion. It still felt sinister to me, but no longer startling. We’d gotten some sooner than most because Violet pilfered them from work.

Back at the apartment, I found another Styrofoam box by the front door. It contained somehow, more oysters, these from a different Long Island oyster farm, sent from a different friend to thank Violet “for her service.” Better than the nightly seven o’clock show of moral hypocrisy, I supposed. But it still seemed odd. Were oysters a viral trend? A “challenge” of some kind? The challenge was going to be consuming this many oysters before they went bad. We apparently had eight to eleven days to try.

Despite the abundance of shellfish, I went forward with my planned grocery shopping in the supermarket on St. Mark’s. It was spacious and unpopular enough that I didn’t feel crowded by the other customers. My experience of shopping over the past month made me think people were exaggerating the shortages—there was plenty of most things, enough of almost everything. I said “God bless” unironically to the woman at the checkout counter, who, unlike me, was very good at smiling with her eyes.



The summer that I was eighteen, the main thing on my mind was Cassandra, with whom I’d gone to boarding school. She was spending her break in Italy and then going to a much better college than I was. We hadn’t dated but we’d hooked up a few times when she was between boyfriends (or close enough), and this had made me pine for her in a way that I might not have if we’d properly been together. She remained brilliant and mysterious to me because I didn’t actually know her that well. She sent me postcards and letters at odd intervals from her travels, to which I responded with what I imagined to be sophisticated wit and genteel curiosity. She had kindly not mentioned an Italian boyfriend, or her last known high-school paramour, which allowed me to imagine she’d realized I was the one she’d needed all along.

She wanted to be an art historian, so I received detailed descriptions of paintings, sculptures, and architecture from everywhere she visited. We had, in fact, taken an art history class together, but nevertheless I found these sections of her letters dull. I assumed the problem was with me, and so I dutifully looked up Piero and Carpaccio and Duccio to see what she was talking about, and thought of things to say about them in my responses. I was, of course, much more interested in the accounts of the “disgusting” hostels and the international characters she met in them than the art lessons, as they gave me opportunities to imagine fleeting sexual encounters like the ones we’d had, or, better, to imagine her longingly remembering our sexual encounters alone in her narrow hostel bed. It was possible; it was what I was doing.



“This is all so crazy,” Violet texted me. “Really really fucked up.”

“I’m so sorry hon,” I wrote. In penance, I read more articles about what was happening in the city, things I already knew. There was a morgue in Central Park. Dead patients. Dead teachers. Dead doctors. The reality of what Violet was experiencing remained basically unimaginable to me, perhaps because I did not want to imagine it. But I had to try.

A quick tour of social media confirmed that my friends with children were losing their minds, posting increasingly unhinged pictures of themselves on the apps. PORTRAIT OF A WOMAN WITHOUT CHILDCARE, etc. I was sympathetic, of course, but lacking children of my own, I could only summon so much indignation. Mostly I felt grateful that we’d been too ambivalent and disorganized (and/or secretly infertile?) to have children yet.

I switched briefly from the computer to Proust. I’d been stalled in the middle of an endless dinner party for two years. I had to admit I didn’t really understand the appeal—did the tedium of other people’s boring conversations need to be replicated quite so fulsomely?—but Antonia had posted something about reading it, which had reminded me I needed to try harder. This kind of thing was in the air, people finally starting War and Peace, The Sopranos. Like we were all getting on some long flight with aspirational content in tow. While there were corpses piling up in the park.



One day at the theater, I let some friends into an empty matinee for free and was reprimanded, made to pay back the difference and sent home for the day. I drove to Ocean City and walked the boardwalk in the blazing heat, finally stopping for a huge paper cup of lemonade when I felt so light-headed I was worried I would collapse. Things were going to change soon—it was a fact. I just had to tolerate it for a little while longer.

When Cassandra finally came back from Italy in August, I called her on her family’s home phone because she hadn’t reactivated her US cell yet. Hearing her voice for the first time in months did something weird to my brain. It scared me, I think. She was real; I hadn’t just imagined her. We made small talk—she’d come home and slept for three straight days, she said. She hadn’t realized how tired she was! I proposed coming to visit her in Virginia, but she was vague and unencouraging. She would be coming to New York in a week to visit her cousin, though—maybe we could meet up there and say hi? Absolutely, I said. I would quit my job if I had to.



Violet got home earlier than usual. I’d been writing enough to almost forget the circumstances we were in. Violet’s interruptions, through no fault of hers, always made me resentful, stuck somewhere between the text and the outside world. Yes, I’d had all day, but somehow I never got into a productive rhythm until about an hour before she walked in the door, no matter when that was. Perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence. I listened from the office, not writing, as she made a stir-fry, and then heard her open a bottle of wine and pour two glasses. My cue.

When things first started shutting down, Violet went out and bought a huge box of liquor from the store down the street, enough to last us a year in normal times. “In case they close the stores,” she’d said, though I’d very much doubted they would do that, if the goal was to keep the populace from rioting. In general, I drank more than she did, and her bulk purchase was the fulfillment of a fantasy when I least wanted it enacted, like the ending of a lesser Twilight Zone episode. Your beautiful partner will present you with all the booze you can drink, no questions asked, but …

After dinner, we video-chatted with our old friend Thomas and his girlfriend, Nicola, who were holed up together in Washington, DC. They had not been living together when the restrictions started, but eventually she’d moved in to “reduce risk,” and to get away from her roommates. Over the course of a few weeks, they’d gone from two separate people in a ten-month relationship to a pair that made all decisions as a single unit. Violet and I had been doing this for long enough that the nature of our relationship didn’t feel fundamentally altered by the circumstances, though any possibility of not being together forever now seemed more or less foreclosed. The music had abruptly stopped for all of us—here was your place, hold on to what you had.

Thomas and Nicola seemed cheerful enough, if a bit wan-looking and anxious. Thomas’s parents had gotten sick in the first wave, and though it had been a source of great worry, they had seemingly recovered after a difficult couple of weeks. We spoke in the inanities that couples speak in when they’re together, magnified even more by the medium of the screen. The only time anything real is said between couples is when one finds a moment alone with one or both members and someone is suddenly cornered into telling the truth, or when you spend a long enough time all together—a holiday, or an acid trip—that everyone’s problems can’t realistically be hidden or suppressed.

Once we’d listed all of the television programs we’d watched or not watched, we said our goodbyes. It was good that we had this technology, maybe, in the sense that interacting with it briefly distracted you from yourself. It represented the bare fact of presence, if nothing more.

After that, instead of watching a movie or having sex, Violet and I argued. The catalyst was a comment I made about how this was never going to end and that we were obviously doomed, and it was a shame that we hadn’t had more fun—gone to more parties, fucked more people, traveled abroad together more often—while it had still been possible. Violet, having spent the day struggling to find protective equipment to wear in which to save people’s lives, did not find this perspective helpful. She also had a lot of regrets, she said, especially when I acted like a whiny child. I agreed that I was being a child, but, since that was the case, it was difficult to sit with my feelings all day and not be allowed to express them at night. And, I continued, though I did not envy her job, one silver lining was perhaps not having to constantly dwell on the broader implications of what was going on. Violet reminded me that I didn’t have to dwell on those implications, that I could, perhaps, try to “stay in the moment,” to appreciate the things I did have, and not kill myself worrying over things I couldn’t control. This sounded to me like solipsistic New Age bullshit, and I said so. And she said that, sure, it might be, but that I needed to find some kind of bullshit that worked for me, because this wasn’t going to last forever, but it probably wasn’t going to end anytime soon.

And OK, yeah, yes. Sure. But I resented being denied one of the few things that couldn’t be taken away in this scenario: the right to acknowledge that things were totally fucked. “I don’t have the luxury of despair” was something Violet said fairly often. As if I was hedonistically wallowing. A couple of years earlier, Violet had had an affair, mostly through her phone, with Akhil, one of her fellow residents. I tended to remind her of this transgression when I ran out of relevant points, like now.

“Right, like you’re such a fucking paragon of fidelity,” she said. “You were so wrapped up in whatshername that you didn’t even notice until I told you about Akhil.”

“You were supposed to just tell me in the first place!”

“I know you don’t tell me everything you’re supposed to. I’m not going to be the only one following the rules.”

“Well, I hope you’re going to confession at least.”

“Yeah, the churches are closed, you dumb shit.”

In the end, she was too tired to keep fighting. She went to the bedroom and soundlessly shut the door.



When the weekend to see Cassandra arrived, my mother drove me to Atlantic City, where I caught the bus to New York. (It was agreed upon by all parties that I could not be trusted to drive and park the car in the city.) Cassandra’s cousin lived in the West Village, and though it had not been explicitly stated that I could stay there, it seemed to me strongly implied. I was a young person who needed somewhere to sleep, and I had always been accommodated in my needs.

Our plan was to meet at the Guggenheim, a place I’d only seen in pictures. There was a massive, museum-wide show about minimalism that Cassandra was dying to visit. Apparently she’d moved on from the Renaissance and into more rarefied terrain. Our art history class had, like all high-school history classes, rushed very quickly and cursorily through the past fifty years, so I did not know anything about minimalism, besides the seemingly self-explanatory lack that its name implied.

After getting off the bus in Midtown and walking to the nearest subway station, I somehow managed to take the train numerous stops in the wrong direction before realizing my mistake and transferring to an uptown one. This was early enough in the cell-phone era that one hesitated to use it unless it was truly necessary. I’d texted Cassandra when I got off the bus but got no response, and when I finally emerged from the subway and wound my way haphazardly across the park to the museum, I still hadn’t heard from her. Now I called, but she didn’t pick up. With growing unease, I joined the line to buy a ticket in the museum’s lobby, staring at the phone, willing it to give me information. None came so I bought a ticket—apparently I was not counted as a “student,” trapped as I was in the limbo between high school and college. So, three and a half hours of ticket-tearing earned me one ticket to minimalism.

I headed up the ramp, past a series of multicolored cubes on the floor of the atrium, seeking Cassandra’s artfully disheveled cloud of blond hair, though I was alert to the possibility that she’d slashed it down to some jagged European configuration. The rotunda was crowded with all kinds of people—parents with bored children, old people complaining loudly about the art, men and women around my age in beautiful clothes taking in the work with casual sanguinity. I walked quickly past all-black paintings and all-white paintings; empty steel boxes and filled-in steel boxes; thin tubes of neon color. I was not such a philistine that I couldn’t see how these things might be interesting if I learned more about them, but I couldn’t do very much contemplating while on the hunt for Cassandra and whoever might be accompanying her.

Halfway up the ramp, peering out over the ledge to the layers of spiral above and below me, I called her phone again, but it went straight to voicemail. I left a voicemail.

As I ascended, the art became less, well, minimal, stranger and more intriguing to me. There was a pile of what looked like bullets on the ground, which turned out to be candies that you could take and eat. It was, I read, about AIDS. There was a small alcove where you could hear women’s voices making birdcalls that turned out to be the names of famous male artists. These things had content, at least in the sense that they were rooted in illusion, surprise. I reached the top of the ramp with no sign of my quarry. I was puzzled and a bit unsettled, but not worried exactly. I had been late, and perhaps we’d miscommunicated. Maybe there was another Guggenheim?



Violet woke me up more pointedly than usual as she got out of bed.

“I don’t want to go to work angry,” she said. “Things are too scary for that.”

“OK,” I said.

“Well, so, what do you think?”

What I thought was that I wanted to sleep for another three hours.

“I’ll try to be less negative,” I mumbled.

“I’m not trying to make you do anything,” she said.

“I don’t know what to say,” I said sharply, sitting up.

“I just … want you to meet the moment,” she said slowly. “I know you can do it.”

“We can’t all be heroes. So.”

“Exactly,” she said, unsurprised. “So try to buck up, OK?”

“I bet Akhil’s taking it like a champ. Maybe he’s worthy of a fuck every once in a while, all the work he’s doing.”

She stared at me and sneered, actually sneered.

“Akhil is sick right now,” she said. “Because he’s been trying to help people. I wish I could fuck anyone besides you. But I don’t want to get them sick!”

She left the room. I listened to her rattle around the apartment, collecting her things, then slam the door on her way out. I still wanted to go back to sleep, but I was too agitated. I finally admitted that this was when my day would begin, and wandered the ghostly park listening to a podcast about the history of country music, giving a wide berth to the stray early runners and dog walkers.

On my way back to the apartment, I saw my friend Lily, who was eight months pregnant, across the street. I tried to pretend I didn’t see her, but she pulled her mask down and waved, so then we had no choice but to shout to each other from our respective corners. At the hospital where she was supposed to give birth, they’d just changed the rules so that no one—not even one’s partner—was allowed into the delivery room, she yelled. She couldn’t decide whether to change hospitals or carry on as planned. I’d heard about this; she was supposed to give birth at Violet’s hospital. I told her that word on the street was that it was going to change again soon because people were so upset about it. If she could keep that baby inside of her for a couple more weeks, I yelled, she’d probably be OK. She was grateful for the intel, though still, understandably, concerned. Violet was a hero, she made sure to mention. I promised to bring takeout after the baby was born.

When I got home, I felt tempted to open a beer. It was not yet 8:00 a.m. I had, so far, resisted drinking until 5:00 on weeknights, 3:00 on weekends.

I decided, in a spirit of compromise, to pour half of a Modelo into half a glass of orange juice. Breakfast. I drank the mixture slowly while reading the news, then refilled my empty glass with the rest of the beer.



When I left the museum, Cassandra finally called me. She’d just gotten my voice message—she was so sorry! They must have been on the subway when I called or something. Her phone had been weird lately. They hadn’t stayed at the museum very long; her friends had gotten bored, so they took the train back down to the Village. We must have just missed each other. But I should come! They were in Washington Square Park, but there was a bar nearby that they’d been able to get into before. Did I have an ID? I didn’t. She was sure it would be fine. We’d figure something out. She explained which train I should take, and I crowded back into the subway, listening diligently for my stop.

Finally, after getting turned around one more time when I got off the train, I made it to the park, and spotted Cassandra’s fuzzy head near the fountain. She was deeply tanned, almost as dark as me, and glowing with health, like an advertisement for the virtues of the Mediterranean lifestyle. She was smiling and reacting theatrically, clearly owning the attention of the group around her in a manner that was distinct from the more intense, introverted persona I was familiar with.

In those first moments of seeing her, I knew on some fundamental level that the romantic fantasies I’d been holding on to were not going to come to fruition. She’d become something else. I had, at best, stayed the same. If she wasn’t sleeping with one of these people, she wanted to be, and why not? They’d had the confidence to say the art bored them instead of desperately consuming information that might convince them otherwise. I hadn’t even been pretending in the end: I’d learned enough to make myself care.

Cassandra introduced me to Pietro, who was the brother of a friend she’d made in Italy, and Pietro’s friends Dominic and Colin. They were all going to NYU in the fall. The cousin who was the pretext for the visit was neither present nor mentioned. We made our way to a mostly empty student and tourist bar that let us in, I suppose, because the students hadn’t come back yet, and they needed the business. I got immediately, antisocially drunk. I had the ability at that age to be extraordinarily rude. I don’t remember most of what I said, but I remember the condescending faces of the men in the group, and that I ended up at a corner table alone with Cassandra for a while, where she tried to both cheer me up and explain that I was behaving abominably. I remember the pity on her face, her regret at having invited this kid along, as I rambled about the pointless hollowness of minimalism and the ludicrous cost of the Guggenheim and the ugliness of New York City.

At some point I pulled myself together enough to rejoin the group, and we traveled to a small, chaotically lit Indian restaurant with an “all-you-can-drink” wine special. I ate enough to not black out, but not enough to overcome my sullenness. Cassandra and Pietro had a connection; he was teasingly correcting her Italian, and she was blushingly accepting his instruction. It felt like she was mocking me.

I faded in and out of a conversation about Stanley Kubrick with Dominic and Colin. They were sweet and enthusiastic, so I played the villain: Eyes Wide Shut was better than A Clockwork Orange; the second half of Full Metal Jacket was better than the first half; The Shining was overrated schlock. (The Shining was my favorite movie.) They were generous boys, cheerfully drunk and unfazed by my trolling. Eventually, we had a nice conversation about Radiohead. They were going to be great at college.



My father called—my great-uncle Jim, the priest, was sick with the thing. He seemed to be stable, but he was diabetic and an alcoholic and, at seventy-six, still smoking cigars, somehow, and I could feel the anxiety radiating through my father’s brief words. I told him I was sorry to hear it, to hang in there, Jim was tough, a fighter. I hung up. There was no way Jim was going to survive this.

Father Jim, never Uncle Jim. The family always said that he’d taken up with a girlfriend, a widowed parishioner a decade younger than him, after his mother died. This was before I was old enough to hang with him (i.e., drink), and once I was, I never had the courage to bring it up. Even as an unbeliever, it seemed unseemly to suggest that such a thing had happened, though my father said that everyone knew, whoever “everyone” was, and, without condoning it, they had accepted it as something beyond their worldly understanding. Jim was almost parodically drawn to the fleshly aspects of the world, but he still carried the cosmic mystery of his vocation with him. His influence over me was strongest in my late teens, when he provided a vision of adulthood that didn’t involve any of the bourgeois responsibilities I was eager to avoid forever. Becoming a writer, maybe, wasn’t that different from becoming a priest, earning a modicum of respect without ever making any money.

“I’m sorry,” I wrote in a text message to Violet, then deleted it without sending. I did some push-ups instead.



Pietro knew a place to dance, but I suspected something terrible would happen if I continued on with them. I told the group I had to go home because I unexpectedly had to work in the morning. (Ah yes, the old morning shift at the small beach-town theater.) Everyone made half-hearted sounds of disappointment.

“Maybe we can go see some real art in Boston once my semester starts,” Cassandra said. “Once I’ve figured out where the good stuff is.”

“Why would I do that?” I mumbled.

I thought I was saying it under my breath, but it was apparently quite audible.

“I’m sorry this hasn’t been a good day for you,” she said.

“Right. For me. It’s my fault.”

“Well, I didn’t do anything.”

“Fucking right you didn’t,” I said.

Cassandra’s lower lip drooped, as if she was going to cry, but then she caught herself.

“This is bullshit,” she said. “When did you become such an asshole?”

The others were staring at me, vaguely amused, from what I could tell. I should have apologized then, let myself be the conflict-averse, approval-seeking young man that I usually was. But I was too drunk and self-pitying to do that.

“I’ve got to get the bus,” I said. I stood up from the table and walked out of the restaurant. I thought, for some reason, that Cassandra was going to come after me, to cajole me back or berate me further but, to her credit, she didn’t.

I had no idea when the next bus was. It wasn’t that late, and even I could figure out how to walk thirty blocks uptown to the Port Authority. At that time in my life, every panhandler and weed dealer was still a unique person to be genuinely considered, and I considered them, though ultimately dispensed no money for charity or drugs. When I got to the Port Authority, it turned out the next bus wasn’t leaving for another hour and fifteen minutes. I bought a ticket and sat on the floor in the horrible underground waiting area where the buses to Atlantic City gathered. I drank vodka from a Poland Springs bottle I’d brought with me and hazily read Crime and Punishment, which Jim had recommended, without comprehending a word. The bus ride back was an increasingly nauseous blur, and it took great force of will and luck to not puke in my friend Alex’s car as he drove me back to his parents’ house in Ocean City, where I proceeded to vomit in the downstairs toilet off and on for the rest of the night.

I checked my phone in the morning. Cassandra, understandably, had not gotten in touch.

We didn’t speak to or see each other for the next five years, though when social media was invented halfway through college, we duly “friended” each other and were thus given access to a great deal of superficial information about who we had each become. We both included Dostoevsky in our bios. We were parsimonious in our posting of pictures, but were caught out on drunken nights by other people’s “tags.” I dated a different frizzy-haired intellectual, and Cassandra dated, from the looks of it, a brooding Middle Easterner who could have been my cousin.

Years later we ran into each other, inevitably, in New York, by the West 4th Street subway stop, only a few blocks from where I’d stormed out of dinner. We’d both moved to the city. She was teaching at a private school in the Bronx; I was an editorial assistant. She was dressed in a white plastic trench coat that struck me as fashionable, though I couldn’t have explained why. I was getting the train home from work; she was going to see Dogtooth at IFC. There seemed to be no tension between us. She looked as genuinely happy to see me as I was to see her. We met up for a drink later that week, and then dated for almost a year.



Five minutes before five o’clock, I made myself a martini and sat on the fire escape out back with Proust. It wasn’t quite warm enough to do it comfortably, but I wanted to feel the sun on my face.

It was a narrow fire escape, and if I wanted to face outward into the overgrown warren of apartment backyards, I had to either sit in the window threshold itself, which was painful, or sit with my back against the building with my legs scrunched up against the metal railing. I shifted restlessly, reading a page at a time, squinting and moving my head to avoid having the sun directly in my eyes. It was worth it to be outside, I told myself. This was what I needed. With the early start, the morning beer, and the cocktail, I felt a pleasant hum behind my eyes. Yes. I had finally met the moment.

I wondered whether I should call Cassandra. Text her, at least. She lived in Boston still, as far as I knew. The New York iteration of our relationship had started out so well. It felt, those first months together, as though we’d both settled into being the actual versions of the people we’d been pretending to be when we were eighteen. She was still brilliant, but she took herself less seriously; I was, I hoped, slightly less of a jerk. But it slowly became clear that neither of us had gotten over our earlier iterations. There was often an edge to our conversations about art and books; I felt condescended to, while she thought I was overly insecure and, as a result, unnecessarily hostile. It also emerged, at the end of a long argument about my jealousy toward one of her ex-boyfriends, that she saw our relationship, at least sometimes, as an extended apology to me for my teenage hurt at having felt led on by her. Not that she thought she’d actually done that, she said. But she understood that “real damage had been done” (note the passive voice), and she liked me a lot, and didn’t want that to be the way I thought of her. So … her overriding feeling toward me was pity? No, not pity, she said. Protectiveness, maybe. She thought my ego was worth protecting. That was a good thing. Sure.

We never figured out how to be a couple. Maybe we knew each other too well, could see too clearly through the other’s bullshit. The sex was good—rough and tumble, almost combative, with Cassandra gloriously capable of pleasure, and thus able to draw me out—but otherwise we were usually in nonplayful disagreement. It ended badly—I had conveniently assumed we were broken up when I got involved with someone at the magazine while she was in France for a summer master’s program. She had thought otherwise, but that certainly settled it. We ran into each other at gatherings of writers after that, which eventually evolved into exchanging pleasantries and texts and sometimes breaking off from a party to catch up over a drink. It was still painful, for me at least, that we hadn’t found a way to make it work. It was hard to let go of her as an ideal, even when the reality was a mess.

One night at a party for a new literary magazine, I introduced her to Aaron. He and I had met a few months earlier, set up on a friend date because of our writerly ambitions and overlapping interests (Egon Schiele, Dopesmoker, literature by and about misunderstood artists who died tragically young). He’d been living in LA for the past couple of years, trying, supposedly, to work on screenplays, so it made a sort of sense that he showed up at the bar in a ragged T-shirt despite the fact that it was March and forty degrees out. But it turned out he was just drunk and running late—no time for a jacket! His nervousness was apparent (I remembered him saying “up to you, boss” a number of times in response to inquiries about getting food, another drink, etc.), but I fundamentally liked him. His charm was in making one feel protective, even in his self-possession. But he made even my drinking look like a boyish affectation. That first night, a Tuesday for god’s sake, ended with Aaron vomiting into the curb and me supporting most of his drunken weight all the way back to his apartment. We shared some work with each other soon after, though the pages Aaron sent me were so embryonic as to be almost insulting, more scattered notes than a workable draft. How did things go from that to the book he eventually published? Whatever the answer, it had nothing to do with me.

I saw something flash between Cass and Aaron when I introduced them, an odd, extra beat of interest like a frame skipping in a film. He was an even bigger lift, rescue-wise, than I was, and like Cass, an honest snob. Had I put them together out of spite, knowing they’d screw each other up? Or was it a rare act of selflessness, something fortuitous and prophetic? By the end of the night, Aaron had picked a fight with somebody bigger than him, and Cass, bless her heart, had called a cab after Aaron threw a (feeble, mostly symbolic) punch, got hit (glancingly) in the face, and was asked (told firmly) to leave. I wondered whether they were still together, and whether Cass was still grateful I’d introduced them. They’d both long since gone offline.

I texted Cassandra: “You doing OK with all this?”

Ten seconds later, I checked my phone for a response. Nothing. I put it facedown on the windowsill, picked my book back up. I read half a page, picked up my phone again.

I texted Violet. “I hope things are a little better today. I promise my attitude has been adjusted. I’m a new man.”

She didn’t respond. Fine, good. One more thing to hold against her.

Maybe I should text this to Cassandra, too?

“I feel like a new person now,” I wrote to her. “I just wanted you to know that.” “Person” seemed better than “man” in this instance.

I stared at the phone and, to my wonder, Cassandra was writing back within seconds: “you seem exactly the same.”

I drained my drink and maneuvered myself back through the window, an awkward, multistep affair that my occasional yoga did not seem to have much improved. I felt an urge to move. I was different now. I could act if I needed to. I looped the strings of a much-used surgical mask behind my ears and left the apartment. In the stairwell, the teen from upstairs took the steps two or three at a time until he reached me, and then patiently fell into our more deliberate rhythm. I instinctively held my breath until we were both outside.

I headed down Vanderbilt toward Atlantic, the nearly automatic route to my friend Kenny’s house, even though he’d been at his parents’ place in Virginia for the past month. I went past the gaudily imperious cathedral on Pacific. The doors were closed, as they had been for a month. I made sure no one was looking before making the sign of the cross and muttering a Hail Mary under my breath. Then I switched into my childhood prayer style, asking someone—God, Mary, whoever—to watch out for my parents, my sisters, for Father Jim, for Violet, even. Finally, almost as an afterthought, I prayed for myself.

I waited on the corner of Atlantic next to the McDonald’s for the light to change. Traffic was still sparse for rush hour, but it had picked up since March, steady and truck-centric. Suddenly there was a loud crack, like a backfire or a gunshot. I caught a glimpse of movement across the street—a man running down the sidewalk toward the traffic, hollering “No, no, no, no!” and then I saw what he was chasing—two small dogs trailing leashes, sprinting toward the road. The man was hysterical, his hands on his head, finally just standing on the curb, watching in horror. “Oh no, no!” I turned away and heard honking, brakes, further agonized wails. I made my way to the apartment without looking back.

When Violet got home, I was lying on the couch in the dark, where I’d been since returning. Whatever I was feeling before this—insistent low-grade fear, thrumming anxiety—was nothing compared to the abject panic I felt now. I heard Violet make her semiroutine beeline to the bedroom to strip out of her hospital garb, then to the shower.

My options were: 1. remain prone and invite the conversation about how I was maybe having a nervous breakdown, 2. get up and start making dinner in tacit apology for earlier unpleasantness while slowly moving toward an actual apology, 3. start making dinner but in a passive-aggressive manner, prompting further argument. It turned out I was not capable of carrying out the latter two options.

“What’s going on?” Violet said, when she came into the living room. “Are you sick?”

“No,” I said. “I’m, um.”

I started crying before I could stop myself, and choked out something about the little dogs, the violence of it, their owner losing his mind, his panic being even worse, somehow, than the thing itself. Violet held me, shushed me, rubbed my back. I sobbed into her neck for an hour, which gave way to hurried sex on the living-room floor, with Violet either overcome with passion or eager to get past this emotional impasse by any means necessary.

“You’re going to be OK,” Violet said when we’d finished. “Think about how much writing you’ll get done. You’re literally not allowed to do anything else.”

“That’s a lot of pressure,” I said.

“How about this,” she said. “A thousand words a day, or I won’t fuck you.”

“Really?”

“I’m rooting for you,” she said. “As I said, I don’t have a lot of other options right now.”

Violet sat up and pulled her sweater down over her head. She stood and poked me in the ribs with her toe.

“Give me a minute,” I said.

I watched her bare legs move across the room, then rolled over and stared at the ceiling. It could all be worse. I knew that.

I got dressed and walked to the kitchen. Violet was standing at the counter, head lowered, shoulders shaking. I came up behind her, put my hand on her back, ready to comfort. But she was fine. She’d gotten a couple of oysters open and was struggling to wedge open a third.







6.
Antonia



Antonia’s stepbrother Mike would not stop buying boats. Unfortunately, boats were expensive, and, from what she understood, they quickly depreciated in value, faster, even, than cars and wives. She didn’t sympathize with Mike’s predicament, exactly, but she was engaged by it, particularly when she was aboard its latest manifestation.

“I wanted to call it Sex on the Roof but Corrine ixnayed it,” Mike said. He was at the wheel (the … stern?), surveying the ocean ahead through the boat’s windscreen as they crawled through the no wake zone. “She said it didn’t make sense, and that it was, quote, low-class. So I was like, what, then, you want it named after your own sweet ass, I suppose?”

The boat was now called Thru the Roof! Mike owned a roofing business. Antonia didn’t care what he called his boat, but she was happy enough to take a ride on it. One of her life rules was “If someone offers you a ride on a boat, take it, unless it is an experimental submersible.” Mike’s boat had satellite radio, and they were listening to the Jimmy Buffett station, which played a great deal of Jimmy Buffett, but also a nonnegligible selection of bad contemporary country music and occasional reggae songs performed by white people. It felt almost sacrilegious not to be drinking a beer while this was going on, and Mike was on his third, but she was trying to hold out. Even in the fifth month of a pandemic, even, yes, in festive maritime scenarios.

Mike accelerated past the buoys marking the start of the open water, almost knocking her off her feet. Her face mask, which she had taken off once she boarded, had fallen to the deck, and now she watched it blow out to sea. It had been one of her “social masks,” an imitation silk one made by her friend’s parents’ clothing company. Oh well. Mike steered into the wake of the boat ahead of them, and they began skipping over the water with increasingly violent concussions, each impact shuddering through Antonia’s spine like a reminder of her past mistakes.

“Hey, maybe cool it on the jumps for a minute?” she said.

“Oh, word,” he said. “Sorry, I forgot not everyone wants to take the highway to the danger zone.”

They slowed down enough for Antonia to register what sounded like a live recording of Adam Sandler covering “Redemption Song.”

“We gotta get your mom out here,” Mike said. He finished his Corona. “I know she’s still a little trepidatious, but I’m a pretty responsible boat guy. Unlike some people I could name.”

Her mother had fallen off the back of a Jet Ski piloted by her husband, Ben, Mike’s father, on their honeymoon. She’d cracked two vertebrae and spent the rest of their time in the Bahamas zoned out on painkillers and exploring the limits of her phone’s global travel plan on long, wandering calls to Antonia.

“Even your nautical charisma might not be enough to get her back out to sea,” Antonia said.

“My dad’s such a dick sometimes,” Mike said. “He can be cool, but … oh shit, time out, dolphins! Bunch of fuckin’ dolphins, right there, we gotta follow.”

She looked where he was pointing and saw them, rising smoothly up out of the water and gliding back under in a glimmering arc, the five-o’clock sun glowing warmly off their slick, silver backs. It was unambiguously amazing. She took a few different videos with “Red Solo Cup” playing in the background.

Since late April, when the loneliness and anxiety of living alone in Cambridge had finally gotten the best of her, she’d been living in her mother’s beach house at the southern tip of the Jersey Shore, reading more or less constantly about atrocities perpetrated by governments and citizens, mostly historical, some current. This reading project was a way, she supposed, to distract herself from the contemporary plague, and perhaps a supplement/addendum to her usual professional interest in the death of the planet.

She had also been sharing the beach house with her grandmother Marlene, who was, even at her best, depressive and contrary. It had been a while since she was at her best. Antonia had been intermittently trying to engage her on the subject of the Armenian genocide, a topic Marlene had always, in the past, been eager to discuss. Antonia had blurry childhood memories of horrifying, age-inappropriate stories about forced conversions, rapes, unborn children dashed against rocks. But Marlene, more pugilistic than ever about nearly everything else, seemed to have lost her taste for relitigating what had long been the central event of her life, even though it had occurred two decades before she was born.

“They’re all dead now,” she’d said, when Antonia brought it up. “Even the ones who survived are dead. They won. Why talk about it?”

To Mike, Antonia said: “I’ve been thinking a lot about genocide.”

He snuck a glance at her, then looked back out to sea.

“Your people had a pretty rough time of it, your ma tells me,” he said.

“It happens surprisingly often,” Antonia said. “The Armenian kind of genocide, or whatever you prefer to call it—fuck the UN definition. I mean, like, the ‘planned from above but carried out mostly by enthusiastic death squads under cover of military operations in order to eliminate a pesky ethnic group’ kind of thing. It’s really not that hard to do, it turns out.”

“Is this a Trump thing? He can’t even put down a protest without looking like a fuckwad.”

“No, yeah, I think he’d get a little bogged down in the logistics. But I think somebody could. It really happens a lot. You go visit a country, Guatemala, Cambodia, and things seem to be trucking along all right, and the fact is that everyone over forty lived through—I mean, survived or participated in or tried to ignore—a genocide.”

Mike concentrated hard through his sunglasses on a patch of ocean.

“More dolphins,” he said.

Her book had begun to languish from neglect. Ever since hiring for full-time jobs at the university had been put on “indefinite freeze,” she hadn’t been able to look at the project as anything more than a memorial to now irrelevant ambitions. She knew she’d have to finish it eventually, though her economist friend Thomas was always going on about the sunk-cost fallacy, which as far as she could tell meant “don’t throw good money after bad.” But maybe not all folk wisdom was worthless. As an adult—and this was, admittedly, on her—she had not seriously considered a life that didn’t involve being a tenured professor. Maybe because of that, the current moment she was inhabiting didn’t fill her with fear so much as a blank numbness.

When they got back to the dock, a deeply tanned man in a black rubber smock with a surgical mask under his chin was chopping a giant fish into shiny pink chunks.

“Hey, big tuna!” Mike yelled at him.

The guy smiled broadly for a moment before remembering he was a fisherman and reverting to an impassive grimace.

“Not bad, yeah,” he said, and chopped, exposing more luscious flesh. So that was tuna. The fisherman slid the huge slabs into clear plastic bags.

“That’s like a few thousand dollars’ worth of fish,” Mike said.

“Really?” Antonia said.

“I don’t know. It’s a lot. They sold one in Japan for like three million bucks or something. Doesn’t make any sense to me. It’s a fish, right? But that’s the market, I guess.”

Mike’s father had been the governor of New Jersey until a few years ago, but, possibly as a direct result, Mike, the eldest of three boys, comported himself as something of a roughneck. He wasn’t opposed to his father or his father’s mild, corporate liberal politics, it seemed, but, rather, indifferent to them. He had his business, his wife, a son who seemed to be, so far, on the manageable end of the autism spectrum, and another kid on the way. If he was worried about his son and the child-to-be, he didn’t say, but how could he not be?

They rolled down the windows in Mike’s old Outback, and he drove slowly through the middle of Sea Isle City, back toward her mother’s beach house on the adjoining island. She tried to keep her head tilted toward the window, though she’d spent enough time with Mike in the last couple weeks that their epidemiological fates were linked now. Still, she tried to be careful, mostly for Marlene, who was in every possible risk category.

It was hotter on land, the air a concentrated furnace blast. Antonia began the subtle internal process of preparing herself to interact with her grandmother, who would be, barring an act of God, sitting on the couch in the upstairs living room watching television. In a rare act of genuine, rational foresight, Antonia’s mother and Ben had moved Marlene out of her independent living facility in early March, bringing her and a couple of suitcases to the beach “just in case things get really bad.” Her place had been overrun with the virus three weeks later, so she was now, to none of their great satisfaction, a permanent houseguest. The group made a show of “being careful” for her, but it fell well short of CDC compliance. It wasn’t like they saw much of anyone besides each other, anyway.

Best case, Marlene would be watching a rerun of Family Feud or a program featuring a no-nonsense female judge, but most likely, she would be on her third or fourth straight hour of conservative news, from which she would have likely learned some new information she’d be eager to share. Like many people, her grandmother had maintained unpleasant political opinions her entire life. What made Antonia sad was that these now moved in lockstep with the cruel propaganda that they all had to listen to every day, whether in opposition or agreement, and that Marlene’s ideas, never exactly the product of profound consideration, had been so easily sharpened into weapons to be used against the vulnerable. This daughter of immigrants, of refugees, now railed against immigrants and refugees. A woman of no religious belief, with three grandchildren who bounced wildly across a range of sexual orientations, she was now profoundly concerned that gender-neutral bathrooms were destroying the traditional family. (They weren’t destroying it fast enough, Antonia thought.) To be fair, Marlene had never really believed in science, but she certainly wasn’t about to start now. She’d lived through World War II, polio, Jimmy Carter. And now they were shutting down the country, and for what? Marlene was willing to sacrifice herself so that her grandchildren could have “opportunities,” never mind that the death of a barely mobile eighty-year-old would likely not do much to move the needle on the country’s GDP.

Marlene’s husband, Levon, had died a few years earlier. He had disliked people in general, and those he interacted with, including his wife, in particular. Antonia had conducted tense negotiations with her brother, Colin, over which of them would speak at his funeral. Antonia lost. As the favored grandchild, mostly because she looked more Armenian than her brother, she’d tried her best to be diplomatic with Levon, and, because she was pretty and deferential, she had rarely received the full brunt of his unpleasantness. Antonia delivered the eulogy as a stand-up routine, shading his volcanic anger down to perpetual grumpiness, his refusal to allow those near him any expressions of joy a sign that he “might have benefited from some therapy” to gratified, knowing laughter. It felt like she was covering up war crimes, but she also couldn’t shake her memories of his last days, when he was in the hospital after surgery and couldn’t speak. His mind seemed to have succumbed to the anesthesia or an infection or maybe both. His constant distress could be alleviated briefly by classical music, the Beethoven and Mozart symphonies that had been his only consistent sources of happiness besides his small, vicious dogs. When she and her brother visited him in the hospital, the doctor, distracted, told them that his head would probably clear soon. Her mother did not visit, citing the, you know, lifetime of emotional abuse. And then he died.

Mike pulled the car up onto the rocks that made up the front lawn of the beach house, since the driveway and street spots were all filled with cars. The moment Antonia slammed the car door, her mother’s dog Trina’s head appeared in the front window of the house over the top of the sofa, followed by the much smaller head of her grandmother’s surviving dog, Charles. When Antonia opened the door, Charles immediately began barking in the other dog’s face.

“Charles!” her grandmother yelled from upstairs. “Prince Charles, you stop that! Stop barking! Oh, stop it, Charles, you’re driving me crazy!”

The yelling had escalated from standard commands to full-on hysteria at a slightly faster pace than usual, prompting her little dog to new paroxysms of fury.

“Charles, hey sweetie, that’s enough now,” Antonia said, at a normal volume, but his frenzy continued. She reached down to push him away from Trina, and he bit her hand, hard, in the meat between her thumb and index finger. Instinctually, she swatted him across the face, making hard contact with his wet snout. He sneezed and shook his head back and forth rapidly like a tiny, concussed linebacker. He stopped barking.

Antonia headed up the stairs to face Marlene. Mike had apparently found something that needed doing around the side of the house while the dog business played out, but now he came in, pulled his mask up, and followed Antonia.

“You take the boat to China and back?” was the first thing Marlene said.

“Did you miss us, Mar?” Mike said.

“I’ve been trying to call your mother for hours, but she’s not picking up,” she said to Antonia. “I’m worried.”

Mike immediately pulled his phone out of his pocket, put it to his ear, and stepped through the sliding door onto the deck that abutted the sitting room. A survivor, that guy.

“She and Ben are in Ocean City,” Antonia said. “They’re taking a walk. You know that. Let her have some space.”

“There’s no air up here!” Marlene said, shifting immediately into panic. “I can’t get the what’s-it-called to work, and I’m suffocating. I need help, and your mother won’t pick up her phone! With everything that’s happening, she won’t pick up her phone?”

The temperature felt comfortable to Antonia, though it was objectively true that the thermostat in the old house was quirky at best, blasting gusts of frigid air into the downstairs bedrooms and leaving the upstairs subject to the fluctuating shifts of the outside world. It did not help that Marlene had become dangerously overweight, such that any movement at all became an ordeal. She was not quite yet a full-on fall risk, they thought, but, well, you weren’t, usually, until you fell.

“It’s OK,” Antonia said. “Here, I’ll turn it down some more, and Mike will bring the fan up from downstairs for you if that’s not enough.”

“All right,” Marlene said uncertainly. “I hope that will help. I don’t know what to do. I just feel so hot, I feel like I’m gonna die up here.”

“I just said I’m fixing it, right?” Antonia said. “So stop worrying about it. I’m fixing it. Do you want some cold water?”

“Ice water,” Marlene said. “With ice.”

“Oh, you want it with ice,” Antonia said. She couldn’t help herself.

“Yes, ice! I need a lot of ice!”

“And what would be a nice word to use, when asking for something?”

“I have to beg you for it? Please! Please bring me some ice water, please!”

Antonia turned the thermostat to an environmentally devastating temperature and went to the kitchen. Both of the dogs’ food and water bowls were empty. She almost called out to Marlene to ask if the dogs had been fed, but she knew the answer, and stopped herself before triggering another round of hollering. She brought the water.

“We’re trying to save the glaciers?” Marlene said. She sipped greedily from the tall glass, which contained four ice cubes. Her hand trembled so badly that water spilled down the front of her shirt, a mild discomfort that happened so frequently she didn’t even acknowledge it.

“You’re welcome,” Antonia said, hating herself again. Marlene surely understood on some level that she was behaving terribly, but she seemed to be helpless to stop it. It made Antonia furious to be spoken to this way, but she also knew that something in her invited it. She had an emotional permeability, especially now, that left her vulnerable to the demands of others. And Antonia had been shaped by her grandmother to an unusual degree. Starting in her early childhood, she’d imbibed Marlene’s love of old movies and grisly tabloid crime stories and nineteenth-century novels with indiscriminate enthusiasm. Marlene had always treated Antonia like an adult, allowing her to know the best and worst of what the world could be without editing anything out, and she was still grateful for that. It hadn’t always been so grim.

Marlene slowly, shakily, set her glass down on a magazine on the coffee table.

“I am trying, Miss Antonia,” she said in a new register. She was on the verge of tears again. “I’m sorry, but I’m trying. Please. Thank you. Please. I’m sorry that I need help, Antonia. I really am. I wish I didn’t have to put you and your mother through this.”

“I love you,” Antonia said. “But I’m a person, too, you know? I get sad, too. You need to be nice to me or I can’t help you.”

“I know, I know,” she said. She wiped her eyes and slowly raised the glass again, bending her neck toward it when it reached chest level. “The water is very cold now. It tastes very refreshing. Thank you.”

Antonia sat down in the rocking chair that faced away from the television. A couple of days ago, a right-wing militia member had been killed by a supposed antifa member, and Fox had been covering the story to the neglect of everything else in the world ever since. To be fair, it was such a good story that it could have been generated from the channel’s fevered algorithm—guns don’t kill people, socialists do! Never mind that the socialists she knew wouldn’t be able to load a gun in the unlikely event they found themselves in a room with one. Still, it probably wouldn’t be wise to mention that the last party full of academics she’d attended in Cambridge before the lockdown had featured extended, increasingly unironic conversation about the best methods for murdering rich white people in order to build class solidarity. Antonia knew that her own instinct toward conciliation was increasingly unfashionable, even counterproductive. She wanted the revolution, mostly, but she didn’t want anyone to get hurt.

She’d been upset, but also heartened, by the violence she had seen in DC on Trump’s inauguration day almost four years ago, and on occasion in the years since. On that first day, on their way to meet up with their polite leftist friends, she and her brother had crossed paths with a mass of young people in black who, within seconds of their arrival on the block, smashed the front window of a Starbucks, collectively destroyed a Mercedes with a metal trash can, and then scattered. She and her brother had picked a direction and run as well, as the area was quickly swarmed by officers in riot gear firing tear gas. When they rounded a corner, they found a group who’d been hit directly by the gas pouring milk of magnesia into their eyes from plastic Poland Spring bottles. It had been useless, juvenile violence, nothing to do with the awful new president, really, and she had not participated directly in it. But it had still done more good, she thought, than her quiet sign-holding the next day at the so-called Women’s March. It had demanded a reaction. She’d read many novels about the radical daughters of bourgeois parents running off to bomb the draft office under the tutelage of charismatic but sinister leaders before retreating to exhaustively described lives of shattered utopian longing, and she did not think that this would be her fate. Still, she would not condemn those who chose it.

This was not, perhaps, a useful perspective to bring to the last couple of months’ reports of street-fighting and police station–burning. She had been hiding from it all, too exhausted and afraid to abscond to a nearby city and participate. She regretted this in an abstract way, but was also glad that, by virtue of her physical remove, she’d had an excuse not to take the risk.

Malcolm was writing her emails from New York, reporting on the protests and the curfew and the endless barrage of fireworks, the last of which people had become convinced were psyops by the police due to their frequency and intensity. Malcolm, too, was a reluctant protester (shocking), temperamentally unsuited to radicalism but obliged to challenge his cowardice at the risk of being judged harshly by history.

“We live next door to a police station,” he wrote to her, “so I would literally have to put my hands over my eyes and ears to ignore what’s going on. The proximity makes it a lot easier to just go out there and do it. We hear the march coming from a few blocks off, grab our signs, throw on our masks, and head downstairs. Or, really, I do, since Violet is usually at work, and when she’s home she’s tired, she says, but also, I think, wary of the whole thing. The impoliteness, the grandstanding. But she’s come a couple of times. For the record.

“We all go yell in front of the station for a while, and then follow the march wherever it’s going, chanting down to Grand Army or up to Barclays. Weekends we go past Borough Hall and over the bridge, or down through Clinton Hill to yell at more cops, who, after the earlier WANTON CLUBBING of protesters, seem to have gotten the order to mostly stand there and tolerate us, as is their goddamn job. I hate the fucking police, truly, but I also can’t help but feel a little bad for them when people (sometimes me) scream directly in their faces. I’m humanist scum, I know—dehumanization makes me uncomfortable. There’s no other way to do it right now, but it feels ugly to personalize what’s ultimately systemic. Like this whole thing isn’t THIS cop’s fault (I think our local station investigates sex crimes?). But it’s also not NOT his fault; he’s a cop. And I mean, I’m also too scared, of Covid to some extent but mostly of getting arrested or hurt, to go out after curfew and get kettled, or to throw a Molotov cocktail and get the shit kicked out of me, so I don’t really have a leg to stand on re feeling bad for the cops. They made their choice. When all of this started, I was depressed by the idea of going through all of it again after so many protests that didn’t make a concrete difference, but I definitely caught the spirit for a little while. It was impossible not to in Brooklyn if you aren’t a total reactionary moron. But now, I don’t know, it feels like it’s becoming just another thing, a routine. I’m not sure it’s really doing anything.”

It wasn’t exactly a call to the barricades.

She thought, not for the first time this summer, given the lack of stimuli, about Malcolm kissing her. That night had continued shifting in her mind. It had now been almost fully converted into something pleasurable and transgressive, the last time she’d been surprised in that way. Not the last time, though, she hoped.

The news returned. Why antifa posed a greater threat to America than Covid and terrorism and China combined. She looked at the pages of the volume of Proust she’d been carrying around for the last month. Still a lot of concern over Albertine’s probably fake lesbianism. Or whatever it was. Antonia was certainly in favor of the idea of a merry band of manic French lesbians turning cartwheels and showing each other their ruffled underclothes and such, but she wasn’t entirely convinced of its reality. She needed a different book. She would find other things to text with Malcolm about.

Marlene was fanning herself with an old copy of People. Antonia guessed she had about thirty seconds before another eruption about the room temperature. It was, now that she’d been sitting up there for a little bit, really quite hot. She felt, or imagined, the sweat trickling down her chest. She got up and moved quickly—smoothly, she thought, elegantly—toward the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Marlene said. “Don’t leave me! It’s so hot up here, Antonia, I can’t stand it! Don’t leave me with the dogs!”

“I’m just going downstairs for a minute,” Antonia said. “I’ll be right back.”

“But why?” Marlene cried.

These abrupt swerves into abject, helpless childishness unnerved her. Marlene had been difficult for many years, but this particular quality was recent, and it was as frightening as it was irritating.

“Listen,” she said, more gently now. “Mike is on the porch. He’s right there. I’ll be back up in a few minutes. It will be OK. I promise.”

Marlene became quiet, a toddler deciding whether to fuss after a fall.

“Will you bring me a soda from downstairs?” she said.

“Sure, of course,” Antonia said.

“Do we have any?”

The panic was back in full.

“We’ll find out in a few minutes, won’t we!” Antonia shouted.

She rushed down the stairs, fleeing from, and into, her own panic. She walked straight to the laundry room, roaring source of the ancient air-conditioning system, and opened the cabinet above the dryer. There was a handle of vodka up there, the same emergency handle she’d kept and replaced regularly since she was sixteen. This was wholly unnecessary—Ben kept beer in the refrigerator and nice whiskey in the cabinet—but it was satisfying as a gesture of debasement. Choosing to drink warm vodka in secret was an acknowledgment of her current fucked-up reality, a rare act of honesty. She unscrewed the metal cap and drank. She sensed a presence in the doorway and turned, readying a self-deprecating quip for Mike. It was just the dogs, staring at her, panting.



Suffering is never equal, she thought. She was on the beach. She’d been drunk for two days. She was thinking about genocide again and about how everyone had forgotten about the migrants on the Mexico side of the border.

Her train of thought was something like: rich people wanted you to believe that suffering was suffering, that it didn’t matter how much money you had, since, if violence or illness overcame you, you were just as screwed as the next person. But they’d gotten to live a life without watching their children murdered in front of them or hauled away screaming. They hadn’t died in overcrowded hospitals in Queens. It was true that some of them had died alone in slightly less crowded hospitals. Fewer, though.

She tipped the thermos of vodka and grapefruit juice into her mouth. It was far too hot to have been on the beach for this long. It was Monday afternoon. Why had she tried to stop drinking during a pandemic? Because, the little voice buzzed in the back of her head, she knew she’d be drunk every day if she didn’t.

“Oh, hey there,” she heard from behind her. It was her stepfather, Ben, accompanied by his grandson, Alton, and Antonia’s mother trudging a few yards behind.

Antonia said something like “mmmph.”

“Kinda got the place to ourselves today, huh?” Ben responded genially. The beach was far from empty, but compared to the weekend, when one could not see the sand for the crush of humans and their baroque accoutrements, it was indeed underpopulated.

“It’s hot, I think,” Antonia said. She was wearing a gigantic straw sun hat with a fake purple flower attached to it that she’d found in the house. It felt now like a protective helmet, one that she hoped could shield her from the worst effects of further interaction.

“Oh, it’s hot!” her mother said. She fumbled briefly with the rusted-shut beach chair that she was carrying, then threw it, still folded, on the sand. Ben picked it up, wrenched it open, and set it down gently next to Antonia. Alton had commenced digging with his yellow plastic shovel, and Ben set his own chair down directly in front of the project site.

“What are you reading?” her mother said.

Antonia looked down at the book in her lap. It was a hardcover library book with a plastic sheath over the cover protecting a photograph of a helicopter. She’d had it for months because the libraries were closed indefinitely.

“Vietnam book,” she guessed, handing it to her mother. She didn’t remember bringing it down with her.

“Huh,” her mother said. She opened it to the author photo. “Interesting-looking woman. Do you know her?”

Now that Antonia had published a book, her mother assumed that she was acquainted with all writers, or at least those whose books she read. And it was true that Antonia had probably helped foster this impression by aggressively talking up various writer friends in an attempt to impress her mother. But she feared she had gone too far. She’d inflated her value such that every writer she didn’t know struck her mother as a disappointment.

“She won the National Book Award,” Antonia said.

“Write her an email,” her mother said. “I’m sure she’d appreciate hearing from you.”

In her mother’s reckoning, a thoughtful personal contact was a magical, guaranteed portal to a life of value and satisfaction. This was annoying, in part because her mother’s life had borne this out to an almost hallucinatory degree. In the midst of her divorce from Antonia’s father, she had sent a note to the public email address of her high-school boyfriend, Ben Davis, with whom she had not spoken in twenty years, and who also happened to be in the last month of his second and final term as the governor of New Jersey. She’d written to say that she thought he’d done a great job, that she believed he hadn’t had anything to do with the train scandal, that she was amazed he still looked just like he did when they were eighteen. What was his skin-care secret, ha ha. Maybe when he was out of office he’d have time to get dinner sometime and catch up? (The unspoken subtext here being that Ben had gone through a very public divorce during his governorship, in which he had tearfully revealed to the state during a press conference that his wife had left him for a member of his security detail, but that he wished her “all the love and happiness and freedom” she could find with him. His poll numbers had never recovered from this act of decency.) He’d responded to her email within hours, telling Antonia’s mother that he’d thought of her often over the years, and that he’d love to get together soon and talk about “these crazy times.” They were married a year and a half later, in a little white church with a large parking lot near the ocean.

Ben was tall and sweet and, as he had been as governor, in ways both celebrated and mocked, oddly spacey and naïve-seeming for a successful finance guy turned politician. The years since he had left office seemed to have mellowed him even further; the only things he seemed to worry about were the well-being of his wife, his would-be roughneck son, and his slow-to-develop grandson, who was still digging but now screaming quite loudly while doing so.

“Hey, Alt?” Ben said mildly. “That’s enough screaming for now, bud. Screaming is finished, OK?”

Alton flung his shovel away and continued screaming. Antonia’s mother watched the scene, her mouth set, eyes inscrutable behind her sunglasses. She did not particularly like children—she could not understand why they didn’t just act like adults. Growing up, Antonia and Colin had received both the benefits and the shortcomings of this approach, the R-rated movies and the adult gossip, yes, but also the frank confessions of depression and the admonition to “figure it out” when something outside of their age ability—buying the right clothes for a school event, needing to be picked up from a friend’s house—arose that their mother would prefer to ignore. And this tendency had returned when it came to her mother’s dealings with Levon, and now Marlene. Antonia had still not let go of the fact that she and Colin had been the ones to pick out their grandfather’s casket, for example, and put together the suit he was to wear in it. When they realized, with the prompting of the obsequious, unibrowed funeral director, that Levon wasn’t wearing shoes, Antonia had been the one to go to his house, hunt through his closet, and bring back a pair of good loafers to throw into the ground forever. She refused to be someone who refused to do difficult things.

Antonia stood up abruptly from her beach chair and removed her hat and shirt.

“Gonna cool off,” she said.

“Maybe Alt wants to…” she heard her mother saying, but she kept moving. On this beach, as had been the case for her entire life, the lifeguards presided over a merciless regime, one in which swimmers were herded into a space fifty yards across, and any attempt to move farther to the left or right than the designated area, or to wade deeper into the water than one’s chest, was met with a frantic barrage of whistling. Somehow, this was still the case in the middle of a pandemic, despite the obvious problems it created for “distancing.”

She kept as wide a berth as possible around the boys on boogie boards and the droop-bellied men in sunglasses and loud-patterned bathing trunks, out to where the older teens and college kids congregated, at the deepest point where one sensed instinctively the lifeguards would allow. She pulled herself underwater, felt a wave break just above her head, and burst back up to the surface.

“Fuck it, I’ve already had it like, three times,” she overheard one buzz-cut young man saying to another. “You gotta live, you know?”

There were not many solo people in their thirties at the Jersey Shore. The women her age here were almost all mothers, whatever public identity they might have had elsewhere subsumed here by child-wrangling, usually in large encampments on the beach or in herds in line for ice cream, flanked by an assortment of uncles and cousins and grandparents. Antonia was grateful not to be among those other women, though she tried to avoid the condescension of the childless. If the country didn’t descend into civil war, she’d think about having a kid more seriously again soon. She’d had some pornographic exchanges with Lev recently—no, er, hard feelings, bud—but even these had an air of desperation. The messages were gratifying, in the sense that they produced orgasms, but they were also empty of deeper feeling, even friendliness. The provisional warmth they’d once shared had not returned.

Repeated, piercing whistles rang out over the water. Her? She was another ten feet farther out than anyone else, but she could still stand easily. She couldn’t make out the lifeguards in much detail from this distance without her glasses, but still, she moved obediently toward the shore.



Back at the chairs, Alton seemed calmer, piling sand onto Ben’s feet with methodical focus. Antonia’s mother, whom she still couldn’t picture in her mind without a book open before her, was peering into an iPad. It was still reading, she knew that, and most of her books, both then and now, were popular thrillers, but the image still made her sad.

Antonia had decided, following an old impulse, to buy Marlene a book the day before, a real one, at the bad bookstore in town. She’d been fairly buzzed, and found herself drenched in sweat, unprotected from the sun, for the short walk. The rule at the moment was that you could go into the store with a mask for ten minutes, two customers at a time. But there was rarely even one customer there, and the owner usually had her mask under her chin. The store had about ten new hardcovers, a moderate selection of trade paperbacks by John Grisham, Nora Roberts, and their populist cohort, a robust selection of YA novels, and a surprisingly healthy number of cheap printings of “classics,” ranging from the Iliad to Flowers for Algernon. This was, presumably, for the hordes of students who needed to buy their summer-reading books, but Antonia was a little bit charmed anyway. Historically her grandmother had loved the Brontës and Dickens especially, so she lingered over their selection of those. Marlene had probably read Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre too many times, and Antonia had watched numerous movie adaptations of both with her. Oliver Twist, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, A Christmas Carol … Somehow, of this batch, Great Expectations seemed, by a hair, the least familiar. She purchased it in a Signet Classics edition with a very ugly illustration of some old-timey Londoners wearing a variety of hats.

Later that afternoon, she approached Marlene, a harrowed courtier with an offering for the queen. She placed the book in Marlene’s delicate, thickly veined hand, which lowered freely. Marlene stared at it as though it was an alien object whose use she couldn’t possibly begin to contemplate.

“I’ve read this,” she said with finality.

“I know,” Antonia said. “I remembered it was one of your favorites.”

“So I’m gonna read it again?”

“Well, it’s probably been a while.”

Marlene turned it over, hoping, it seemed, that it would reveal itself to be something more interesting.

“Put it on the table with the whatsits,” she commanded finally.

Now, on the beach, Alton was standing directly in front of her, pinching at his penis through his Spider-Man bathing suit and shifting from foot to foot.

“What’s up, Alt?” Antonia said. “Do you need to go to the bathroom?”

He shook his head back and forth vociferously.

“Sometimes that means yes,” Ben said from his chair. “Alt, you want to do pee-pee in the ocean or at the house?”

He shook his head again.

“I’ll take him up to the house,” Antonia said. “I need to get out of the sun anyway.”

“He can watch P-A-W P-A-T-R-O-L on the iPad if he wants to,” Ben said.

Despite the spelling out of the title, Alton began jerking his limbs in a frenzied performance of desperation—it must have been the word “iPad”—and Antonia got to her feet. She saw a wet spot blooming slowly around his crotch but chose not to draw attention to it. It was a bathing suit. It would be fine. She grabbed his sweaty little hand and allowed herself to be tugged through the hot sand up the path to the street.

Her mother’s house was one of the last originals on the block, a wide two-story three houses down from the beach. Most of the ones across the street and both properties directly abutting the ocean had been transformed into a vision of nouveau Jersey pride, which is to say, vaguely Italianate mansions ordered out of a catalog. The relative tastefulness of their house was more a matter of laziness than some commitment to shore-town tradition. She was grateful that renovation was never among her parents’ vices.

She followed Alton into the house and was hit hard by the chill of the air-conditioning on her still damp bathing suit. She herded him toward the back bedroom, where he began tearing through a duffel bag in which, she guessed, his father kept the iPad. Antonia watched him grab and examine what looked like a pill bottle packed with weed and snatched it hurriedly out of his hand.

“Time to go potty, Alt!” she said. She pulled him up under his armpits and steered him toward the bathroom. His bathing suit was fully soaked now, so she helped him pull off his trunks in the bathtub and ran the shower. While he rinsed off, she opened the bottle, which contained, yes, a significant amount of marijuana, and also a small baggie of mushrooms. She pocketed the shrooms and put the bottle back in Mike’s bag, then wrapped Alton in a patchy, ancient Little Mermaid towel.

“Paw, paw!” Alton said. “iPad! Paw, paw! iPad!”

“Let’s go see if it’s upstairs,” she said.

Marlene was sleeping in her armchair in the TV room, her head tilted back, mouth open, snoring lightly. The iPad was on the kitchen table. Alton, naked save for the towel around his waist, darted forward and picked it up, holding it aloft like a commandment. Antonia pointed him to the sliding glass door. He took a couple of exaggerated tiptoe steps and then ran, wrenching the door open with a surge of anticipatory energy before settling into one of the large cushioned swivel chairs to swipe and select with a master’s ease.

Great Expectations sat on the table in front of Marlene. Antonia assumed at first that it was simply where she’d left it when she’d given it to her the day before, but closer examination revealed that the cover was visibly creased. She got closer and picked up the book. The spine was cracked, and corners had been turned down at fifty-page intervals until nearly the end of the book. Marlene had read it, maybe all of it, since yesterday afternoon. Antonia felt herself on the verge of tears. She wanted to ask Marlene about it—what she’d seen in it now, how it had changed, or hadn’t. But she also wanted, more than that, for Marlene to sleep. She went out to the deck and sat with Alton, listening to the sounds of his authoritarian dog cops and staring out at the ocean.



When it got dark, she chewed a handful of the mushrooms she’d taken from Mike’s bag and walked toward town. The big local innovation in recent years was a contraption that jammed four bikes together and stuck a roof on them, so that families or packs of teens could form their own little jingling human centipedes on wheels. There were also: golf carts. She passed the house with the giant Trump flag, whose lawn she always encouraged Trina to shit on when they walked by, though it was harder than she would have liked to train a dog to shit on a specific lawn. She felt the dense ease of a place she knew so well, right alongside an endless font of fury for its smug self-satisfaction. Villanova flags flew from every third house, the generations returning year after year for the same shitty food and ice cream until their own greed bulldozed everything that had ever been charming about the place and turned it into luxury condos and home-furnishing stores and real estate offices.

The mushrooms were kicking in, maybe.

She walked past the massive, block-long bar, restaurant, and live music complex that had once been a humble dive. The patio out front was packed, the servers masked, the patrons not, the roar of chatter over the classic rock loud as ever. She saw the customers shifting, glowing, bleeding into one other like flames in a campfire. A mass of bad energy, full of aggression and entitlement. They would come for her, she thought, for her and her friends. They would take the roads in their death trolleys, shooting on sight. Beheadings by golf club in the humid air. Demons, all of them, families of demons, out to kill the commies and the childless and the poor. A pack of teenage girls in tank tops and short-shorts passed by licking towering ice-cream cones. They would be handmaidens, servants of the bloodletting. On each patio, in the eyes of every floppy-haired soccer boy, in the proud smiles of the well-padded elderly pushing their gibbering grandchildren in strollers: death. They would finish off those that the disease spared. Their jaws would elongate as wide as necessary, she could see this evolutionary feature lurking in their faces. Fascism loved a long jaw.

She passed the miniature golf course that was shaped like a pirate ship. Which, actually, the drugs couldn’t do much with. It was already a pirate ship. A floaty, orangish aura streamed out of it from its overhead lights. A little waterfall splashed pleasantly into a chlorinated pool, on the surface of which lost golf balls bobbed. There was no use hiding, the golf balls said. Stay visible. Wait in patient love for rescue.

She stood at a crosswalk waiting for the light to change. Two bike cops cruised down the middle of the street. Should she hate bike cops more or less than regular cops for being so pathetic? At least they weren’t contributing to global warming. She gave them the finger as they passed anyway, and, for a moment, she thought she saw a split second of recognition in the face of the one closest to her, a flinch that she’d motivated with her negative energy. Crash, she thought at him. Crash into a parked car. The cops continued on their way without incident, tremulous red lights radiating from their backs. Maybe her malediction would catch up to them later.

She walked across the avenues toward the beach, the streets growing quieter and darker the closer she got to the ocean. Her high expanded to fill the space she could now give it. She observed the subtle ripples at the edges of the houses, the decades of renovation glitching amorphously into compendiums of all the houses that had come before them, then disappearing to show the fresh, empty land that had been there before. Even the Trump flags rippled with secret knowledge, their physical and spiritual properties overriding the printed matter.

At the beach, a knot of naked figures writhed and screamed across the sand. Were they real? Had she conjured forth the Last Judgment? Were these the souls of plague victims past and future? She walked down the path toward them. They were young people, men and women, probably around her students’ age, and they seemed real and unclothed. Lifeguards, she imagined, based on their fitness and grace. The men were throwing a football to each other, keeping it away from the women. The women were jumping onto the men’s backs and screaming, dragging them down into the sand. Resistance to these maneuvers was notional, and as she watched, the participants in the keep-away game dwindled, with more and more of them burrowing quietly into the sand with their tacklers. The high-spirited screams gradually gave way to silence punctuated by occasional delighted laughter, the real kind rather than the performative cackling of the game. Was there one lonesome outlier down there without a mate, waiting for a sophisticated older woman to come to their rescue? None that she could see.

Farther down the beach, near the jetty, she saw a bright light appear, then begin to move rapidly in her direction. Beach cops: way worse than bike cops. She was about to holler out a warning, but the kids were on it. One by one the couples popped to their feet like prairie dogs, clothes gathered in their arms, and then, all at once, they began to run. Antonia knew this sport well from her youth. One ran for the sake of running, not in fear of consequences. But still, she hoped they got away.



Back at the house she could hear the upstairs television blasting, but it didn’t sound like the news. She walked up the steps slowly to avoid startling Marlene or the dogs. They were all on the couch, blessedly becalmed. The TV was showing an old movie in Technicolor, a costume drama, maybe a musical between musical numbers.

“You doing OK, Mar?” Antonia said.

“I can’t figure out what this is,” Marlene said. She sounded like her old self, searching through the cinephile encyclopedia in her head. “I know I’ve seen it. Not a masterpiece, but that’s all right. What’s-her-name is in it. With the hair.”

Antonia watched what’s-her-name—Rita Hayworth, she was pretty sure—stride across the screen, trailing a vibrant swath of green behind her. Technicolor looked fucking amazing on mushrooms.

“I don’t think I’ve seen it,” Antonia said. “I can probably look it up.”

She sat on the floor in front of the coffee table and pulled out her phone. She had a new email from Malcolm. In this moment it just seemed like a mess of all the current words, shuffling freely on the screen: fireworks, protest, traumatized, infection. Rita, meanwhile, her face glowing and shifting with abandon, was worried about her husband, who was, it seemed, away in the war. Some war.

“It’ll come to me,” Marlene said. Antonia couldn’t remember what she was talking about. On the screen, an old woman in an armchair coughed vociferously.

“Save your strength,” Rita said to the woman gently.

“She’s done for,” said Marlene.

Antonia turned from the screen. Marlene had a sinister, delighted grin on her face.

“They love to kill off the old ladies,” she said, and settled back on the couch.

Antonia lay back and stared up at the ceiling, where a small wooden flamingo hung from a hook. She hadn’t noticed it in years. Don’t cough, she thought at Marlene. She was still high enough that her thoughts could have an effect on the physical world. Please, please, please, don’t cough.






Part III








7.
Cassandra



Not for the first time, Cassandra crossed paths with Aaron and the dog while she was out running. She knew that he didn’t do this on purpose, but it was always infuriating when it happened, as though she was being tested. She had tried running with Lenny, their Australian shepherd puppy, soon after they’d rescued him, back in August. For a few months she’d taken him along, and the dog had happily sprinted ahead, tugging on his leash for the first mile or so, then inevitably slowing down and stopping frequently to sniff and pee on things at a rate not at all conducive to serious exercise. So Cassie had taken to leaving him behind, even at the cost of feeling like a terrible dog mother, which, admittedly, she probably was. Lenny became excited to the point of hysteria by the sight of Cassie lacing up her running shoes, bounding up and down the hall and tugging on the laces with his teeth, only to be told that he wasn’t coming along. Aaron tended to take pity on the dog, giving Cass what he imagined to be a healthy head start, and then setting out with Lenny at his ambling, man-of-the-world pace.

What Lenny really wanted to do, which he could not do safely or legally in the arboretum, was race around with abandon and chase squirrels, children, and other dogs. He was a herding dog and didn’t understand—or willfully refused to—why he could not always have full dominion over any territory he traversed. Cassie was more sympathetic to Lenny’s desire to roam than Aaron. It was a risk-reward issue, she’d come to understand, based entirely on the two humans’ psychology rather than on actual best practices. Aaron thought it was worth keeping him close at all times to prevent any chance of his getting hurt or killed, or of having to deal with another dog owner or the park police. Cassandra thought the essence of dogness was, itself, freedom, and that it was worth the possibility of catastrophe to allow Lenny to exercise his nature. Aaron tended to get down to even more fundamental first principles than Cassandra. “I like the dog best when he’s alive,” he would say, and this was hard to argue with, if a little dramatic. So what happened was, Cassie let the dog off leash without telling Aaron about it when she took him out.

But now, here she was, three miles into her run, on a downward slope as Aaron and Lenny trundled uphill toward her, Lenny choking himself, straining at the end of the leash, trying to reach Cassie, Aaron with an embarrassed smile on his face, not trying very hard to hold him back. The normal thing to do would be to slow down for a second, give Lenny a quick head scratch, smile apologetically, and keep on her way. But even that much of an imposition on her autonomy felt, in this moment, impossible to accept. She looked Aaron in the eye, raised her eyebrows in what she hoped would be understood as a slightly mischievous gesture, and gave him a wide berth, veering off the path onto the adjoining grass, and then speeding up. She accelerated so quickly that she almost lost her balance, and she heard Lenny give a startled yelp of joy that turned abruptly to despair.

She willed herself not to look back. Their lives had become entwined to the point that she needed an occasional break from acknowledging Aaron’s feelings. When she managed to get some space from him, she was often reminded that he was more sensitive and complex than she gave him credit for, and that her baseline assumptions were no more valid than the feelings they attributed to the dog. In those moments of revelation, when habit broke, she realized she still loved him, but also that she wanted to be happier than she was.

She made it back to the house before Aaron did. The apartment was blessedly silent, a rare thing when Aaron was home. He could not abide silence, especially these days. If he was present, the radio or the record player or Spotify was inevitably on, often while he was typing or reading or watching a news conference or some other political thing. The dog, too, was rarely quiet or still. As long as everyone was in the same room doing an acceptable activity—reading or talking—the dog would rest. But any other circumstance—the two of them in different rooms, movement to the kitchen or bathroom, any coming or going from the apartment, unexpected sounds from below or from the house next door—required investigation, often involving whining or barking. He only barked with true ferocity when someone knocked on the door or entered their apartment, and woe be unto one attempting such an unsanctioned activity. But it was less the actual noises that Aaron or Lenny made that bothered Cassandra, more just the constant sense of ambient activity. No one could just be still. She’d once appreciated this aspect of domestic life, but on the occasions when she experienced the relief of not having low-level chaos around her at all times, she remembered how nice it was to be able to think clearly. Of course, if they ever had a kid, she knew she would look back on these days as the golden era of concentration. But that seemed increasingly unlikely.

She showered and put on clothes, overdressing in layers because the apartment was so cold. It was late October, and Boston had suddenly shifted into winter. She believed in bundling up, New England fortitude, all that stuff, but it was, on some days, another little notch in the “discontent” column.

The past six months had been shockingly nondisastrous, given where they’d been immediately before. Aaron had been sober for a month and a half when the world shut down, and she’d felt a responsibility to take him back out of fear of what would happen to him outside of her care. Plus, she was lonely. He’d surprised her, and himself, by submitting to the lockdown regime at his father’s house with a nearly Zen steadiness. While she taught her classes—badly, maddeningly—on Zoom, he read, listened to music, went to remote therapy and remote AA meetings.

Given how the semester had turned out, he considered losing his spring classes a bullet dodged and “an opportunity to focus on the things I really care about.” It wasn’t clear to her that he was actually writing, but at least they were spending far less money than they usually did. The three months they’d spent at Aaron’s father’s had helped their finances, and their landlord, in a fit of early pandemic graciousness, had given them a significant discount on their rent while they were away.

By the summer, though, even the kindly landlord needed income, and Cassandra was on the verge of murdering Aaron’s stepmother, so they came back and resumed their lives. At night they watched movies together, alternating between his taste for gory, campy giallos (her love of Italian culture did not extend to horror sex murders) and her preference for recent European films about beautiful, middle-aged women having affairs with younger men. They both liked Preston Sturges and Eric Rohmer and Billy Wilder, but they’d run through all of their available streaming offerings within a couple of months. It was a blessing for their immortal souls that neither of them could stand Netflix or any other “guilty pleasures,” but it probably would have made the time go by a little faster if they had.

In August, once they were settled back in Boston, they’d joined the hordes and adopted a puppy, avoiding the current protracted rescue dog logjam by taking a slightly defective (one crooked ear!), would-be show dog off the hands of Cassandra’s mother’s dog-breeding neighbor. Cassie didn’t like doing what everyone else did, but they’d wanted a dog before all of this started, and it didn’t make sense NOT to get one just because it was a thing now. She recognized that, seen from a certain angle, the dog had the potential to be used as a binding agent for a relationship that was, perhaps, otherwise too loosely joined. Had having a baby, animal or human, ever actually saved a couple? She’d been pretty sure that the dog would be a good thing for Aaron, for his sobriety and his general growth as a responsible person. She was trying to practice (ugh) generosity (ugh!) because her therapist had told her to. She was still stubbornly trying to avoid gratitude, though.

Aaron was Lenny’s primary minder, despite Cassandra being the one who’d insisted on a dog, which meant that she got to reap the benefits of being the working dad, loved disproportionately due to her relative scarcity and lack of affection expressed. Even before her school had gone back to in-person, she’d found more reasons to be out of the house than Aaron, running errands, meeting friends for walks. Aaron had been more fearful, both of illness and of the temptations that lurked outside their home and neighborhood, and she had happily taken the opportunities presented to be in the world.

Against her usual inclination, she’d joined a group that met twice a week at a brewery to talk about books and drink beer outside together. She didn’t usually love the books they chose—the selections had shaded very earnest and noble lately, not that the good people of Boston ever needed much encouragement in that direction—and sometimes she didn’t even drink out of a sense of solidarity with Aaron. But she got the emails, and answered them, and went when she needed the company. Reading books with other people was an exercise in the negotiation of difference, finishing things she might have given up on if she was reading on her own, talking enough to be polite but not so much that she said something snarky that she might regret. New people had not been a major factor in her life in a while, and even if these ones were, on balance, a little basic, their very normalness was instructional, a portal into the wider world, like television used to be.

But if she was being honest with herself, the main reason she was a semiregular at the meetups was the presence of Miller, a bearded, moderately bellied man with good leftist politics and nondisqualifying opinions about literature. He wasn’t, she didn’t think, a problem drinker—he seemed to simply become more himself, cheerful and wise, as he sampled the hoppiest, highest ABV beers on offer as the group sprawled across a couple of outdoor picnic tables. Part of the pleasure of his company was that she didn’t have to worry about him unless she wanted to. She tried to stake out a seat next to him when she attended; she found his burly presence steadying, and looked forward to seeing him with a feeling approaching guilt, though it didn’t quite rise to the full-blown thing. Powerful but vague devotion should count as friendship, she thought. His separation from his wife during the pandemic was one of his main extraliterary conversational gambits, which she read as both a hint and a warning. Surely “all this” had been hard on even the good husbands.

Admittedly, however, she and Aaron had mostly stopped having sex. What had seemed to be an aberration in the early days of detox and medication and anxiety had settled into a habit, with only occasional interruptions initiated by her. And even then he seemed reluctant, needing a significant amount of encouragement to get started, and then seeming relieved when it was over. Was there something she could do? No, no. He just wasn’t feeling it, wasn’t feeling himself lately, he said, “in all senses of that phrase.” This felt like a terrible loss, one that couldn’t really be made up for with anything else.

She asked, in earnest, if he was hooked on porn, or sexting, or what. This led to an unsatisfying philosophical debate about the nature of desire and why he was struggling with it. He was feeling a lot of pressure, he told her, to figure out who he was if he wasn’t drunk or insane. But couldn’t he do that work while fucking her? Not with much enthusiasm, it seemed. He gave her his vague dispensation to look elsewhere (“I mean, you should do whatever you need to do”), but she hadn’t acted on it. Instead, she lived in a world defined, it sometimes felt, by fantasy, a private, soft, brightly lit place in her mind where she was serviced by, and compelled to service, an array of coolly dexterous sexual partners. She touched herself on the toilet, on the couch after Aaron went to bed, more than once in her parked car, early in the morning before leaving for work. This was not something that could continue indefinitely.

The deeper sadness lay in their inability—Aaron’s, yes, but hers, too—to articulate their problems, as though they were a repressed couple in an old melodrama. She’d been reading Savage Love since she was fifteen! She attended monthly DSA meetings! She believed in liberation, goddamnit! Their whole lives they’d been told not to feel shame about their problems, and yet all the training in the world couldn’t force them out of the corrosive grooves carved, she assumed, by their childhoods.

In her case, the block was around admitting failure. She believed in Aaron, believed in his talent and his ultimate decency. She’d postponed her own happiness for so long, imagining that if they could just get over the drinking thing, and then get over the anxiety and depression and whatever else had been causing the drinking thing, and then get over the sex thing that had arisen from treating the other things, they might still get back to square one, to the intense, destabilizing state they’d shared when they first got together and in the time immediately after.

She’d been on the tail end of what she thought of as her “New York tailspin” when they first met, the one really promiscuous tear of her life. She was out at bars and clubs most nights of the week, letting other people pay for covers and drinks, accepting drugs she didn’t particularly enjoy, going home with whomever she was with at the end of the night as long as they achieved a bare passing grade on the attractiveness versus risk scale. It was exhilarating and depressing. Aaron had moved to the city after supposedly trying to work in TV in LA, though there was little tangible evidence of that pursuit, and a less likely career path now seemed hard to imagine. He’d been introduced to her by Malcolm, who had, she later learned, conveyed to Aaron that she was, “despite all her bullshit [her bullshit, right] a legitimately cool person.” And, despite (because of) the fact that he was, like Malcolm, a charming depressive with a drinking problem, and, despite (because of) the fact that on the first night they spent together she’d had to nurse his swollen jaw after he’d been hit in the face, she fell hard for him. A not insignificant factor in her besottedness was surely that she’d spent the previous year sleeping with people whose favorite books were, on average, podcasts about well-known recent history. And then somehow, she’d been dating Aaron for seven years.

Malcolm was on her mind a lot lately. It was because he’d gotten back in touch, yes, but also, perhaps, because of the comparison he provided. He’d been such a little punk when they met in high school, but even then he was intelligent and ambitious. He actually went out and learned about the things she was interested in, unlike most of the men she’d met before and after. He was eager to please, maybe to a fault, but also more functional than Aaron (a low bar), more successful, more calculating in his self-presentation. There was this puritanism in her that came out in unexpected ways; she was more judgmental of peacocking men than was strictly rational or fair. Malcolm’s vanity had a streak of meanness, too, which she privately found sexy. But his writing, always a little slick even when they were kids, had fully crossed over into cynicism. She thought he was trying to play a game wherein savvy readers would recognize that he was above his material while still reaping the benefits of approval from the less discerning masses. She didn’t call him out on this. Mostly she didn’t care about Malcom’s integrity, or lack thereof—get yours, dog. But even he seemed to find his position depressing, at least based on his recent messages about how depressed he was.

Still, she liked being back in touch. It was important to have a “still got it” ex on speed dial. She didn’t feel much sympathy for Violet, assuming Malcolm was, or would be, up to his usual bullshit. The couple of times Cass had met her, Violet had seemed far too proud of herself for being a doctor—as though she wasn’t being paid five times what Cassandra was as a teacher, as though she was some selfless volunteer. Malcolm was with her because he needed a boss. Maybe they were both getting what they needed out of the arrangement. It was certainly more than she could say for herself.



On Saturdays she usually visited her friends Francesca and Paul and their two children in Cambridge. They lived in a town house off Harvard Square that Paul’s family had owned since the 1950s, and that they would never have been able to afford at today’s prices. They made up for what might have been their envy-inducing good fortune by being extraordinarily generous with their home and tiny fenced yard, putting up friends and distant acquaintances in their spare room without perseverating about testing or quarantining, and hosting outdoor barbecues on their patio in good weather and bad so people could see each other. Aaron couldn’t quite suspend his dislike of “community” enough to attend these gatherings with much frequency, but Cassandra found herself drawn to the optimism inherent in such endeavors. There was still going to be something—friends, food, life—at the other end of this.

She waited for Aaron to come home with Lenny before she left, because Paul and Francesca’s kids loved the dog. They did not have the patience or the time for their own, but frequent visits were encouraged as the next best thing. She even left Lenny there overnight sometimes for “a vacation,” though a vacation for whom she couldn’t say.

She sat and read the Times—the president still hadn’t died of Covid, unfortunately—until Aaron tramped up the stairs, Lenny panting and dripping drool behind him with a tired dog’s tentative saunter.

“Good walk?”

“Oh yeah,” he said.

“Sorry I didn’t stop and say hi.”

“We thought nothing of it!” he said. “A woman must tend to her physic, lest her humors o’erboil.”

“Love when you talk Thomas Browne to me.”

“Yea, though the melancholia doth … ah, I lost it.”

“Assume you don’t want to come to Fran’s?”

“Nay! AA meeting in ten minutes. But tell Other Aaron that I’m coming for him on the court soon, so he better start growing.”

“Shame child for physical stature, got it.”

She gave him a quick peck on the top of the head, and to the dog’s surprise, put the leash back on him and hustled out the door.



After a brief respite at the beginning of the pandemic, Boston traffic had returned in full force. She had driven all over the country, in cities, in LA, and she officially hated driving in Boston the most. It somehow never became automatic for her, the weird roundabouts, the frantic lefts against traffic to get onto the bridge, the manic swings between aggressive cutoff maneuvers and gridlock. The dog was OK on long road trips, but during intercity journeys he paced the backseat panting and whining, feeding off Cass’s anxiety and anger.

Once she got onto Memorial Drive, Cassandra’s distress mostly subsided, except for that one stretch when the parked cars suddenly took up the entire right lane, Jesus. She followed the gentle curve onto Mt. Auburn and then the side street just past Darwin’s. Lenny went from paralytically anxious to frantically excited. He didn’t love children qua children—they had to work to even get the opportunity to touch him—but these kids sometimes had treats, and dropped their food on the ground for him, and their yard was littered with sports balls of various sizes and degrees of functionality, so they got a pass.

Cass parked lengthwise across the base of the narrow driveway, blocking her friends’ station wagon. On the brick patio, she saw Other Aaron (he had rejected Little Aaron when he turned three) forcefully throwing a small basketball against the backboard of his mini–basketball hoop. It thumped bluntly and slowly bounced toward the bushes.

“I’m Jayson Tatum,” he muttered repeatedly as he retrieved the ball and attempted some rudimentary dribbles that bounced nearly over his head. “I’m Jayson Tatum. I’m Jayson Tatum.”

When he finally released his shot, he shouted, “I’m Jayson Tatum!” with forceful conviction.

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Cassandra said. She opened the garden gate and unleashed the dog.

“Lennyyyy!” Aaron yelled, abandoning his basketball to totter after him.

Aaron was three and a half, something like that, and the older one, Dario, was seven. Dario had recently reached the age at which he no longer agreed to play with his brother on command. He wanted to play video games, which were strictly rationed by his parents, or, failing that, brood over his Pokémon cards, explaining them in great detail to Cass if given the chance. For a while, she hadn’t come to the house without a pack for him, but eventually it had started to feel too transactional, and Paul and Francesca had discouraged her from continuing. Now she usually brought books, when she brought something, which the kids accepted with mostly respectful disappointment.

Francesca emerged and met Cass with a deep hug and kisses on both cheeks without asking permission, a blessing. Francesca was properly Italian, which raised her social capital one thousand percent in Cassandra’s eyes. Cass loved Italian things. She had lost her virginity to an Italian boy the summer after high school in a vineyard outside of Florence—late, by her peers’ standards, but at least she had a good story. Francesca had come to the US for college, then stayed for a master’s at the Harvard Divinity School (the track where you just learn about saints rather than trying to become one), and met Paul, who was a Cambridge city planner. As a non-American, Francesca was less prone, it seemed, to the political and cultural hysterias that beset the rest of her friends at various intervals. What was Trump but a more powerful, slightly smarter Berlusconi? The pandemic was a huge logistical inconvenience to be dealt with, and very sad for the people who had died, but not, Francesca implied, a cause for existential despair, even if it meant she hadn’t seen her parents or siblings for more than a year.

“No Aaron?” Francesca said.

“He has a meeting,” Cassandra said.

Francesca raised an imaginary bottle to her mouth and tipped it back a couple of times in query. Cass nodded.

“That’s nice for him,” she ventured. AA was something that still didn’t translate well to Europeans.

“I’d like him to stay alive, yes,” Cassandra said.

Francesca shrugged minutely, like, if you say so. She called into the house: “Dario! The dog is here!” And then, to be polite: “And our friend Cassandra!”

“Where’s Paul?” Cassandra said.

“He’s playing soccer. He says. I don’t know, maybe he is screwing around.”

This didn’t seem likely, not because Paul wasn’t attractive—he was tall and athletic and reasonably handsome, if in an increasingly craggy way—but because he was almost shamefully devoted to Francesca, cooking dinner, taking care of the kids, hanging on her commands when she spoke to him.

“Sounds like your imagination is getting active,” Cassandra said.

“He’s a man, no? I’m not fucking him so much right now, I don’t really feel like it all the time, so maybe he’s found some nice college girl to screw. He will give her a parking permit, maybe. These are very valuable.”

“I’d fuck for a parking permit,” Cass said. “I mean, not anyone.”

“You’d fuck Paul for a permit?”

“Hell yeah. Or just for like, money.”

“Yes, you would be a prostitute,” Francesca said grimly, as if to herself. “Let me find this child. You want wine?”

“Oh … sure,” Cassandra said. “Just a drop.”

“Watch the baby,” Francesca said.

She thought about texting Miller, to see if he was attending beer and book club today. That would be her stated reason. Maybe they could be “not just book club” friends. She wondered again about the wife. She couldn’t imagine him doing anything too terrible. But maybe, for her self-protection, she should try.

Other Aaron was chasing the dog around the yard, sometimes getting close enough to tug the fluffy end of his tail, prompting Lenny to hurriedly dart away. The dog, thank goodness, harbored not a trace of aggression, though he had once nipped one of Other Aaron’s fingers in the process of snatching a dangling cheese stick from his hand. He had screamed, more in shock and indignation than pain, she thought, but the dog and the child had been kept away from each other for a couple of weeks in order to affect recalibration. When they were reunited, Lenny seemed genuinely penitent, gentler, and Aaron seemed to have forgotten the whole thing.

On days like this, she thought she might be happy to simply visit other people’s children, perhaps occasionally tend to them for a weekend if called upon, rather than needing one of her own. Really, having children was the last socially acceptable redoubt of the notion of genetic superiority, if not full-on race pride. But she also had trouble sorting out how much of her wariness was specific to Aaron. It did not seem likely that he would be capable of being a good father anytime soon.

Francesca came back outside carrying two glasses of white wine and speaking in hurried Italian, with Dario trudging reluctantly ahead of her.

“Say hello to Cassandra, she came here to see you,” Francesca said.

“Hey bud,” Cass said. “What’s happening?”

“Nothing,” he said, staring at the ground.

“Well, I got something for you.”

“Is it a book?” he said forlornly.

Little bastard.

“No! It’s … this!”

She removed from her tote bag a bobblehead doll of Red Sox shortstop Xander Boegarts, still in its package. Dario’s eyes widened.

“Oh, cool!” he said. “What year is this? I can sell this on eBay!”

“Dario!” Francesca said. “That is very rude. What should you say?”

“Thank you,” he said quietly. He put it down roughly on the metal outdoor table. Aaron ran over to it and began trying to tear open the packaging, prompting Dario to rip it out of his hands. “It’s not for babies, Aaron! You’ll depreciate its value!”

“Guyyy!” Aaron called out.

Cassandra produced Aaron’s gift from her bag, his own bobblehead doll of, who else, Jayson Tatum, which he held, stared at for a moment, then continued crying and clutching at Dario’s toy. “That guy!” he yelled. “That guy!”

“This is Jayson Tatum!” Cass tried. “From the Celtics! Your favorite!”

Aaron threw himself on the ground and sobbed.

“OK, I am keeping both of them,” Francesca said. She grabbed Dario’s toy out of his hands, picked up Aaron’s off the ground, and held them both to her chest. “Play with the dog.”

They both protested as she took the dolls inside. Lenny, sensing an opening, approached Dario with a half-deflated soccer ball. Dario took it from him and chucked it over the fence into the street. The dog ran to the fence whining in panic and began trying to dig his way under it. Maybe she didn’t want a kid or a dog.

Francesca came back out and, surprisingly, managed to calm the children with cans of seltzer. She and Cassandra drank their wine at the patio table as Dario and Aaron engaged in a highly verbal project involving various garden tools and a wagon.

“You and Aaron,” Francesca said. “There is still … nothing?”

“Pretty much,” Cass said.

“He is so strange. Nice, yes. But I don’t like this. He’s not drinking, he’s depressed, whatever. Sex is not so hard.”

“Some people just don’t care about it that much.”

“You do. And him, too, I think, actually.”

“So, what?” Cass said.

Francesca took a sip of her wine, rolled her eyes.

“Maybe he is strong enough to be by himself. You are not his mother.”

“We’ve been talking a lot about whether or not to have a kid.”

Francesca gave her a look that combined pity, incredulity, and boredom in subtle gradations.

“My love, the school doesn’t pay you enough to be a single mother.”

They looked out toward the yard in time to see Aaron wind up and swing a heavy shovel directly into Dario’s left shin.



She arrived home in a muddle, the afternoon wine and Francesca and the chaos of the kids all blending together into a haze of unease. Aaron was staring at his computer, as usual, with reverbed cello music playing over the speakers. She didn’t mind Arthur Russell, but it seemed a bit samey to her, minor variations on a particular stripe of buzzed melancholy. It was true, perhaps, that Aaron preferred to burrow into a feeling, even at the risk of wearing it out, whereas Cassandra found joy in the movement between thoughts, the construction of a matrix.

Aaron did not look up when she entered the room, even when she was standing directly in front of him.

“Hey,” she said

“Hel-lo,” he said, without raising his eyes from the screen. He wasn’t even typing. He was just—what?—clicking around? And couldn’t look at her?

“Are you OK?” she said.

“Ummm,” he said. He put the laptop down and rubbed his eyes, an exaggeration of a frustrated, sleepy child. “Actually, I’m kind of fucked up.”

Her stomach clenched. She knew it would happen eventually, that he would slip, and that they would have to start all over again.

“OK, we can figure it out,” she said, with a reflexiveness even she heard as grating. “Have you called Mitchell? Is there another meeting tonight?”

“No, Cass, I didn’t drink, it’s nothing like that,” he said. “It’s just, um, a guy I know. This guy I really liked, actually. Who died.”

Without knowing the details, Cassandra suddenly, on some intuitive level, understood something about the past year, the strangeness and the kindness, the sense of being a witness to loss and joy. He’d been in love.

“Is it … someone I know?” she said.

“No,” he said evenly. “He was in rehab with me. His name is … was … Xavier. I guess he, um, OD’d. Which I was afraid would happen. Because he was a huge fucking drug addict. But it’s just very sad. I’m just … very sad about it.”

“I’m sorry, Aar. Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t think so. I just…”

He stopped talking. Cassandra thought he was going to cry, but he didn’t.

“You can tell me,” she said.

He shook his head and didn’t meet her eyes.

“I don’t want it to be real,” he said quietly.

She didn’t know what to do with the depth of his feelings for this man whose existence had been kept from her. She had to be generous now, somehow. The recrimination, of what intensity she couldn’t know yet, would have to wait.

She sat down next to him on the futon and put her hand on his leg. He flinched and mechanically took her hand in his, squeezed it once, and let go.

“Is there a funeral, or a memorial?” she said.

“He died a week ago. They already had the service. His parents didn’t tell anyone. Outside of the family, I guess. I just found out from somebody else who was at Mountainview with him.”

“That’s really fucked up. I’m so sorry, hon.”

He nodded, glassy-eyed.

“It doesn’t make me want to drink, really. But I feel like I should be honest about how I’m feeling. He was, um, very important to me. And now I feel like everything’s kind of meaningless.”

“Oh,” Cass said. She felt herself withdrawing into herself. “OK. Wow.”

“I don’t think he felt that way about me. Or if he did, he didn’t say it. So. I don’t know.”

She was trying to ascertain the degree to which he wanted to be known—whether he wanted her to ask the final questions or leave him to his private grief.

“When you’re ready to talk about this more,” she said carefully, “I’m here.”

“OK,” he said. He seemed glazed over, stoned, almost. “Thank you. I’m sorry.”

She stopped herself from saying “don’t be sorry.” She didn’t know what he should or shouldn’t be sorry for.

The reading group was supposed to meet up in an hour. She didn’t really want to go, but she also didn’t want to stay in the house with Aaron. She went into the bedroom and lay down on her side of the bed with her legs hanging over the end. She texted Miller: “you talkin baldwin today?”

He wrote back immediately: “hell yeah dog. bringing the fire THIS time. u?”

She tried to override her superego, like old Aaron used to do.

“ummmm don’t really feel like it, you want to do something else instead maybe?”

“ha, like what”

“have a guess.”

There was a pause in response. No bubbles. She changed into something cuter just in case, a blue romper with black tights underneath. She checked her phone.

“sounds like your really in need,” he’d written.

“Yes” she wrote. “can I come over?”

A longer pause, with bubbles.

“I should mention I was hanging out with my sister a couple of days ago and unfortunately she and her partner just tested positive. I’ve been negative but worried I might end up getting it. Feel confident about outdoor activities, less so the other. But.”

What would Aaron do?

“sounds like you’re not allowed to kiss me, then”



She returned red-faced and spent; if pressed, she felt confident she could pin the blame on the drinking and debates over the race politics of the early sixties. Not that Aaron had questioned her going out again, or presumably noticed how long she’d been gone. She’d pressed her mouth to Miller’s the moment she walked into his apartment. It turned out she didn’t care if she got sick. He’d fucked her twice, come on her forehead and in her hair.

Aaron had moved from the living room to the kitchen table. Arthur Russell had been replaced by Earl Sweatshirt. So he was still sad but also now … angry? Lenny was happy to see her at least, though his insistent and curious crotch-sniffing might have piqued the interest of a different partner.

“How was it?” Aaron said. His eyes were red.

“Good!” she said. “The usual, but good.”

“Your buddies there?” he said.

“Some of them, yeah. Are you doing OK?”

He closed his laptop and sat back in his chair.

“I’m OK,” he said. “I heard this sad thing about, um, Xavier. His parents gave away all of his records. They put them on the curb because they didn’t want to see them, to like, have them in the house, I guess. And people just took them. He had all this rare stuff, he’d worked really hard on it. And they’re all just gone.”

He was grieving, she understood that. It didn’t have to make sense.

“You wish you’d gotten some of them?” she said.

He shook his head.

“I just wish somebody had. Somebody who cared.”

Now he started crying for real, in his abject way that Cassandra had always found a touch hyperbolic. She wasn’t proud of her lack of compassion, but there it was. Underneath her outward-facing, socially conditioned empathy was, now, a hard core of uncaring.

“I’m sure some of them went to good people,” she said.

He nodded through his tears and closed his eyes. She worried that if she stayed in the room any longer, she would say something sharp and accusatory, something that would permanently damage whatever was left between them. But, after all this time, she couldn’t just ignore his distress.

“Talk to me,” she said finally. “I know it’s hard. But whatever it is, I deserve to know, don’t I? Look I just … I just got back from seeing somebody. That’s … that’s where we are now, OK? I’ve got cum in my hair. Like, presently. So that’s me.”

Aaron opened his eyes. His breathing steadied.

“Well, good for you, dude,” he said. “I want that for you.”

“It didn’t mean anything,” she said. “I just feel pretty alone, you know?”

“Yeah. That makes a lot of sense.”

She waited for him to say more. He closed his eyes again and tipped his head back against the wall.

“There’s a lot we need to figure out,” he said finally.

Cassandra nodded and walked quickly out of the room to keep herself from screaming. She went into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. As she pressed her back against the wet towels, she avoided her eyes in the mirror. The self-interrogation would come later. First, she needed some time to feel sorry for herself.







8.
Malcolm



When we finally decided to get married, I was in the middle of a depression so deep it had developed into something more like psychosis. I felt like I was pretending to be myself. I don’t mean I was playing “the role” of husband-to-be, the good son, the whatever. I mean I was going around thinking, “What would I do right now if I were Malcolm?” I was still, technically, Malcolm.

I didn’t feel like myself, but I wasn’t inhabiting, I don’t know, a persona or anything. I was a glitchy, mutating thing, a vague CGI blur from the last act of a late nineties blockbuster. I felt like multiple selves at once and also like maybe I didn’t exist.

It was December. We were hungry for joy. “Joy” was not the kind of word either of us had used unironically in the past, but some of our irony had been scoured off by loneliness and terror. We were having trouble being funny, except in abrupt, gallowsy ways. Violet’s Emergency Medical Instructions, taped to the refrigerator, included a funeral “do not play” list that was just “Livin’ on a Prayer,” “Taking Care of Business,” and any “version, rendition, or interpolation of ‘Forever Young.’” It was offensive at that time to aspire to happiness, at least out loud, but people still seemed OK with the abstract idea of joy, as long as it was private, temporary. Fugitive.

We weren’t capable of being all that happy, anyway. We were in the city. The sirens, etc. I watched Father Jim’s funeral—a parade of priests, a handful of parishioners—on a grainy feed filmed from the church’s gallery. Many of Violet’s patients died, were still dying. We did not wear sweatpants or binge anything besides alcohol. We weren’t allowed in anybody’s “pod” because of Violet’s job. So we worked and we worried and we walked. We saw our friends in the park sometimes, six feet apart, creeping closer to them until we were practically on top of one another, desperate for the warmth of proximity. We saw our parents on their porches, wore masks when we went inside, pissed on their lawns when case counts were bad. We made and saved money by working all the time and not going anywhere and by investing in stocks that profited from the world’s pain.

The classes I taught weren’t helping with my despair. My little window in the corner of the screen looked like a lesser Morandi painting, the blobby brown bottle of me posed against a thick beige background. I always looked farther away than the people I was talking to. Filling the screen with my gigantic face didn’t improve matters, either. I suppose I could have “removed self-view,” but that seemed like it would only deepen my ontological crisis.

It was a hard time for knowing whether one was experiencing a psychiatric event or just responding normally to what was happening. Violet, indefatigable through the most desperate early months, started showing signs of fatigue in June when she was charged with simultaneously starting a long Covid recovery unit and a Covid hospice service. I became concerned when she started complaining about a dying patient’s “entitled attitude.”

On the Saturday they finally called the election, we danced briefly in the street to marching-band covers of songs from the seventies. Cases went up. One rainy night in late November we ate takeout jerk chicken in our friend Kenny’s apartment with all the windows open, in our coats, because he was moving out of the city forever in the morning and it was my birthday. When we got home, Violet tied me to the bed, brought out all the stuff, but gave up when I couldn’t stop sobbing.

We were afraid of each other, and even more afraid of ourselves. I wanted to exist in other times. I wanted to be a footloose promiscuous woman in the early 2000s. I wanted to just be sick already, or on a goat farm in New Zealand, or dead.

So why not get married?

Violet and I had gotten over our mutual resentment with regard to heroism and my lack thereof, or maybe we’d just gotten tired of fighting about it. We’d pivoted to more esoteric disagreements. I had recently expressed ambivalence about some vague interest from a streaming company for the rights to my novel. (With film production shut down, I learned the hard way that “the industry” had nothing better to do than finally hold Zoom meetings with random authors whose books they’d promised their junior staff they’d consider for optioning.) The producer I eventually met with hadn’t read my book and didn’t even pretend otherwise. He kept saying things about “Brad” (Pitt, presumably?), but he wasn’t telling good stories about him, just trying to make me feel bad about how relatively unfamous I was. My agent wanted me to work with him anyway, and Violet did, too. It didn’t matter what I thought; that’s what the money was for! When I tried to get back in touch a few weeks later, the producer had forgotten I existed, which likely would have happened even if I’d immediately agreed to fork over my life’s work. But at least then I could have been the properly aggrieved party.

In Violet’s eyes, the whole affair was a parable of my tendency toward self-sabotage. I feared true success even as I craved it, her theory went, and I was taking it out on her, since our fortunes were yoked together. I gently suggested that our fortunes, such as they were, could be just as easily unyoked, if it came to that. I was mostly joking, but Violet was not joking, it turned out, about wanting to be together forever.

I didn’t have strong objections to our specific marriage. The institution is politically objectionable, of course, and intellectually bankrupt. It did seem absurd to me, given my current emotional and/or psychiatric position, that I was allowed—being asked!—to consent to such a thing as being legally committed to another person, but I also knew, in some squirming, buried part of my brain, that being married to Violet was what past me, and probably future me, assuming I eventually returned to myself, would want.

In sex, at least, we’d gotten closer to some kind of mutuality, taking turns wielding authority over each other, allowing whole days and nights to turn into consensual Stanford prison experiments. We both preferred compliance over giving instruction, but I found things to enjoy about both. It seemed like good practice for our future together, and for our professional lives, too. To wit: even if one might prefer to simply let the world have its way with you—getting stiffed on predatory adjunct contracts, enduring the condescension of older male doctors—it was worth remembering that other people might share that impulse to be put in their place, might embrace or at least accept you demanding centrality, if it gave them the chance to perform abjection. (On second thought, this line of thinking would probably just get us fired.) I got my thousand words often enough that I wasn’t completely deprived of sex, but Violet had kept more strictly to our agreed-upon writing for screwing regimen than I’d expected her to. Even when I wasn’t technically “allowed to,” though, she managed to get what she needed from me.

Because of the plague, the marriage bureaus in our city were all closed. You could do the license part over video, but you had to find your own officiant to make it real. We had been to many weddings where our friends had empowered other friends to say the special words, but we were personally opposed to doing this for reasons we couldn’t articulate. Our weird parents, or maybe just the Catholic upbringings we’d endured at their behest, had given us a fetish for institutional legitimacy. Violet would have been happy with a church wedding, even in an empty church, but I’d told her almost as soon as we started dating that such a thing was never going to happen. It also felt politically commendable at the time to have everything handled by the state, to receive the same mediocre treatment as everybody else.

And so, to obtain the bureaucratic indifference I desired, we had to travel upstate, the land of the custom and rustic. We chose a town where we were able to find a relatively cheap house rental and a town clerk available to marry us in two weeks, when Violet had a few days off from work. Despite our best efforts, we were going to be, in the end, two more thirty-somethings from Brooklyn getting married in the Hudson Valley.

“Are you sure you’re OK with all this?” Violet said, as we filled out the marriage-license application online.

“I think so,” I said. I tried to think of the things one was supposed to think about when getting married.

“Oh, do we know what are, like, the money laws in New York? With marriage? Like … do we get each other’s money if we get divorced or die and all that?”

“I guess so,” she said. “I mean, in some capacity, probably. That sounds good to me.”

“Which part?”

“Oh, just … I don’t know, that we just kind of get each other’s stuff. Like, now, and later. Are you going to be a jerk if we have to get divorced?”

“Not any more than I already am,” I said. “Maybe if you did something really bad I would … I don’t know … be very mad at you, I’m sure. But I’m not going to demand your money. That doesn’t seem right.”

“Right, that’s how I feel. We’ll just figure it out like regular people.”

“I’m sure I’m going to die before we can get divorced anyway,” I said.

“Cool. Love that,” she said.

Our parents were not thrilled that there would not be a wedding for them to cry at, but we had conditioned them to have very low expectations, having been together for five years and refused to even discuss marriage before now. If they’d had to bet, they probably would have chosen “break up in a sea of recrimination” over “randomly elope during a horrifying wave of illness,” but it was good to keep them on their toes. We promised to FaceTime them before and after, and that we’d all have some champagne and celebrate together “when it was safe.”

I worried, of course, that I was going to bring Violet down. Her parents worried about that, too, because she was, objectively, great, and also their precious only daughter, which was still a thing in some quarters. My parents worried about what would happen to me if I didn’t stay with her. They’d urged me to propose since the day after we met. Her miraculous attachment to me had persisted, and I was never, ever going to do better.

From a certain angle, though, I wasn’t so bad. I’d managed to write and publish a novel. Violet’s parents had graciously chosen not to read it, which had spared us all a few embarrassing conversations, but it also deprived me of a cathartic victory over them for not believing in me. My father expressed a generalized pride. My mother ventured that she wished there wasn’t quite so much drug use and bad language, but she was pleased she’d been able to solve the mystery at a satisfying point in the narrative, and before it was revealed. (It was the headmaster.)

When I managed to write now, I felt more like an archaeologist working on a minor site, excavating the past just to keep busy. I wrote about the people I knew, had known. I tried to tell myself that what I was writing would make some kind of sense eventually, given the times, the state of things. Maybe the traditional novel was dead. Maybe I would help to kill it! My students did not think the traditional novel was dead, and I did not work very hard to convince them otherwise. The traditional novel would probably always be with us, like Republicans.



That year, we’d spent a lot of time with a couple, Patrick and Jocelyn, who lived down the street from us, sane, decent people with whom we shared taste and an outlook on life, though they generally seemed much more … “settled” is the word, I suppose, than we were. They had a generously proportioned stoop and access to their landlord’s backyard, so we passed many hours outside, in all kinds of weather, drinking heavy beers and worrying. Worrying with other people at least confirmed some modicum of objective reality.

Patrick and Jocelyn talked openly to us about their dissatisfactions with each other, their conflicts with their parents, their worries about their careers, and they did so in a way that didn’t feel burdensome. Rather, these subjects were presented as interesting conversational gambits that gave them the opportunity to riff and expand on certain preset themes, like podcast hosts. It loosened up me and Violet, being around them, though we couldn’t quite shed our deep-seated aversion to sharing our actual feelings out loud in conversation. We saved that for our art.

We invited them to come upstate with us for the weekend and bear witness, and at first they enthusiastically agreed. But hesitation quickly crept in as we tried to make plans. They were supposed to see their parents the week after and didn’t want to infect them; cases were going up again; Jocelyn had an unspecified medical condition (the severity of which fluctuated with the news) that put her at particular risk. Maybe they could just drive up for the afternoon, toast us outside, and then go back to the city? The kindest thing to do was to gently disinvite them with a white lie about other friends who lived closer “feeling left out.” Would they be terribly upset if we celebrated with them when we got back instead? This probably saved the friendship.

We felt sheepish about asking other, similarly cautious city friends. We thought about some combination of our siblings, but we had six between us, and we knew it would make our parents feel even more neglected if we chose some favored combination of sisters. Then, I thought of Grant and Chelsea. They were, fundamentally, both game and chill. They had moved upstate three years ago—not terribly close to where we were getting married, but still—and we’d seen them only sporadically since then. Grant and I had gone to college together, and we texted frequently, mostly about books and movies, and, incidentally, our lives. He liked things that I liked, though he leaned a bit toward the normie end of the spectrum: handsomely made, widely released movies by Tarantino, Lynch, and Nolan; somewhat unfashionable New Journalists like Mailer and Wolfe; and the more theatrical members of the alternative music canon (Nick Cave, Tom Waits). He made his money as a remote IT specialist (I did not ask questions), but was also the part-owner of a small craft distillery, called Blind Love Spirits, natch.

Chelsea was more of a wild card, a sculptor who specialized in small, molded, plastic figurines engaged in hardcore, sometimes physically impossible, sex acts. These had the look of action figures from children’s cartoons, except they were often naked or decked out in fetish gear and contorted into alternately abject and dominant positions. In the time I’d known her, these pieces had gone from an eyebrow-raising hobby to a full-time career. At an exhibition of hers that Violet and I had attended years ago, Chelsea greeted us with a gag in her mouth and her hands cuffed behind her back, in the company of a very tall woman in a pink latex dress. “What do you say?” her minder said, tugging Chelsea’s hair, and Chelsea sputtered something that sounded like “Thank you for coming” before giving a curtsy and being led away. The other guests, largely in similar costume, were unconcerned. The action figures—some photographed, some painted, some there in the plastic flesh—did their things, and halfway through the evening Chelsea was uncuffed and “allowed” to serve us drinks on a metal tray. It was impossible for me to tell whether any of this made for good art or was just very hot as an overall situation. Chelsea, when not in artist mode, was quiet and even shy, a dichotomous phenomenon I’d encountered enough times in performers that I didn’t find it all that surprising. She was slight, with very long blond hair and unremarkable features that were transformed, in public, by heavy mascara, eyeliner, and black or blood-red lipstick. Grant presented as a generally vanilla person, but surely there had to be something more going on under the surface, given that he was with her.

Violet didn’t know if she wanted this unlikely pair to be our only wedding guests, but I was energized by the possible infusion of chaos. We always had fun with them, I reminded her. They’d given us just the right amount of acid at that experimental music festival. Grant was a good cook, and he would bring us nice booze from his distillery. They would serve as a kind of carbon offset to our participation in an insidious bourgeois institution. Sure, they weren’t our “best friends,” but so what? Our actual best friends, who lived in Seattle and Virginia and Canada, wouldn’t feel as excluded. It just seemed right to me. Violet, probably because I hadn’t been this animated about anything in at least a year, agreed.

I called Grant, and he was down, “absolutely.” They were “pretty over” Covid. They didn’t not believe in it, he clarified, they just didn’t care that much about getting it. I wondered whether I should mention this to Violet, but it was, in truth, closer to her own perspective on the situation than mine. It wasn’t that she didn’t care, but rather that she was tired of worrying and talking about it, having spent the past seven months doing so. I had more anxiety, most of it centered on the fairly nebulous idea of “getting other people sick,” but I was easily swayed by the confidence of others.

We started heading north on Friday morning. I’d found a binder full of CDs that I’d been carting around the country since I was sixteen. “We’ll listen to these in the car!” I said. “Maybe the house will have a CD player!” Making an abrupt, life-altering decision was giving me a major infusion of energy. We should have gotten married years ago! Violet had cut my hair, ineptly but with great enthusiasm, a few weeks earlier, so I looked almost normal. She hadn’t had a haircut of any kind since February, but I liked it. She looked like a member of Bon Jovi before they got big, or the Replacements after they did.

On the radio, stuck in traffic in upper Manhattan, we heard Bob Dylan’s “Gates of Eden,” followed, without commentary, by “Mississippi” and then “Blind Willie McTell.”

“Wait, did Dylan die?” I said. “Check your phone. We can’t get married if Dylan died.”

“Seriously?” she said. “You don’t really mean that.”

“Just check. I don’t know if I mean it or not yet.”

“I’m not going to check if you actually mean that. I won’t seal my own fate.”

“Would you actually still want to? Wouldn’t that cast a shadow over everything?”

“There’s already a shadow over everything. What’s one more shadow? Brittany Murphy died on the day of Carla’s wedding.”

“Right, and they got divorced. Please just check. I’m really worried.”

The radio was playing “I Want You.” Less death-haunted than the others, at least, but there was still that line about the undertaker.

“There’s no indication on the Internet that he died,” she said. “Maybe it’s his birthday?”

“His birthday’s in May,” I said.

“Well, it sounds like someone is just playing your favorite recording artist on your favorite radio station. Seems like a good sign to me.”

It seemed, to me, like a trap. All of my enthusiasm for the trip was gone. What were we doing? There was no way it could ever be a good sign to hear “Mississippi” on the radio.

Eventually the DJ came on the air—not the regular Friday-morning DJ, I noted, some fill-in—and explained that she “just felt like hearing some Bob on this beautiful, sunny, December day. Don’t worry, he is A-OK, as far as I know at least, but thank you for all of your concerned calls and messages…”

“Well, at least I wasn’t the only one who was worried,” I said.

“Are you really that nervous?” Violet said. “I don’t want to feel like I’m making you do something.”

“I just want to reserve the right to respect signs and portents,” I said. “This is how people have decided things since the dawn of time.”

“Well, I think we can also make decisions based on what we actually want to do.”

We listened to the radio until we lost reception, then switched to a podcast about the runoffs in Georgia. If we’d lost the presidential election, I realized suddenly, there was no way we’d be getting married now.

The farther we got from the city, the better I felt. Like everyone who has ever lived in New York, every time we drove even an hour north of our apartment, we started imagining how much happier and calmer we’d be if we lived there. And every time we returned, we felt immediate relief to be back among the sirens and the performatively insane. But maybe this really was the time to go. We’d only been back in the city for a year and a half, after moving away out of a desire to not be completely helpless outside of this one highly unrepresentative setting. And while I hadn’t been happy in those other places, it was possible that I had been less acutely unhappy, most of the time, than I was in New York, which probably counted for something. The bad feelings were worse in the city than they were anywhere else. It was the desire to be loved carried to an extreme, unfulfillable level, teased as a possibility and then constantly thwarted by reality.

The house we’d rented was, typically, much closer to the road than it appeared in the online listing, but otherwise moderately charming and lived-in, which placed it above many of the barely decorated, instructions-festooned places we’d booked over the years. This one did have two troubling paintings, in the kitchen and living room, of dogs with sexy human lady bodies, or perhaps they were sexy human ladies with dog heads. But there was also a working turntable with at least a couple of listenable records (Something Else by the Kinks, an intriguing late-seventies Grace Jones) and a “welcome” bottle of wine. So, on the whole, a win. We went upstairs and Violet fucked me forcefully in the small, undecorated bedroom. An hour of that, and we both felt secure in ourselves again, ready to take on the project of being legally bound. After all, it was just another version of what we were already up to.

Grant and Chelsea were due to arrive at four, so we showered, tried to look like people who sometimes interacted socially with others. Violet was better at this than I was. I needed to shave but couldn’t summon the mental strength such an act would require. Violet assured me my beard looked fine, but I could tell she didn’t really think so. This was a problem that we had sometimes, me not believing what she said, despite her insistence. Sometimes this was because she said the opposite of what she actually thought.

Twenty minutes past their expected arrival time, I heard tires on the gravel driveway and went out to the front porch, waving like an imbecile to indicate excitement. Chelsea emerged from the driver’s seat, unsmiling in black sunglasses, a leather jacket, and a metal-spiked dog collar. Grant came out from the passenger seat, lugubrious at first, then putting on a showy grin through his beard when he saw my own exaggerated enthusiasm. He was dressed in an almost militantly preppy way—blue blazer, unbuttoned pink shirt, no socks with his boat shoes. The weather was unusually—or maybe not so unusually, now—mild for December, but still. Maybe this was just his idea of “wedding casual.” He slung a couple of bags over his shoulders, while Chelsea removed a small cardboard box from the backseat.

“Can I give you a hug?” Grant said, inches from my face.

“Oh, I suppose!” I said, and embraced him.

“Hey, dude,” Chelsea said. “Congratulations on everything.”

She gave me a tight squeeze with her free arm, and then handed me the box.

“It’s Gwyneth Paltrow’s head,” she said.

“Surprisingly light!”

“Yeah, it just has some goop in it or whatever her thing is called.”

“You know it’s goop,” Grant said.

“I’ll open it inside,” I said.

Once in the house, I was momentarily overwhelmed. I’d been in domestic spaces with other people so rarely in the last year that their bodies seemed huge, their faces and gestures hyperreal. I felt crowded, but also comforted. People! These were people. Inside the box was a tiny, store-bought cake, with “Congratulations” written in shaky miniscule script in its center.

“Aw, you guys,” Violet said. “Was the drive OK?”

“Sure, when I was driving,” Chelsea said. “When I was allowed to drive.”

“Right, I was imposing sharia law,” Grant said.

“No, you were just being really aggressive about controlling the vehicle, with no clear reason for it.”

“I just thought that maybe since you were very, very stoned, and I was not, it would make more sense for me to ‘control the vehicle.’ In your totally normal words.”

I didn’t offer an opinion on the matter. I always preferred for Violet to drive when I’d been drinking or drugging even a little bit, and occasionally she was annoyed by this, thinking I was using a minor technicality to avoid a task I usually preferred not to do regardless of my chemical consumption. But I was a bad enough driver that it really was best to play the margins.

“Let’s have some champagne,” Violet said. “No more traveling for a while.”

We showed them to their room on the first floor—spartan, yes, but this wasn’t a luxury wellness retreat—then opened one of the expensive bottles my father had had delivered to our apartment door in Brooklyn. Fancy champagne was his default response to life news, a habit I certainly appreciated, even though I could hardly tell André from the decent stuff. But who doesn’t like expensive things?

To that end, Chelsea produced some cocaine, which she dubiously referred to as her “dowry,” and, though it was not our drug of choice, we did a couple of lines, Violet’s skimmed so lightly as to be mostly gestural. Depression, it was dawning on me, might simply be the absence of champagne, drugs, and friendly acquaintances with whom to share them. I gave an ambiguous toast to Father Jim, “the priest that got away,” and Chelsea and Grant clinked glasses without asking any further questions. It soon became apparent that no one would be cooking, so we had a forbidding number of mediocre pizzas delivered, of which we collectively ate about half a dozen slices. We needed to save room for other things.

“Honestly, I was pretty surprised when you said you were getting married,” Grant said, leaning back on the couch.

“We’ve been together for many years,” I said.

“Exactly. I thought you’d just ride it out, keep things a little ambiguous.”

“I can’t remember,” Violet said, “are you guys married?”

“For the insurance,” Chelsea said. “But we’re not married married.”

“She’s married to the scene,” Grant said.

“I’d say more like ‘devoted to the community,’” Chelsea said.

“You mean art?” Violet said.

“Art, kink, the intersection. It’s all very, you know, involved. Physically, emotionally. Grant’s into it but not in, like, an official capacity, so he has to let me go where I need to go. So, classic-formula marriage is kind of out.”

“You guys are kind of kinky, right?” Grant said.

I couldn’t remember what I’d told him. I’d probably been trying to seem like less of a square after one of Chelsea’s events, and disclosed more than I should have, trying to make our pegging and sporadic bondage seem more adventurous than it was. Violet was hardly a prude, but she tended to prefer that the details of our sex life—our intimate life in general—be parceled out at her discretion.

“We do our best,” Violet said, without evident distress. “Wouldn’t want to claim any stolen valor. And it’s all pretty monogamous. You guys are putting in the real work.”

Chelsea nodded vigorously, took a sip of champagne.

“It is work, really, not the activity, that’s the fun part, but the staying open, staying sensitive to what you want and need. It’s discipline, but also the opposite of discipline, you know? Because if it becomes routine, then what’s the fucking point? You might as well be pushing a stroller in Park Slope.”

This was, of course, more or less our assumed end point, regardless of whether or not we “wanted” it.

“So how do you stay open?” Violet said.

“Risk?” Grant said after a pause.

“Yes,” Chelsea said. “You have to not be afraid of losing things.”

This shouldn’t have been profound—there was nothing original about this idea—but in that particular moment, I understood that it was true. I was afraid, yes. I endured, through my unhappiness and through historical disruption, and I took pride in that, but I had not actually risked anything, besides, arguably, through sheer inertia, my health. Everything I did, artistically and romantically and otherwise, was oriented around simply not losing what I already had.

“And how do you do that?” I said.

Chelsea stared deep into my eyes for a moment, and then laughed.

“That’s what separates the champs from the tramps, boyo!” She rummaged through her oversized purse, all trace of her earlier annoyance gone. “Another very small line, perhaps? Because marriage?”

I shrugged a “why not?” as Violet shook her head. I knew this was not the kind of risk we were talking about. Doing semi-hard drugs when offered them was not, as I sometimes allowed myself to fantasize, showing up on a leash in a leather dress to a sex rave, or finding out where the nearest sex rave was, or even shyly asking someone whether sex raves really existed. Someone else’s cocaine was a pretty good synecdoche for all of the non-life-expanding risks I’d been taking my whole life. But: it was what was available.

We drained the good champagne and a much cheaper bottle that Chelsea and Grant had brought. We had some beer and whiskey in the kitchen, and a special “rare batch” of Grant’s distillery’s bourbon, but we were going to have to replenish our supply soon if we kept to this pace. The session with the justice of the peace wasn’t until tomorrow afternoon.

Chelsea told us about a video project she was working on, a kind of updated, role-reversed riff on the old Vito Acconci thing, in this case with Chelsea tied up under the floorboards and visitors encouraged to masturbate in the gallery space to a live video feed of her. She wasn’t sure whether she was claiming back power or “ceding the last of it,” she said.

Violet, after listening to this, became uncharacteristically candid about her desire for “a less mediated sexual existence,” arguing, with somewhat wandering logic, that there was no reason it shouldn’t be compatible with “a classic marriage.”

“There can’t be good sex without secrets,” she concluded. “And marriage is all about secrets.”

It was the first time she’d said that, though it wasn’t an inaccurate read on our relationship. Maybe she was fucking around with Akhil, or somebody new, on her phone again. I didn’t mind what I didn’t know, really, but now that she’d said that, it wasn’t really a secret.

“I used to think that,” Chelsea said. “But now I wonder if it’s kind of reactionary. Like, the most radical position is just total honesty, right? Why should you have to hide? It just abets the people who want to cover up actually fucked-up shit and make it seem cool and transgressive.”

Violet’s eyes were wide with attention, which I knew meant she disagreed completely.

“I guess I’m not interested in policing people’s relationships,” she said.

Chelsea rolled her eyes.

“I got my ass kicked in June for screaming in a cop’s face,” she said. “Fuck the police. Hard.”

Violet cackled and the tension broke. She’d already had more to drink than usual, by quite a lot, and I’d worried things were going to get ugly. But she sipped her champagne and nuzzled up to me gently as Grant described the laborious process of getting his liquor into various stores and bars. When there was half an inch left in her glass, she declared that she was going to bed.

“Don’t stay up all night, boychik,” she said to me. “You gotta be at least a little bit lucid for the legalities.”

“Oh, I’ll be sharp as a button,” I said. “Of that you can be sure.”

“Hmmm,” she said. “Chelsea, you’re in charge. I’m not saying no more cocaine and alcohol but … use your judgment.”

“Yes, mistress,” Chelsea said.

When we heard her door close, Chelsea silently set out three more thin lines, which we handled with professional efficiency, and Grant replenished our glasses with bourbon.

“So,” Chelsea said. She fixed her significant blue eyes on mine. “Malcolm. What is it you actually want.”

“What’s that?”

“Why did you invite us here? For your wedding. What exactly is it that you’re trying to get out of this?”

I turned to Grant, hoping he might give me a hint as to what to do, but he just raised his eyebrows, implicitly echoing her questions.

“I like you guys?” I said. “You’re fun. You’re reliable. I knew you wouldn’t make an undue fuss about things.”

“We’re fun,” Chelsea said, deadpan. “What makes us fun?”

I shifted in my seat. The dog-woman painting stared down at me in judgment.

“Well, you, uh, are very generous with your substances, obviously. And you’re, you know … liberated. Open to possibilities. Like you were saying earlier.”

“Yes, exactly,” Chelsea said. “It’s about sex. That’s what we represent to you. Or what I do, at least. So. What do you want?”

I was too fucked up for this line of questioning.

“You mean … now?”

She cracked up, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. I hadn’t realized how crooked her bottom teeth were before she did that.

“Yeah, like, ‘You want one last premarital threesome before you take the plunge?’ No, dude, I mean, I feel like when you get fucked up you’re always trying to tell us in these oblique ways that you’re a freak. I don’t think you’re just being prurient. But I think you’re kind of afraid, or embarrassed, and hoping I’m going to give you some kind of dispensation or something.”

“OK.”

“Am I on to something?”

“Maybe. But I think you could say that about anybody.”

“Why are you getting married?”

She had a not unkind smirk on her face, echoed, apologetically, it seemed to me, by Grant. I didn’t find it as rude as I might have. I believed she was sincerely curious, which counts for a lot, and I’d also hardly been indoors unmasked with anyone besides Violet in months. It would have taken a lot for me to shut down a conversation.

“Devotion?” I said.

“Sure.”

“Violet wants joy.”

“Ah. And are you feeling joy?”

“I mean, as much as I ever do. Do you have, I don’t know, some advice or something?”

“I just wonder why you don’t try to get whatever it is you want. Like, why you don’t do what would make you happy.”

“What, so you’re a therapist?”

“Everybody’s a therapist now, bro. Especially after this many drinks. Come on, drink with me, think with me.”

She poured all three of us another slug of whiskey and motioned for me to drink up. She left hers untouched. Grant hadn’t said a word in what felt like an hour. This was the Chelsea show, and it was apparently on until closing time.

“Look, shit can get pretty weird in the context of a monogamous, long-term relationship, for sure. Or so they say. I think things have been way more exciting for us”—Grant nodded enthusiastically—“when we’ve been willing to be more like, out, with our desires and interests.”

She caught Grant’s eye. There was a brief pause before he snapped his fingers crisply. She immediately got up from her chair and sat cross-legged on the floor at Grant’s feet, her hands on her knees, facing forward.

“She can be really well-behaved,” Grant said. “She just needs rules.”

“Oh,” I said.

Chelsea maintained a neutral expression, but I could see the hint of a smile in her eyes, which were studiedly not meeting mine.

“She likes to be out of commission sometimes. It gives her a chance to reflect, to want things. It’s good for her. Definitely good for me.”

“This is like, your party trick?” I said.

He shrugged.

“We’re both really evangelical about not repressing things. We’ve had a lot of time this year to get the dynamic right. Life doesn’t have to be so hard.”

“Everything in the world is going to hell,” I said.

“Yes. So we’re seizing the opportunity to be happy while we still can.”

He turned his gaze to Chelsea, sitting perfectly still with her hands on her knees, waiting for further instruction. She did indeed look happy. Beatific, even.

“Isn’t that right, baby doll?” Grant said.

She gave a shiver of a nod, stared straight ahead.

“Hey, do you want to kiss her?” Grant said. “That’s allowed, on our side at least. Chelsea’s always thought you were cute.”

“Really?” I said.

Chelsea widened her eyes slightly, raised her eyebrows. Risk, right. But, still.

“What if I just…” I said. “Would it be OK if I just, um, gently ran my hand through your hair a little bit instead, Chels? I think that might be more where I’m at right now.”

She shifted her attention to Grant in query.

“Sure,” Grant said. “I don’t see why not. That seems like a very nice thing to do.”

I sank down to the floor and got on my knees facing her. At this distance, I could see how thick her makeup was, and I caught a sharp hint of her garlic and peppermint smell, surprisingly hippyish given the punk vibes. Now that I was there, I wished I had accepted the offer to kiss her, but it felt too late to change my mind. I lifted my hand and registered a minute flinch, terrible and intimate, from which she quickly recovered. She closed her eyes, and I gently ran my hand over the back of her skull. Her hair was thin and feathery and dry. She leaned her head back into my hand like a cat, and I felt, or imagined, her body vibrating in a light purr. When I’d reached the bottom of her mane, I rested my hand softly on her back. I could have sworn I felt her heartbeat.



I stumbled off to bed a half hour later, after we’d shared a skinny spliff to settle ourselves. Grant held the joint for Chelsea, who remained silent and still, and instructed her on her intake and exhale. When I told them I needed to sleep, Grant promised that they’d clean up before they went to bed. When I glanced back, I saw Chelsea gathering the bottles in her arms while Grant remained seated, watching her.

In the bedroom, I was surprised to find the bedside lamp still on, and Violet with her eyes closed but, to my trained eye, not asleep.

“What’s up?” I said.

She didn’t respond so I sat down next to her on the edge of the bed and put my hand on her hip. “Did you hear all that?”

“What?” she said. “Oh, no. I couldn’t really hear you. I mean, I heard voices, but not words. Was there drama?”

No good sex without secrets.

“Just more of the same,” I said. “Have you been up this whole time?”

“On and off,” she said. She sat up against the headboard and slid gently away from me. “Just thinking. Overthinking.”

I was momentarily afraid to say it out loud, but forced myself to do it.

“Are you having … second thoughts?” I said.

“No!” she said. It sounded genuine. “I mean, I don’t think so. Not about us at least. But I think … I don’t know.”

“What? Tell me.”

She put her head in her hands and didn’t say anything for a long moment.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about this,” she said softly into her hands, “and I just … I don’t think I want to be a doctor right now. I’m really, really tired, and I don’t think I can keep doing it. I’m so sick of all of it. But we need the money. And the hospital definitely needs people. So. I feel really stuck.”

I experienced the most significant surge of joy—actual joy—I’d felt since long before the pandemic started, certainly since before we’d moved to New York, probably since before we’d moved to Boston. It was relief, but it was more than that. It was a way forward.

“Oh, god,” I said. “You’ve done your part.”

She shook her head.

“It’s cowardly. I know I’m just burned out. And we’d be so broke. How would we be able to afford a kid?”

We had not, officially, decided we were going to have a kid. Or had we?

“Lots of nondoctors manage to have kids, somehow,” I said.

“Not ones with six-figure medical-school debt.”

I paused, trying to determine the correct angle of approach. It was true that I would not be of significant help paying down her debt—our debt, probably, after tomorrow, once we looked into how the money thing worked—anytime soon. A lot seemed to depend on my response.

“I know I haven’t been good at making money,” I said. “Or saving money. Anything to do with money. But I want to be. Some people liked my book. Regular people. Maybe it should be a series. I’ll write another one. A trilogy! People fucking love trilogies. And we can, um, budget. I’ll buy fewer books. And drinks.”

She sighed, but there was a softening in her face. Her jaw unclenched, at least a little bit.

“I know you want to do all those things,” she said. “That’s not the problem.”

I got in the bed and we curled up into each other.

“Maybe I just need a break,” she said. “A sabbatical.”

“You know what gets you a paid sabbatical,” I mumbled into her hair.

“Right,” Violet said. “The government says I get a baby vacation!”

She turned around to face me and touched my cheek gently, something I could not remember her ever having done before.

“I know you’re miserable,” she said. “I think it’s going to get better once I figure out my shit.”

It somehow came as a surprise that she knew how unhappy I was. Or rather, since I was always unhappy, I thought I had successfully disguised the fact that I was currently more unhappy than usual. But maybe I was not, contrary to my recent assumptions, invisible.

“Maybe we should stick together, and also change everything about our lives,” I said. “Chelsea and Grant had some good ideas.”

“Oh?” she said.

“Risk,” I said. “And discipline.”

“Right. Which comes first?”

“Well. Whichever you want.”

“You want me to be more like Chelsea?” Violet said.

“You know I want to be Chelsea,” I said.

“Hmmm,” she said. “Maybe once you bring in that money you’ve been talking about.”

I knew she didn’t think I was serious, but I was. I could do it, I thought. Or, well. Either that or we’d get divorced.



In all the pictures from the twenty-minute marriage ceremony you can see a bright-green EXIT sign and a fire extinguisher mounted on the wall—such, I suppose, are the perils of municipal regulations. The light in the town hall was dim, but at least it was an old building, with lots of polished wood everywhere. My jacket was wrinkled, my hair a mess, but Violet looked fantastic in the distinctly nontraditional yellow sweaterdress she’d insisted on wearing, and I managed to get a few good shots of her outside, on her own, holding some expensive flowers we’d bought in Hudson. The justice of the peace, a tall, bald, white-bearded man named Clive, performed his duties with kindness and efficiency, and he let the two of us take our masks off for the ceremony. We said a few heartfelt sentences each, Violet’s much more articulate than mine. It’s possible that I am only capable of being sincere extemporaneously. Whatever I said was true, but I’m also glad it wasn’t recorded for posterity. In the pictures, Grant is wearing a well-cut navy suit, Chelsea a revealing white (Chelsea!) lace thing that looks like expensive French underwear. You can’t even see the ball gag under Chelsea’s face mask, unless you know to look.







9.
Antonia



Cynthia was rearranging the arugula on her plate, occasionally putting a stray leaf in her mouth and grimacing, as though Antonia was the one making her eat. It was possible Cynthia saw Antonia as a proxy for her mother, who was the occasion for this Manhattan diner meetup. Cynthia’s mother had thought she could “use a new person in her life,” and Antonia, who was similarly considered “a little bit lost,” had been deemed by her own mother an excellent candidate. Neither of the younger women had requested the intervention, but Antonia was now glad it had happened.

“You know, I’m mostly a composer, actually,” Cynthia said. “I went to school for it. Berklee, in Boston.”

“Dude,” Antonia said. “You just let me talk about Philip Glass for ten minutes.”

“I wanted to see what people like about him!” Cynthia said. “Civilians, I mean. Like, do they really like him that much, or is he just the only contemporary composer they’ve heard of?”

This was the most engaged Cynthia had been since they sat down. Antonia didn’t blame her for being bored, or disinterested, or whatever she was—Antonia had emailed her on a whim the night before when her plans with one of her actual friends had fallen through. Honestly, she enjoyed being in Cynthia’s company even when she wasn’t speaking. She was almost painfully beautiful, and this most likely contributed to her guardedness.

“They perform his stuff at the Met and I go,” Antonia said. “I just assume it must be good if they’re doing it.”

“Culture is a hustle,” Cynthia said. She’d begun to speak in paragraphs. “Some people find this depressing, but not me. I make experimental music. ‘Difficult,’ right. It helps that I’m pretty. You put my picture in the paper next to the listing, people show up. Even if I’m behind a curtain when I get on stage. Which I’m not. But even then, people would enjoy imagining me back there. I’m making art to literally transcend my physical form, but you’ve got to get the suckers in the tent. I don’t mind perverts. Perverts buy merch. They like stuff. Are you a stuff girl? I don’t mean to gender it. It’s usually guys. But some chicks dig stuff.”

“I’m trying to be less of one,” Antonia said. “I get overly attached to things, and then I’m stuck with them. Clothes I don’t wear. Shoes. Books.”

“I don’t read enough,” Cynthia said. “I’m sure it’s a rebuke to my parents, even if that wasn’t the point initially.”

Cynthia’s parents were professors. Though Antonia’s parents weren’t, her mother was often befriending the professors in the college town where she lived with the explicit goal of introducing them (or their children, in this case) to Antonia. This habit had once yielded Antonia a year-long fellowship, so the introductions would no doubt continue for, at minimum, the rest of her mother’s natural life. This despite the fact that Antonia was now (still, technically) employed as a lecturer, if increasingly fatalistic about her future engagement with the university. She was also single, though given her mother’s obsession with grandchildren, she didn’t think her mother was encouraging her, even unconsciously, to date this chick, attractive as any baby she produced would undoubtedly be.

Antonia was staying on an uncomfortable fold-out futon in her friend (and long-ago ex) Micah’s tiny spare room in Brooklyn during her spring-break week. Micah, however, had just started dating a woman who was significantly younger than him, and had told Antonia it would be chill if she could “not be super present” at the apartment because Lily was, apparently, “intimidated” by her. Which felt a bit much, but. She could try to respect his wishes.

Cynthia was that nearly translucent kind of pale that was not usually Antonia’s thing. She was an actual angel who made abrasive modern classical music, or experimental noise rock, or something. Antonia wanted to move in with her, just to watch her do things. Maybe she could be happy forever with that, just seeing her whenever she was around, washing things in the sink, staring out the window. They say you get tired of it—of beauty—when you’re exposed to it too much, but Antonia could only imagine her admiration deepening.

“I used to always have lists of books I’d been reading, and books I intended to read,” Antonia said. “Partly in case I wanted to teach them, and partly if anybody asked me, because I would always go blank. And then I stopped doing it, because I thought I’d cured myself of that. So now it’s back to square one. I can never bring anything to mind.”

“Luckily, I didn’t ask!” Cynthia said. “I’m sorry, that was so mean. It was just right there. Is it … I’m sorry, is it too early to start drinking?”

“Oh!” Antonia said. “Not for me. I mean, I’m not teaching. Sprang breeeak. It’s … late in the week, right?”

It was Wednesday.

“Let’s go sit in a bar,” Cynthia said. “During the day. I haven’t done that since before the pandemic. Like, a bar bar.”

She had gone from uninterested in eating her salad to actively abandoning it; she seemed positively delighted by the idea of being away from the obligation to eat, and onward to the promise of booze. They got the check, which Cynthia let Antonia pay without even token demurral—was she so obviously the pursuer?—and walked to an old dive bar nearby. They’d had lunch in Soho with the vague plan of walking over to the Whitney to see the Salman Toor show before it closed (something Antonia more felt she should do than something she felt any urgency about), but she had the sparkling sense that any such cultural whatever was now going to be subsumed by this other thing.

“This is kind of a beer and whiskey place, I think,” Cynthia said with a beginner’s didacticism. They sat down at the bar. A stout, bearded bartender stared at them, maskless, and did not ask for vaccine cards. They were the only customers.

“Two beers and two whiskeys,” Cynthia said.

“Any preference?” he said.

“Oh, just regular,” she said. “House!”

He did the slightest raising of an eyebrow, but obligingly poured them well drinks and pulled something pale and domestic-looking from the tap.

“I’m so happy,” Cynthia said. “I really like drinking. I never used to, at all. I didn’t drink. But lately I’ve gotten into it. It can make you so weird.”

“I think it makes me mostly the same,” Antonia said. “Just like, more. I’ve probably been at it too long. Your enthusiasm is catching.”

“It’s a really good example of how legality can make people take things for granted,” Cynthia said. “You know, if someone just invented a new thing that was like, you drink this magic liquid and suddenly anything can happen, people would be really into it.”

“People are really into it,” Antonia said.

“Gosh, you know what I mean.”

Maybe she was an angel just arrived on earth, or an alien. Or maybe, like a friend of Antonia’s, she’d recently had a tumor removed from her brain and now operated on a slightly different wavelength?

“I’m thinking of it as research,” she said, and took a big pull of her beer. “The commission I have right now is about Dionysus. Derangement for the purpose of worship and transcendence. It’s such a cliché, so I thought, OK, let’s go primary source and see what it’s like.”

“Do you generally abstain from these things?”

“Abstinence sounds too active. It’s more that I’ve been able to entertain myself otherwise. I’ve got a good brain. Mathy but artistic.”

“And you think drinking helps? With your project?”

“It’s funny, I’ve used vocalization a lot, usually humming and mumbling and stuff like that. Sort of like the idea of human sound. But maybe it’s the booze, or the assignment, but I’ve started screaming more, and it’s really awesome! I know I shouldn’t do it too much or I’ll fuck up my voice, not that it’s such a beautiful instrument anyway. But it’s just really fun.”

She gave Antonia a cockeyed smile, as though to help her understand the concept of “fun.”

“I want to hear that,” Antonia said.

“Oh, yeah, maybe…” Cynthia said.

She turned her attention to the bartender.

“Excuse me! I know this is a little crazy, but since there’s no one here, would it be all right if I screamed a couple of times? It’s going to be pretty loud. But I’m just trying to show her something real quick.”

“You an actress?” he said.

“A performer, yeah,” she said. “Sorry, it’ll just take a second. Would that be all right?”

“Long as I get a ticket to the premiere,” he said.

“OK, great. Ready?”

“Um, sure,” Antonia said.

Cynthia closed her eyes and put her hands on the edge of the bar, as though drawing power upward from its surface. There was a moment of perfect stillness, and then a shriek cut through the room, louder and clearer than Antonia had imagined it would be, and sustained at a consistent pitch for an impossible, eternal moment. It was horrible, yes, but as it continued and deepened, it grew increasingly lovely. Maybe? Cynthia looked completely self-possessed, smiling through the racket she was making. Then, just as abruptly, it stopped. She opened her eyes, as if waking up from a dream.

“One more?” she said.

“That’s gonna be a negative,” the bartender said.

The more Cynthia drank, the more she lit up. She took to it like speed, becoming sharp and garrulous. Antonia just felt drunk, but the more time she spent in Cynthia’s company, the more she suspected this new person might be extremely special. Also, insane. She couldn’t decide if it was her beauty, or her own loneliness, or something else that was drawing her forward into this. She’d gone on a handful of dates since last summer, slept with a few of the guys, even found herself at a would-be sex party for tech people one night with a girl she’d dated in grad school. (There were a lot of corsets and pleather, and bowls of condoms and some ketamine, but if anyone was having sex, it happened after she left.) There hadn’t been a thing that felt “real” to her since whatever had happened with Lev, which, because of its place in the timeline, had retained an outsize emotional importance.

Of far more concern to her than her romantic landscape, Antonia had been hearing through unofficial channels that she would not be receiving a contract to teach in the fall. All new tenure-track hires were going to remain on pause, supposedly, but she suspected she was really being cut loose because of a couple of pointed student interactions that had led to evaluations deemed “of some concern.” Specifically, she had told a girl who was sleeping facedown on her desk in class that she “needed to get her shit together.” The student was clinically depressed, it transpired, and, as they both learned the next day when she took a test, in the early phase of a bout with Covid. The student wrote, in both an email to the dean and in her evaluation, that this was “the worst educational experience that she’d ever had” (and she’d survived Greenwich Country Day!). Antonia was inclined to believe her. She was exhausted herself, and often lost track of what she was talking about during her lectures. She would look out at the sea of masked faces, stare into the kids’ eyes, try to ascertain what they were thinking. Were they thinking at all? She used to be so good at it, reading the rhythms and currents of the room, drawing an intelligent but shy student forward, quelling mutiny with a well-timed quip. But if this was what teaching was now, she wasn’t sure she could keep doing it. Her class on Mal Bosque, the killer-tree novel, usually a highlight of the semester, had been met with silence. When she critiqued the book, students called her out for having a neocolonial mindset. But she didn’t! Texts were supposed to be interrogated! she yelled at her screen as she read the evaluations. None of them had said a goddamn word when they were actually in the room. When it might have mattered.

Her own book was coming out in the fall. She hoped it still made a modicum of sense, given everything that had happened in the months since she’d turned it in. Would people be able to see that it was actually (or could be made to seem to be) about this micro-historical era? She worried that, if it was reviewed at all, it would be chastised for being old news, not attuned enough to the needs of the moment. Was climate change like the pandemic? Was anything like anything else? All men were like Lev, brave when it was easy, worthless when it wasn’t. All girls were like Sam, brilliant and exciting and ultimately kind of stupid.

Staring at Cynthia, Antonia felt like a vampire—she wanted life, her life! Cynthia was from Idaho, she revealed during their second beer and shot combo. Her extended family was Mormon, but her parents were apostates, and she hadn’t been raised in the faith. They still saw some of the family, though, in a way that Antonia couldn’t quite understand. There were degrees of Mormon—Cynthia’s uncle Luke was a “Jack Mormon,” she explained. He was a drinker, a metalhead, a motorcycle junkie. Still loved the lord, the angels, in his way. Her father was a musicologist—he and her mother had moved to Jersey after Cynthia moved to New York, at least in part, she suspected, to keep an eye on her. Did she need an eye kept on her? Not no, she said, sidelong grinning.

Cynthia had started going to church lately, she confessed. She brushed her hair out of her eyes. Episcopalian mostly, they were cool, but was it fucked up that she liked the Catholics best? There was a Middle Eastern Catholic church—Byzantine? Syrian, mostly, she thought?—that she really liked. They spoke Arabic sometimes. It was cool.

Antonia, in response, heard herself trotting out her Armenian stuff, the murdered ancestors, her grandfather from Damascus, the half-assed theory of intergenerational trauma she didn’t quite believe in despite the clear evidence of it in her own family. She didn’t mention it, but Marlene had died late last year, between Thanksgiving and Christmas, in one of the big waves of transmission. She’d moved back to her independent living place in September by mutual agreement with Antonia’s mother. She’d been “careful,” whatever that meant, they all had been, but she still had to eat in the dining hall, had to rely on other people for things. She’d lasted a few weeks once she got sick, but it had looked bad from the start, and she was on a ventilator for the last stretch. Antonia visited, but Marlene was always unconscious, her body reluctantly taking in bursts of air while her mind wandered elsewhere. It felt more like a wake with technology than a real goodbye. Antonia brought books anyway—Wuthering Heights and Until Death: Serial Killer Wives—and left them at her bedside. She didn’t know where the books went when she died.

Antonia hoped that Marlene had become less worried and frightened at the end. She would never know. But she thought about it a lot.

After their third drink—Cynthia had, surprisingly, ordered them a round of sherry—Cynthia abruptly became formal.

“Well, I suppose it’s time for me to prepare for my virtual fundraiser,” she said, sitting up straight on her barstool.

“Oh!” Antonia said. “What?”

“It’s a fancy thing for this residency I did. Usually they do it in person, obviously, everyone dresses up and whatnot, and I thought they were gonna try this year maybe, but no, people are too scared. So I’ve gotta get dolled up and perform for no one in my bedroom.”

“You’re playing one of your … pieces?”

“No, ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’”

She cackled at her own joke. Impish, that was what she was. A perverse imp.

“Yeah, it’s part of the Dionysus in progress. Hence why I needed to get drunk. I was probably only medium clear with you about the timeline. I want to really freak out on these people. Try to bring some life to this thing.”

“It’s cool they asked you to do it.”

“Lady composers, man. If you can catch ’em, you gotta display ’em.”

“Can I come?” Antonia said. She hadn’t planned to say that, but now seemed as good a time as any to not let her inhibitions get in the way of what she wanted. Which was to, at the very least, watch.

“I hadn’t considered that possibility!” Cynthia said. “A couple of hours ago, I didn’t even know if I liked you. But that does seem kind of interesting. My apartment is quite small. But I have, you know, a couple of chairs and such. I guess I’ll sit in a chair behind the synth and the gear, and maybe you can sit on the bed. It’ll definitely sound a lot better in person than it will through the Zoom.”

“I’d really love that,” Antonia said. “I’m a bit starved for art.”

“I know,” Cynthia said. “It’s never enough.”



Cynthia lived in a fifth-floor walk-up on Leroy Street. It was indeed tiny—a narrow studio, the majority of which was taken up with musical equipment—but given the location and the quality of the gear, there must have been real money somewhere. It didn’t seem to Antonia like Idaho money, but what did she know? Maybe her Mormon grandfather was a land baron, or maybe she had a banker ex who’d grown alienated by her art and personality (or hadn’t, yet!) but still wanted to “support her interests.”

They’d gotten a bottle of tequila at the shop on the corner. Antonia poured healthy splashes into two coffee mugs (seemingly the only clean drinking containers available) while Cynthia changed into her performance outfit a few feet away, in the “bedroom,” or, more accurately, bedroom area. Antonia watched her in her peripheral vision, an angular blur. Her body made Antonia feel clumpy, Willendorfian, though plenty of people had liked it just fine. Cynthia’s outfit was a kind of goth leotard/tutu in black and red, something that could only be worn by a person with absolute confidence in their own hotness.

“I’m trying to decide how wild to go with the makeup,” Cynthia said. “Like, full rock star? Troubled girl clown? Or just, like, wipe it all off and look sad and tired?”

“Troubled girl clown?” Antonia said, more as a query than a request.

“I kind of made that one up, but sure, let’s give it a shot.”

She slathered her makeup on thickly. Mascara darkened her eyes, and she rouged her cheeks like a movie version of a fin-de-siècle Parisian whore. She looked a little like an off-brand version of the Margot Robbie Batman villain Antonia had seen on subway advertisements.

“Do you want to make me cry, to get the proper effect?” she said, when she was finished. “Say something terrible to me. Not pretend terrible—something really bad. Here, let’s both finish our drinks.”

Antonia’s drink went down hard. It was still light out, for Christ’s sake. She felt a sudden fury rise up in her, at her university, at the universe, at her mother.

“You think you can do whatever you want because you’re pretty,” Antonia said with, she realized, undisguised steel in her voice. “But I don’t know if you’re even talented. You don’t seem very smart. I’m only tolerating you in the hope that I’ll get to fool around with you later, especially if you keep drinking like this, because you’re a fucking lightweight.”

Cynthia’s eyes widened, and then she blinked a few times, trying, Antonia could see, to conjure tears.

“Shit man, you really went for it,” she said. “I don’t think it’s enough for me to actually cry, but still. Damn. Did you mean that?”

“Um,” Antonia said. “I don’t think I can tell you that.”

“Huh. OK, maybe I will cry. You’re pretty, too, you know, you’re not some hag.”

“Yeah, I know,” Antonia said. She heard the edge in her voice, felt her cumulative frustration continue to rise. “You think I don’t know that, you dumb, uh…”

“What? You don’t want to say ‘cunt’?”

This cracked Antonia up; she couldn’t help it. Whatever she’d worked herself into dissipated. It was like suddenly becoming conscious of the absurdity of sex while in the middle of it.

“Why don’t you just splash some water on your face?” Antonia said. “Or tequila? Cunt.”

Cynthia poured some more tequila into her mug and handed it to Antonia. She closed her eyes.

“Here, do it,” she said. “Like you just found out I cheated on you.”

Before she could overthink it, Antonia jerked her wrist upward and threw the tequila in Cynthia’s face. She seemed genuinely shocked, possibly in pain. It did the trick of smearing her eyeliner quite dramatically.

With her eyes still closed, Cynthia staggered forward and wrapped her arms around Antonia, rubbing her face against hers.

“OK, this is definitely getting Dionysian,” she said. “Do you really think I’m untalented?”

Antonia gently removed herself from Cynthia’s embrace.

“I have no idea. How could I?”

Cynthia seemed to be just barely holding back tears now—or trying to get herself there.

“You can guess with people,” she said. “And that was the first thing you thought to say to try to hurt me. So.”

“I guess I’ll find out, won’t I?” Antonia said.

Cynthia took her measure, eyes shining.

“Fuck, I’ve got to do this thing!” she said. “It’s gonna sound like shit, but that’s OK. Punk rock.”

She and Antonia dragged the synthesizer out from against the wall so that it was parallel to the bed, and Cynthia set up her computer on a stack of books atop a spindly side table. She looked truly deranged, the splashed streaks on her face making her look like a damaged Polaroid, heartbroken and lost. Antonia felt a quick hit of envy that she could still look lovely, or at least striking, in this condition. She lolled on the bed, sipping, as Cynthia set up her gear and adjusted the settings.

“How do your neighbors feel about the noise?” Antonia said.

“There’s a no screaming after 9:00 p.m. rule now,” Cynthia said, head bowed in concentration. “The Ukrainian lady who lives downstairs said to me, ‘My girl, how will we know if you are being murdered when you scream like this all the time?’ It was an interesting point.”

When the event began, Antonia watched Cynthia watching the screen, mostly tuning out the stentorian poetry readings and dull speeches about the power of art and instead focusing on the shifting angles of Cynthia’s stained face. She didn’t know if her camera was on, but she was reacting like it was, an expression of mild amusement occasionally shading serious or allowing itself to become a full-fledged smile in response to something meant to be funny. Occasionally Cynthia peered around the corner of the computer screen and stuck her tongue out at Antonia, which she returned in kind.

Finally, she heard Cynthia being introduced, with the elaborate list of credentials that was de rigueur at such things. Cynthia’s head popped around the edge of the screen hurriedly.

“Psst, hey! Hit the lights! By the front door!”

“Off?” Antonia said.

“Off.”

She edged off of the bed and ran on tiptoe to the door, then flipped down the light switch and plunged the room into darkness, presumably in the midst of Cynthia being introduced. When the speaking from the computer ended, Cynthia reached across her keyboard and clicked on the SAD lamp she’d stationed next to her laptop, illuminating herself in a harsh, white light. She’d made it all the way to avenging witch, or risen corpse. She looked truly frightening. She began playing drawn-out, dirgelike minor chords on her keyboard with her eyes closed. It was loud in the room, and Antonia wondered how it sounded coming through the speakers and headphones of those attending the virtual gala, whether it was distorted or properly modulated. She imagined Cynthia looked even more fucked up through the computer’s camera lens, washed out, cracked, weird. Cynthia twisted a knob, and the chords bent and wobbled, staggering upward in pitch at volatile intervals. She added roaring waves of distortion by hitting a pedal, then started humming atonally into her microphone. The noise had a familiar undercarriage. As she listened, the chords resolved into something resembling, yes, “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

“Sick,” Cynthia suddenly interjected after a few minutes, her first comprehensible utterance of the performance. “I’mmmmmmmmm SICK. Oh shiiiiittttt, I’m siiiiiiick. Ohhhhhh saaaaaay, can you seeeeeee, I’m SICK.” She would go husky, guttural, almost seductive, and then shrill and earsplitting every time she said “sick,” which was a lot. It got louder, and Cynthia thrashed her head, letting her hair fly wildly across her face. Antonia had lost track of how long this had been going on—minutes? Days? Cynthia hammered minor chords on the keyboard, then sustained and shifted the sounds at unpredictable intervals, moaning and muttering. She was doing the Iggy Pop thing—the female version was early Karen O, Antonia supposed—where you degrade yourself for the audience before they can degrade you, daring them to revolt. But did it make sense through a computer screen? Was there any chance of making a dent in whoever was out there? It was possible the ferocity of the performance had been a game-time decision inspired by Antonia, an attempt to impress (and/or revolt) her. Which, if true, she found quite flattering. But she remained uncertain about what to do with that.

Cynthia was now whispering into her microphone over a glitching, high-pitched drone, presumably ASMRing any remaining audience members who were wearing headphones. Antonia couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it sounded gentle and consoling, and it lulled her into something like peace. Abruptly, a male voice from the computer interrupted the sounds she was making: “Thank you very much, Cynthia! Wow. Stunning. Powerful. Next, to present our annual Jonathan Davis Memorial Prize for Excellence…” Cynthia muted the sound, smiled grimly into the screen for a moment more, and slammed the computer closed.

“That was amazing,” Antonia said.

“Amazingly fuckin’ lame,” Cynthia said. “Lord knows why I bother.”

“C’mon, it’s not like you were exactly courting approval.”

Cynthia sighed and pulled her sweaty hair back in a ponytail. She stood up and examined her streaked face in the mirror next to her bed.

“Do you want me to turn the overhead light on?” Antonia asked tentatively.

Cynthia stared at her with cold fury.

“No, I don’t.”

She walked briskly across the apartment to the bathroom near the front door, and shut herself in with an anticlimactic “click.” Alone in the dim gloom, Antonia felt her drunkenness settle toward exhaustion. She surveyed the sparsely furnished room. There was a single plywood shelf of books mounted on the wall—Please Kill Me, The Rest Is Noise, a big Cindy Sherman thing, Murakami, Murakami, Fates and Furies … So she wasn’t a big reader. She’d said as much. Still.

Cynthia emerged a few minutes later, barefaced and silk-robed. Without the makeup—and Antonia realized now how much makeup she’d been wearing even before the performance transformation—she looked much younger, and strikingly vulnerable. She sat down on the bed next to Antonia before shifting restlessly to a lying position and putting her head in Antonia’s lap.

“It was really good,” Antonia said. She stroked her hair like it was a luxurious cat. “The thing, the event, seemed stupid, but you were good.”

“Story of my life,” Cynthia said. “Why did I get so drunk?”

“Dionysus?”

“Who even is that?” Cynthia said.

Antonia leaned down and kissed Cynthia’s forehead tentatively, ambiguously enough, she thought, that it could be interpreted as either foreplay or sisterly comfort. Of course, it could be both. She felt a shudder go through Cynthia.

“Damn, kid, I’m greedy but tired,” Cynthia muttered.

“Just let me take care of you, then,” Antonia said.

“Yeah?”

“I’m the groupie, you’re the rock star.”

“OK. I’ll just lay back like this, then, and you can have at it.”



Cynthia passed out immediately after coming—possibly while coming, if such a thing was possible—and Antonia found herself alone and wired, her head swimming in booze and adrenaline. Cynthia was sprawled on the bed with her red robe open, like a sex-murder victim in an Italian exploitation flick. She could just leave, she supposed. What had she been planning to do tonight before this all started? See a movie with Malcolm, maybe. She’d seen him only once, briefly, between the night he’d kissed her last February and his elopement in December. Antonia wondered if, now that he’d actually committed to Violet, she was supposed to pretend he hadn’t spent the months leading up to it texting her about how hopeless he felt about their union until, in his words, he “died or Violet realized she hated” him. Antonia had tried to remain neutral, but reminded him that he, too, had agency, that it wasn’t simply a matter of letting himself be pulled out to sea if it wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want to be alone, he’d countered, in various formulations that didn’t quite, but didn’t quite not, suggest that Antonia could be a solution to that problem if she wanted to be.

She didn’t think Malcolm loved her (if he was capable of loving anyone), or that she’d done anything to encourage that line of thinking, except, of course, for continuing to communicate with him, which was probably encouragement enough, and more than he deserved. She knew she was getting something out of it, too, the charge of proximity to someone else’s most intimate problems. But his suddenly marrying Violet had provoked some emotional whiplash. It was a betrayal on some level—why use her as a sounding board for so many months if he was just going to do whatever he wanted? Or didn’t want? At least he’d stopped bitching so much once they’d finally gotten married.

She checked her phone. It was somehow only 8:30. He’d texted, once, a couple of hours ago: “Hong Sang-soo at Lincoln Center? Bigger Than Life Film Forum? Stay home and ‘read’?”

She wasn’t sure what the scare quotes were about—sex? She’d done her “reading” for the night.

“sorry for the delay. wanna just hang out?” she wrote. “You can tell V we’re seeing a movie if that’s more defensible.”

He replied a half minute later.

“hey! we’re kinda in for the night. you could swing by if you want but probably won’t be up too late”

OK, now she was the asshole.

“SO responsible. don’t worry about it. talk soon.”

She looked Cynthia over again, beatifically red-cheeked in sleep. She brushed Cynthia’s hair off of her forehead, like a mother admiring her daughter in a Victorian woodcut. She stirred, as Antonia had hoped she would.

“Hey pal,” she said. “I’m gonna head out.”

“Oh,” Cynthia said sleepily. “OK. Damn, sorry I passed out. Still learning how this drinking thing works.”

“It’s OK,” Antonia said. “You’re new to earth.”

“Oh, yes. I just hatched. Or, landed?”

“Landed.”

“That’s what I thought,” Cynthia said. “I landed here on your planet, and you took advantage of me.”

“I would take more,” Antonia said.

“I bet you would!”

“You have a boyfriend, don’t you.”

“Oh, sure, a couple, sort of. But that’s not important.”

Antonia kissed her and Cynthia responded with lazy insouciance, allowing Antonia’s tongue but putting forward little effort of her own. Antonia disengaged once she was confident she’d retain a sense memory of her mouth. She propped herself up on her elbows.

“The church stuff you were talking about earlier,” Antonia said. “Are you going because you believe in it? Like, because you have faith?”

“Of course!” she said. “I’m not going for the company.”

“Sorry,” Antonia said. “I didn’t know.”

She paused, unsure of how much of herself to reveal, and then went on.

“When I was a kid, my grandmother used to tell me this story about the genocide. The Armenians are being marched through the mountains. It’s not looking good. Her great-aunt or cousin or whoever starts praying for a miracle—Lord, do something, help us. Suddenly, she hears a rumble coming from the rock face above them. And bang! A couple of boulders come crashing down, right onto the Ottoman soldiers, killing them instantly, and sparing all of the Armenians. They survived. How they managed to find their way back through the mountains and desert and all that, I don’t know. But they made it. And that’s what I thought faith was.”

Cynthia smiled crookedly and took Antonia’s hand.

“Yeah,” she said. “That seems like something God would do.”

They were quiet for another moment. Then Antonia stood, smoothing down the bottom of her dress.

“See you soon?” she said.

“I’ve got a show next week. Tuesday night. If you somehow haven’t had enough, you should come.”

“I haven’t,” Antonia said. “Somehow.”

“Mask up, bitch,” Cynthia said.

On the subway, she remembered that she would be back in Boston by next Tuesday. She tried and failed to focus on a long article in the LRB about Keats. She was radically unsure of Cynthia’s talent, but she knew she felt a spark, if not necessarily a divine one, in her presence, and that didn’t need to be justified, she didn’t think.

When she got back to Micah’s, his bedroom door was closed, and there was a telltale pair of brown leather girl boots in the living room. She turned off the overhead light and clicked on the half-broken candelabra lamp that lived on the floor of this room for some reason. She changed into a T-shirt and shorts, took a ten-milligram edible, and lay down on the futon, shifting instinctively to avoid the metal bar that ran down the center where it folded up. She googled Cynthia and found her official website, which featured a beautiful black-and-white photo of her mid-performance, looking haunted and ecstatic. She clicked on the tab for “music,” put in her earbuds, and selected something called “broke adagio/scrunchie v2.” She heard crackling, fragments of bass, intervals of power-drill noise, orgasmic whimpers. It was a spell, maybe; she felt, if not possessed, then at least not unpossessed. It lasted fourteen minutes, and was mysterious in a fairly familiar way. The more she listened, though, the more she liked it. The edible helped. She let her mind drift with the static and the stretches of uncertain bass lines until she was jolted by the inevitable screams at unpredictable intervals, placed presumably to circumvent the haze she was settling into. She found herself, quite uncharacteristically, writing some kind of loose, ekphrastic prose poetry as she listened.

“She felt a hum through her bones,” she wrote, “the shift from delicacy into chaos. It was in her, the tiptoe to the edge, and the teetering, the downward glance, the earth a blur below.”

She went on like that for three pages as she listened to the music and pictured Cynthia behind her synthesizer, and then Cynthia sprawled on her bed in her panties.

Should she send her word art to Cynthia? Would it seem romantic or just crazed? Being crazed was romantic. That certainly seemed to be Cynthia’s view of things. She didn’t mind appearing foolish. It was true what Cynthia had said, that the music’s qualities were enhanced by her physical presence, even her imagined presence. Antonia wouldn’t give a fuck about this music if it was made by some random, ratty-looking guy. But, well. It wasn’t.

She decided to send her “notes” as an email attachment, subject line “inspired by yr music.” She was tired and high enough that she didn’t have time to regret it before falling asleep.

In the morning, she woke at 9:00 to an email from Cynthia that had been sent at 5:22 a.m. Cynthia’s name in bold next to hers in the inbox set off a burst of panic and desire.

“Oh goodness wow, thank you!!!!” it read in its entirety.

OK. Sure. She’d done something silly, and she’d gotten a silly response in return. She read the email a couple more times, searching for more, a PS in a subsequent email, a hidden “xoxo.” But there was nothing. Why did it make her so sad?

She rolled over and pressed her fingers to her temples. Cynthia’s face had begun to fade. In another hour or two, if she worked at it, it would be gone.






Part IV








10.
Aaron



Once, after reading a book about the American Communist Party, Aaron had asked his father whether he’d thought of his family as “working class” when he was growing up. His father had hesitated, and then stumbled over his response.

“We were—well, I didn’t want to think of it, really, but we felt—I mean, we were poor, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Aaron knew the situation—four siblings, war-damaged father, anxious, distant mother. He had grown up visiting these people, had spent hours in the one-story house across from the church, in the perpetually dying (but somehow never fully dead) mill town where his father had grown up. He had been trying to deduce his father’s degree of class consciousness, possibly the roots of his identification with the Republican party, not shame him for growing up without money. He felt anxious about triggering his embarrassment, but his father had recovered quickly and entered into a familiar monologue about how, even though it wasn’t always easy, his parents had always worked to make sure they had everything they really needed, they never felt poor, or not usually, and so on. Aaron had let him change the subject to the Red Sox at the earliest convenient juncture, and they’d never returned to it.

That conversation came back to him now as he sat at his father’s hospital bedside. The memory was prompted, surely, by his father’s current state of fragility after a fainting spell in his kitchen three days earlier, which had left him with a broken elbow, three cracked ribs, a punctured lung, and a concussion. Besides that (!), he was, apparently, all right—heart and brain officially old, but no worse than would be expected at his age. He was still in the ICU because his lung wouldn’t stay inflated, and required some sort of sinister tube in his chest to suck out the fluid as he slept.

Aaron tried to concentrate on the issue of Harper’s he’d brought with him, but he kept getting distracted by his phone. It didn’t correspond to his image of himself to be sitting here scrolling away while he was on visiting duty, mostly because it was the expected thing to do. He started reading Antonia’s ten-thousand-word excerpt about the limitations of climate grief, but failing to find much purchase, he returned to his phone and took compulsive laps through the endless rotation of photos of people he sort of knew and their children and dogs. How had he ever lived without this? He saw that Malcolm had taken a break from posting cutesy, semi-ironic pictures of his pregnant wife to put up a faux-humble announcement that he’d sold a new novel, a sequel to the prep-school thing. That first book had not been good, and he didn’t expect this one to be any better. Aaron wanted to believe he could keep his personal and aesthetic judgments separate, but they tended to eventually converge. He tapped the heart under his post.

He felt competitive only in the sense that he knew he could do better than Malcolm, if he could manage to do anything at all. Cassandra had once referred to Malcolm as his “bad twin,” and they’d bantered about how maybe actually Malcolm was the good twin, and Aaron the bad one, and they’d locked the wrong one in the attic, etc. Deep down, despite everything, Aaron knew he was the good twin. At least he cared about the right things. That was probably always what the bad twin thought.

He considered opening the app he’d downloaded that gave him a well-stocked inventory of hookup options both back in the greater Boston area and in the immediate vicinity of the hospital. The icon sat there on his phone, inert now but containing so much potential for destruction. He was worried he would become immediately and irreversibly addicted if he tried swiping, chatting, or, god forbid, actually meeting the guys (or, he amended a little stagily, girls, if the right one came along) waiting in there. But his deeper worry was something harder to define. Immersing himself in the app would be admitting something about what he wanted in a way that he still hadn’t otherwise. He knew he’d wanted Xavier, yes, and he’d had a sincere interest in cock, if not an overwhelming need for it, before that. (Reason not the need!) In the years during which he’d moved through life in a fog of impulse, he had not required a technological middleman. His recklessness had drawn him to others who recognized a kindred desire. But, sober, he felt shy and vulnerable again, the way he had before he discovered the substances.

He was, more prosaically, afraid to discover what he actually wanted, now that there was nothing holding him back. His occasional hookups, and then the thing with Xavier, had been ventures taken from the safety of straight life, Cass serving as a ready-made, if flimsy, excuse for why he had abjured anything resembling an identity or community. He also worried about the judgment he would face if he met up with someone he liked who was in better shape than he was, or who had more experience than he did, neither of which would be difficult to achieve. He didn’t like the idea of having to explain himself, or of being assessed on new terms. He swore he would join CrossFit as soon as he got back to Boston. He’d do some research, learn more about proper sex etiquette and good clubs and such. Then, maybe, he would allow himself to get out there. To get out.

He’d been monkish for a while now, assuming (accurately, he imagined) that monks watched “MMF threesome” and “forced bi” videos most nights and some mornings. He felt a certain grim glory in revisiting his bachelor self, reading and watching whatever he wanted, picking up sandwiches from the good Italian place down the street and eating them on his favorite bench, watching the bulky-coated Belmonters trundle on their way to wherever. He had so rarely allowed himself to be alone, for fear of boredom, fear of fear. But for now, for once, solitude was mostly suiting him.

It was possible, though, that he couldn’t write without drinking or fucking. And that … that would be a shame.



When Evelyn called about his father’s fall, on the last day of April, it had felt very familiar. The waves of crises and losses had been steady enough over the past year that it seemed only natural that his father, too, would be pulled into the tide. He was grateful it wasn’t something worse. Xavier had died the previous October, an event that Aaron had immediately understood would necessitate the end of his relationship with Cassandra. It had felt possible, for the months leading up to then, to live in two worlds at once, to get off privately on the idea of Xavier while tending to a domestic life that kept him sober and relatively sane. It wasn’t a magnificently happy life, no, but it was a workable holding pattern, at least until it felt safe to address its obvious shortcomings. Of course, it wasn’t fair to Cassandra; nothing about their relationship was.

But he had not been able to keep the loss of Xavier to himself. That would have felt more punishing than what he’d been doing before. Debasing, even. And worse, it would have felt like an insult to Xavier. If he didn’t, couldn’t, explain the full scope of his grief to Cass, it was in part because he didn’t completely understand it himself.

Last year, after being out of touch for months, Xavier had started texting again in early June as though their Chinatown bender had never happened. Maybe, in Xavier’s addled memory, it hadn’t. “still think about you a lot, wonder what’s up” was what Xavier had written to break the silence, and Aaron was right back there with him, trying to catch Xavier’s eye across the lunch table, freeing his dick from his straining briefs in order to perform an inelegant but apparently effective-enough hand job. That summer, Aaron discovered that you could, in fact, live almost entirely in your imagination, especially if your imagination was periodically goosed by lubricious texts and emails from the fantasized other. And Xavier was living enough for both of them, at least based on his self-reporting. Rather than feeling jealous, Aaron mostly felt grateful for being vicariously included in Xavier’s tales of getting blitzed and fucked in the sundry semilegal dance and sex spaces he frequented. It was safe, in fact, to live vicariously, both epidemiologically and in the name of protecting his increasingly fragile sense of self. Which consisted of what, exactly? A hedonist who didn’t drink; a codependent heterosexual who thought a lot about wanting to fuck this one guy? A gay friend to whom he’d confessed his fixation on Xavier had expressed disbelief that such feelings could be possible in someone as “fashion passive” as Aaron, which was maybe the best burn he’d ever received. But the feelings were genuine, even if he didn’t know what to do with them.

He and Xavier had texted regularly through that year, though there were significant pauses, usually initiated by Xavier, during which Aaron had grown sick with worry and fear—that something had happened to him, sure, but primarily that Xavier might have found someone else on whom to expend his attention and desire. Even when their messages weren’t explicitly sexual, even when Xavier was just complaining about how boring his afternoon was, they carried a libidinal charge for Aaron. He didn’t know how much of this was simply because he was flattered to be desired, even in this careless way, by a man he considered beautiful. Xavier gave him shit for being “SO proud of yrself for being medium gay,” and, even though he was more than ten years his junior, took it as his duty to educate Aaron on various aspects of the culture. He was happy to accept the schooling, even if he was already somewhat versed in its subjects—poppers, P-town, sure, yes. Aaron felt a surge of excitement when he typed the words “your cock” that he couldn’t remember feeling when he texted paeans to anybody’s pussy. Was it the words themselves that held the appeal, their novelty and sonority? It probably wasn’t just the words.

And yet, he made no serious effort to try to see him, either furtively or in an aboveboard way, nor did Xavier come to him. Aaron was more comfortable at a distance, and he thought Xavier probably didn’t care enough to make an effort. Some days he imagined the most ridiculously corny shit, the two of them living on an unspecified beach (Key West?), somehow both clean, somehow with plenty to talk about.

When he got the news, he hadn’t heard from Xavier in two weeks, not terribly unusual, but bothersome enough that Aaron had sent a few fairly pathetic messages trying to get his attention. Xavier’s final text to Aaron had been the not especially memorable “night dude,” but Aaron’s to Xavier, the last in a series, presumably unread, was “just saw le samourai, ever seen? young delon reminds me of you a little, ha…”

It took the news of his death to make Aaron realize how much he had invested in his fantasy of this man whom he hardly knew. That revelation, and the surrounding grief, sent him into a depression that made it impossible for him to maintain even the veneer of equilibrium he’d been almost, he thought, pulling off. He didn’t want to drink, given the amount of effort he’d put into quitting, but he also didn’t really want to be conscious. He sat in his and Cass’s bedroom watching the complete filmographies of classic-era studio directors, with an emphasis on the poorly regarded hack stuff that could only be found in grainy rips on the Internet Archive. He went to bed early and slept late.

Not long after that, Cassandra suggested—firmly—that they officially open the relationship (after their unofficial openings with, most recently, Xavier and Miller). This made sense, given that they were not having sex and barely communicating. But when she started going out multiple times a week, he was surprised by how upset he felt. It was perfectly fair, of course. He’d imagined she might have desires and feelings and such, but somehow the reality of what that meant in practice had been outside of his mental purview. Was it pure male bullshit that his sense of possession had outlasted his physical desire? He’d thought he would be happy for her, but instead it made him terribly lonely whenever she was out, and even more sullen when she came home from her adventures. Out of some combination of loyalty to Xavier and genuine bafflement with regard to his own feelings, Aaron didn’t take advantage of the new freedom. He didn’t want anyone besides the person it was now impossible to have. His few instances of awkward, desperate sex with Xavier had gained a retroactive innocence, a halo they surely hadn’t earned.

One night, Aaron and Cassandra took MDMA and really talked about things for what seemed like the first time in years, and he felt something in himself startle open. She didn’t hate him, she said, but she was terrifically hurt by the way he had made himself unreachable. Why, if he was so unhappy—if he didn’t love her—hadn’t he just left? Well, the love thing wasn’t that simple, he’d said. He didn’t not love her, or not exactly. And he was afraid to change anything for fear it would get worse. At least this was a hell he knew. Not hell, he corrected himself when he saw what her face did in response. A supportive and loving purgatory, perhaps. I don’t want to be your purgatory, she said forlornly. Nor I yours, he said. You shouldn’t have to be. We shouldn’t.

Neither of them could afford the apartment alone, but since Cassie was the one with a real job and schedule, they decided she would stay there, keep the dog, and find a roommate. (He’d thought he would care more about losing Lenny, but honestly, it was a relief.) Aaron’s father had driven up with a U-Haul and helped him pack and move his things across the city to Belmont, where he’d found a good-enough-for-now room in a house full of grad students. He was still just young enough to pass for a very delinquent PhD candidate.

His father had been disappointed about the breakup, in no small part because he feared it would cause Aaron to drink, and he offered to let him move back in for as long as he needed to. But Aaron couldn’t bring himself to return, and he was confident he’d be able to maintain his sobriety on his own. His relationship to the world had been slowly and painfully shifting since the lost weekend with Xavier, and when he finally moved out of the apartment he’d shared with Cassandra, he felt the last vestige of an ache for self-negation vanish.

Even so, he didn’t much enjoy the couple of parties he attended once parties started occasionally being a thing again. People acted happy to see him, exclaimed over how healthy he looked. But he sensed, or imagined, an undertow of wariness, the look of people who weren’t sure whether they were seeing a ghost. They didn’t quite believe in him yet. For his part, he felt he could see them all too clearly, their fear and sadness unmasked, rather than covered up, by drunken chitchat. He felt the need to leave these gatherings before they got rowdy, i.e., before they actually became fun. It was less fear of temptation than simple boredom. Or so he told himself.



His father’s face looked better than it had the first day after his fall, but there was still some bruising around his right eye, yielding a healthy stream of “you should have seen the other guy” humor. Aaron had actually been hit—and, separately, hit the floor face-first—enough times to know that this would take a while to heal. The hospital was in Trenton, which, for understandable reasons, had the best trauma unit in the county, but also a frighteningly vast, underlit, and depopulated outdoor parking lot and crowded waiting rooms to which the police had been called to disrupt “incidents” twice in the three days Aaron had been visiting. The nurses were cool and competent, though, fending off his father’s entitlement by treating him like an exhausted toddler, deploying equal parts coddling and blatant gaslighting. Perhaps this would serve as a useful model for dealing with family members when he left the hospital as well. His father had his own room at least, a perk of being stuck in the ICU rather than with the general population. The goal, when his father woke up, Aaron had been told, was to get him to eat something, some Jell-O at least, anything. The idea of trying to fulfill this task made Aaron feel old. This was what happened when you got old. Your parents fell apart and you had to try to make them eat Jell-O.

His father opened his eyes, jerked his head up in a panic.

“Hey, I’m here,” Aaron said. “It’s OK.”

“OK, right,” his father said hoarsely. He settled his head back against his pillow.

“You want some water?”

His father gave a minute chin tilt, and Aaron held out the plastic cup with the long straw. His father sipped greedily, while making ironic “so it’s come to this” eyes. Aaron and his people would never not be self-aware. His father withdrew his head from the straw and lay back.

“Well, I feel terrible,” his father said.

“That makes sense,” Aaron said. “Do you want them to increase the pain stuff?”

“Making me too tired.”

“Right, but the point is for you to breathe without your ribs hurting so much.”

“I’ll breathe. I promise. I’ll have more later.”

His father’s eyes were unfocused. He didn’t have his contact lenses in, and refused, even now, to wear his glasses out of some lingering sense of jockish pride.

“Here, you’re supposed to eat something,” Aaron said, holding up a piece of paper that served as the day’s menu. “They’ve got a grilled cheese. Hard to mess that up. You want that?”

“Not hungry,” his father said.

“You have to eat something. I promised Evelyn I’d try.”

His father glanced around his immediate area, as though looking for backup. His eyes settled on a yogurt container on the desk area by the television.

Another head tilt. Aaron retrieved the yogurt and peeled the foil off the top. He tore open the flimsy package of plastic cutlery on his tray and took out the spoon.

“You wanna sit up?”

His father winced as the back of his bed rose to a forty-five-degree angle. Aaron stuck the spoon in the cup and handed it over—neither of them was ready yet for spoon-feeding. His father took small, experimental bites, contemplating them without apparent enjoyment.

“Taste all right?” Aaron said.

“Yeah,” his father said. “Good.”

“Good.”

He slowly and single-mindedly ate the whole thing, then handed the container to Aaron.

“That was really fucking amazing,” he whispered. “Let’s get the grilled cheese.”

When his father finished the sandwich, Aaron felt a sense of accomplishment for the first time in recent memory. His father had needed to eat; Aaron had made it happen. They watched a basketball game neither of them cared about on the TV for a while. Aaron was unable to make anything but the most superficial comments (“Wow, he looks really hurt”), but, given his father’s condition, that was enough. During a commercial break, his father turned to him.

“You seeing anybody? Thinking about it?”

“Not right now, no,” Aaron said. “Still kind of processing everything, I guess.”

“Hear you.”

“It’s kind of hard with Covid still. Hard to meet people.”

His father widened his eyes at him.

“It is! And I’m out of practice, obviously.”

“Sure,” his father said.

Was that sarcasm? He had come to suspect that his father was not quite as inattentive to emotional nuance as he pretended to be. Aaron knew he had been vague to the point of suspicion about the end of his relationship with Cass, and his divorced father would not be at all shocked to learn he’d fallen for someone else. But that wasn’t really what the problem was. His father was not a bigot, thankfully, but Aaron also had no interest in being supported in his choices. Would there, perhaps, be some clarity, though, if Aaron told him about Xavier? He’d spent much of his life trying to convince his father he wasn’t some … pansy, perhaps, was the most inclusive word. Maybe it would all be easier if he simply admitted that he was one.

Probably not today, though.

“I’m figuring it out,” he said. “Really. It might be a little, um, messy. But I think I’m doing pretty OK.”

“Well … that’s good,” his father said.

“How are you feeling?” Aaron said. “What’s your pain level?”

“Worse,” his father said.

“Should we get you the drugs?”

His father looked panicked again for a moment. The panic gave way to a wince, some small body adjustments, and a nod. Aaron pressed the call button for the nurse.

“Evelyn really appreciates you coming,” his father said. “She’s grateful for the break.”

Aaron tried to keep the feeling out of his response.

“And you?”

“Me what?”

“Do you appreciate me being here?”

He saw, for a moment, the look from their working-class conversation.

“Why would you ask me that?” he said. “Come on, Aar.”

“I’m just saying,” Aaron said carefully. “It wouldn’t hurt to say it.”

The look on his face indicated, however, that it would.



When his father was asleep again, Aaron texted Evelyn with updates—tube still in, eating some food, a little less foggy—and gathered himself to leave. The route out of the hospital had become familiar: through the waiting room with the perpetually blaring television tuned to HGTV, down the elevator, through the long, quiet hallway featuring blown-up historical photographs of Trenton when there were horses and top hats and shit, out to the dim lobby with a sad little Easter display. He revolved his way out of the one functional door and moved quickly to his car.

As he drove back to his father’s house, his mind returned to Cassandra. Staying out here again, back in their “wing” of the house, brought last spring—when, not coincidentally, his longing for Xavier had been most acute—back into focus. He’d thought he was protecting Cass, but he knew now that keeping Xavier to himself had been a regressive instinct. That Cassandra loved him as much as she did had put her at a terrible disadvantage. Sure, he hadn’t known the whole truth—still didn’t, possibly never would—but. He had certainly suspected it.

His father’s house was quiet when he walked in the back door through the garage. So much space to himself. And to what end?

He got a seltzer from the fridge and sat down with his laptop at the kitchen island. It felt less lonely to be in a central location, even if no one else was home. After reading the news and the music blog and the indie film listings site, he absentmindedly opened a new message in his email and began typing, leaving the addressee and subject lines blank. He wrote the first things that came into his head, and then continued. It felt, if not good, then at least like … something. After an hour of this, he was surprised to find that he was telling the truth.







11.
Malcolm



I met up with Thomas and Nicola in the bar at the Tiger Club, the old restaurant and hotel on Mercer Street where Thomas’s father was a member. It was a stodgy, homely place, carpeted in tans and browns and decorated with portraits of dead men, Princeton presidents, and actual presidents, now glowering forever over thin white tablecloths stained faintly by years of broth dribbled from shaky spoons. Thomas and Nicola, in from Oregon for the weekend to celebrate his mom’s seventieth birthday, were staying there because Thomas’s parents’ home, admirably modest by local standards, was full of visiting family members, and it was decided that he and his still sort-of new girlfriend should “have some privacy.” Thomas’s parents lived nearby, across the highway and the train tracks, in the true suburbs built half a century ago to replace the fields and farms outside of the town. Their neighborhood was down the road from where the aliens landed in War of the Worlds, the Orson Welles version at least, a piece of trivia that we’d delighted in as teenagers in thrall to weirdness and disruption while living in, we thought, the dullest place on earth.

Places like the Tiger Club had always existed in the background of my life, but I’d only been inside this one a couple of times, once for a reception after Thomas’s grandfather died while we were in college, and again for his parents’ anniversary a few years ago. Growing up here, one took odd, privileged things for granted; even if one was not quite of them, one was not impressed. As a local, it was your role to sneak into such places, or to otherwise use them to your advantage. The worst that would happen is that someone would ask you to leave.

Thomas had moved to Portland from DC during the pandemic to be with Nicola, who was doing her residency there. We were at a weird juncture—it would be mostly those going forward, it seemed—in which people felt moderately comfortable doing things again, though it was highly dependent on the thing and the particular people in question. Mine and Violet’s first plane trip since this all started had been to visit Thomas and Nicola in the late spring, soon after we’d gotten vaccinated. They’d accepted our presence as houseguests, but we’d done almost everything outside, hiking and eating and drinking out in the still-chilly weather. I doubted they’d been in a real bar yet until now, and this one was completely empty save for them. I didn’t even see a bartender.

“This a ghost bar?” I said.

“Oh yeah,” Thomas said. He hopped off his stool and gave me a hug. “Ya got your spirits, ya got your, uh, Bloody Marys…”

“The answer was BOOze, clearly,” Nicola said.

“I was trying not to be obvious,” Thomas said. “It isn’t even close to Halloween.”

It was, in fact, mid-October.

“You just pouring your own drinks, then?” I said. “Club privileges?”

“No, there’s a guy,” Thomas said. “He’s just, like, the all-around night man. He’s somewhere, but what, are we supposed to not drink in this place?”

“That does seem inadvisable,” I said. I took a seat at the bar and surveyed the bottles, their half-full drinks, the vibes. “Manhattans?”

“Seemed safe,” Nicola said. She couldn’t have been much taller than five feet, but she radiated a nervous energy that expanded to fill any room she was in. She had long, curly blond hair and tended to wear a lot of eye makeup, like a new wave star. Her facial features seemed to change more than most people’s—sometimes she looked ancient, other times like a child. Her whole being seemed to promise flux, shift.

“Should I go find him?” I said.

“I can do it,” Thomas said. “He has certain places he likes.” He put his face mask on—black, cloth—and wandered out of the bar, down a dark hallway.

“Welcome to New Jersey,” Nicola said.

“I’m, you know, always here, in my head,” I said. “I mean, not here here.”

There was a portrait of Woodrow Wilson directly behind the bar. Still not canceled at the Tiger! It would have been funny to take a picture of Nicola in front of it and post it online.

“I know Thomas is glad you came out,” she said. “I don’t think it counts as being home unless you’re here.”

“Ah, you know I just came to see you, Nic,” I said. “I’ve had plenty of Thomas.”

“You and me both, brother.”

I couldn’t tell if there was anything real behind that, and Thomas, trailing the night man, was back.

“Oh, wow, thank you!” Nicola said. “We’re so sorry to bother.”

“It is no problem,” the man said. He was Hispanic, middle-aged, wearing a suit and a surgical mask. Nicola put her mask on. I did not.

“Maybe just make, like, four Manhattans?” Thomas said. “And that’ll do us until morning.”

“All Manhattans?” the man said, behind the bar again, gesturing at the three of us.

“Yes, but with one extra,” Nicola said. “Or, do you want one, too?”

“No, Miss.”

“Just make as many as you want to,” Thomas said. “I suggest four.”

We sat quietly and watched as he measured out the alcohol, shook it, poured it into three glasses.

“Wonderful!” Thomas said. “We really appreciate it.”

He put a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. The man walked away, back down the hallway he’d come from, without taking it.

“Well,” Thomas said. “Cheers.”

A couple of sips helped tip me into sharing the giddiness of the situation. We were kids up late, sneaking drinks, bothering adults. We were guests in our hometown, privileged but self-aware. It was fun to have come from money as long as you knew you didn’t deserve it.

“Violet’s working?” Nicola said.

“No, she’s just tired,” I said. “All that gestating.”

“It’s a lot of work!” Nicola said. “I mean, I haven’t tried it, but.”

“She was kind of pretending it wasn’t, but now she’s like definitely really pregnant and just needs to chill sometimes. She wouldn’t even admit she was sick when she had Covid, but this is harder to ignore.”

The truth was, I wasn’t sure of the degree to which Violet was actually finding things more tiring than before. It seemed possible—and she would be the first to admit this—that she was using her condition as a socially acceptable excuse not to do things she didn’t feel like doing. The continuing unfairness of biological essentialism empowered her to do whatever she wanted, pretty much forever. She had a lower threshold for socializing than I did to begin with, especially since all of our friends and acquaintances, in her words, “never stopped complaining about everything, as if we were the only generation that had ever had to deal with difficult shit.” Violet believed in diminishing returns, that once one became bored and restless, there was no point in continuing on—things would only get worse. I knew from hard-won experience that things could always turn around, especially with drugs. But Violet was less inclined than I to make use of such resources.

“Only gonna get harder,” Thomas said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be a baller uncle. Take it hunting and the like. Ice fishing. Drones. Nothing will be spared.”

“You hate drones,” Nicola said.

“Yes, but for this special lad, I will overcome my aversion. That’s the kind of man I am. Or will be.”

The manic volubility didn’t necessarily contradict Nicola’s recent text messages to me that Thomas had been unusually on edge lately. There’d been little hint of that in May when we’d visited, but it often required hours of careful inquiry to find out what was going on in Thomas’s head. I was drawn to people with “big personalities,” the talkers, the drinkers, the carriers-on. But the people I loved the most—Thomas, Violet—were made of subtler stuff, their depths slowly revealed over many years, at unexpected moments, rather than declared up front. I had, with later-life friends, occasionally mistaken dullness for subtlety, imagining there must be something going on behind an unshakable façade. Often these people were physically attractive, surely part of the reason I gave them the benefit of the doubt. And I suppose there are worse things in life than tolerating a beautiful, boring person.

“These drinks aren’t bad,” I said. “They’re stiff, at least.”

“I really might just make the next round myself,” Thomas said. “I’m a great bartender. As you know. I don’t think they’ll mind.”

“I liked your piece,” Nicola said to me. “About the lesbian basketball movie. I want to see that.”

“It’s pretty great,” I said. “I don’t know why there aren’t more movies like that. It’s basically Personal Best but slightly less problematic.”

“Still directed by a dude.”

Thomas grabbed the bottle of rye from behind the bar, looked back over his shoulder furtively, then poured a healthy amount into his drink. I put my hand over my glass when he waved the bottle toward me.

“Gotta drive,” I said.

“Aw, you’re trying to be a dad, aren’t you?” Nicola said.

“Why not,” I said. “Though Vi’s cousin told me he didn’t really get into drinking until after he had kids. So, we’ll see.”

This was definitely not the plan. Violet’s mother was an alcoholic, as was that half of her extended family. (The Catholic half—shocking.) They were objects of distant, longstanding unhappiness, rather than acute pain—things for Violet to very occasionally go to church about. But I was hoping I might break that particular cycle.

Thomas looked softer around the edges, older. None of us was exercising enough. Too much sitting. I thought I could worry myself thin, but it turned out that didn’t really work without cigarettes, and I had managed to quit smoking a few years earlier. I’d settled into a semi-content fullness of body. I couldn’t fit into my favorite expensive jacket anymore, and my good skinny jeans had lost their intended effect. Violet had always been the fitter one in our household, and even with seven months of baby inside her, she outpaced me in physical well-being by all possible metrics. She ran much more frequently than I did, had gone back to the gym without excess worry about contagion. I would have to get over my ambient angst and specific dislike of fitness centers, I supposed, if I wanted to wear my nice things again.

“Tell him about your dad,” Nicola said to Thomas abruptly.

“Oh,” he said. “Really?”

“You don’t have to tell me about anything,” I said.

“He wanted me to talk to you. But it’s a little embarrassing.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Nicola said.

I kept quiet, waiting to be told what was going on.

“OK, he’s writing a book,” Thomas said. “Or, maybe, has written a book? And he really wants to get your advice.”

“What’s the book?” I said.

“Well … it’s definitely, um, inspired by current events. It’s kind of a government thriller, I think, in his telling? And the villain is definitely Marxism. And the CDC. But that’s pretty much all I’ve gotten.”

“Huh. Sounds bad.”

“Oh, certainly. Would you look at it, though? He’s gotten pretty weird this year, and if it’s truly, I don’t know, psychotic, I might need to intervene or something. I hope it’s just regular bad, politically and/or aesthetically. That I can deal with.”

“Maybe it’s actually good?” Nicola said.

“Sure!” Thomas said. “And then ol’ Malc here can help get it published.”

Even though he was joking, the invocation of publishing gave me a shimmer of panic. Violet had, rather than quitting her job outright, dramatically reduced her hours, working just enough so that she kept our health insurance and other benefits. She was happier, yes, though it wasn’t clear this was enough change for her yet. After the paid maternity leave ended, she was contemplating going back to school to become a therapist, though given her lack of patience for the emotional vicissitudes of others, this did not seem to me like the ideal path for her. In the meantime, we were spending down our savings, and the forthcoming little spud would eventually cost us a Brooklyn fortune in childcare. So in the spring, I’d managed, in a fit of hubris borne of financial desperation, to sell my next book on proposal as a sequel to the first one. I’d gotten a bigger advance, more money than I’d thought likely or wise, especially given the fact that I hadn’t written it yet.

The pressure of having a contract and a deadline would force me into a burst of productivity, I’d thought, but it led instead to full-blown paralysis. The proposed novel was even more of a desperate smorgasbord than the one I’d published, with the first book’s protagonist now taking a “gap year” before college by working in Glacier National Park, where he gets caught up in a cross-border, drug- and trophy-animal-smuggling operation led by a charismatic French-Canadian dominatrix. I thought if I could just make it sexy and violent, I’d be able to keep myself interested enough to work out whatever double-crossings and other assorted plot mechanisms would be necessary to make it cohere. I’d be like Raymond Chandler—roping in the mystery people with the subject matter, while signaling to those in the know that the language and atmosphere were the real achievement. Unfortunately, I was not Raymond Chandler.

The obvious answer was to take a lot of speed, eat some edibles, and crank the thing out in a stoned, jittery blur, as had been my method in the past, and have other people help me fix it later. But after Violet got pregnant, I finally started taking antidepressants and laying off the other substances with the hope of, you know, staying alive for a while. And I did feel better, in a bland, unalienated kind of way. But the deadline still loomed. Violet had gotten tired of the sex in exchange for pages deal, so I’d resorted to watching recent schlocky television shows in the hope of finding things to rip off. They made me want to write a four-hundred-page novel that was all a single sentence, or one that didn’t include the letter u.

Violet’s pregnancy had made her newly authoritative, which I appreciated. For the first few months after we found out about it, I was wary of sex, afraid of dislodging the pebble of flesh I’d worked so hard to fertilize, or, a little later, of hurting Violet or our burgeoning progeny. But she heckled me out of my anatomically illiterate imaginings, urged me to, for now, not think of the children. So I tried to be, I don’t know, gentle in my ministrations, rather than overtly careful. Nobody likes careful. I let her perch over my cock in dramatic anticipation for long enough that, by the time I was inside her, neither of us lasted very long, hence shortening the amount of time I had to fret about messing up the baby. When she was feeling generous, Violet indulged my continued interest in being treated as an unworthy courtier at the base of her throne, i.e., being ignored, but in a sexy way.

Worrying about sex was easier than worrying about its most notable consequence. He—the pronoun unavoidable, despite our best efforts, once the doctors told us—was due in December. I was nervous, obviously, but the reality of what that change would entail was so unimaginable that it left a blank space where my fear would usually be. And I was looking forward to the parts of fatherhood that I could anticipate—telling the lad which Altman movies to watch, refusing to let him have a cell phone until he was eighteen, taking him to the sad zoo in Prospect Park and letting him come to his own conclusions about the morality of zoos. The beach. Nose piercings. It was all ahead of him, if we could get him here.

“And where’s your book, Woody?” I said to Thomas now.

He’d been threatening for a decade to write a book that explained the nature of consciousness “once and for all.” He was not, it should be noted, a philosopher or neurologist or anything of the sort. He was just a very confident statistician overpaid by a tech company to do things I didn’t understand.

“Oh, it’ll be here before you know it,” he said. “It’s just dying to meat you. That’s meat with an a.”

“Obviously,” I said.

Poor Nicola.

“But yeah, dunno, maybe one less book in the world wouldn’t be the worst thing,” he said. “Once you’ve got your franchise off the ground, it’s gonna be enough work just reading all your beast sellers.”

“Me and your dad,” I said. “Top of the pops.”



At my mother’s house, I found Violet sitting up in bed, in “my” bedroom. Since my mother had moved into this house in my mid-twenties, I’d only occupied it on short visits over the past decade. The room was filled with random bric-a-brac from past family life—photographs of me and my sisters at various stages of development, books that I’d forgotten or abandoned at this house or in the last one. A giant, framed print of a girl and a sunflower had been leaning against the nonworking fireplace for as long as I could remember.

Even though she was seven months pregnant, Violet, through a combination of exercise and genetic luck, still wasn’t terribly big, and when she was out in the world, she could pass, with the right clothing and jacket choices, as unencumbered. Splayed on the bedspread in a tank top and panties, however, her belly was unmistakably present, and a source of relief every time I observed it in its full planetary glory. Sometimes I thought it was all a dream, our getting married during the lockdown, the pregnancy, the impending kid. I didn’t want it to be. I was ready, I thought, for reality. This was the first important thing in my life that hadn’t sent me into an existential panic. Maybe that meant something?

“How’s the gang?” Violet said.

I started sitting down on the bed, and Violet pointed wordlessly at the floor. I loved that she did this now, sometimes without me asking. Marriage!

I settled on my knees on the hardwood floor.

“Holiday cheer was moderate,” I said. “Thomas’s dad is writing a book? This is a cause of concern. Nicola looked super cute, though.”

“Hmmm. How did Thomas look?”

“Also cute. Handsome. But aging a little. Sadly.”

“That’s acceptable for men. Are they gonna get married?”

I shrugged, shifted down to a sitting position. Violet allowed it.

“She probably wants a ‘real’ wedding, and she’s very virus conscious. I bet they will, in like, 2025.”

“I didn’t think she was like that. Wedding-y.”

Our elopement had made us smug. We’d both felt justified by our decision when, at an outdoor barbecue three months later, our fathers gave toasts that cited my dedicated sports fandom and her “passionate interests” as the primary reasons we were a “good fit.”

“Maybe I’m impugning her honor,” I said. “I don’t actually know what she wants.”

I almost asked her how she was feeling before remembering not to. Violet preferred that her pregnancy never be referenced unless she brought it up first, and sometimes not even then. She did not want to be defined by her physical state, almost as much as she did not want to be defined, eventually, by motherhood. The only time we directly discussed what was happening inside her body was during and directly after the OB-GYN appointments, at which we were routinely flabbergasted by the continued fact of her pregnancy. Otherwise, she insisted on maintaining her sights—blinkered, perhaps, in this case—on the present, thus prolonging the illusion of autonomy for a little while longer.

“Do you think you deserve to be on the bed?” Violet said.

“Yes, I think so,” I said.

“Have you brushed your teeth? Cleaned up?”

“No.”

“Get washed up. Maybe it’s your turn to get fucked. But probably not.”

When I came back to the room I put on her pink silk slip, and she let me lick her legs while she finished her chapter. Happily—I’d become a cheap date—that was it for the night.

In the morning, I had a text message from Cassandra and a WhatsApp message from a “Mr Beverly.” The profile picture was of Thomas’s father, whose last name was not Beverly. I opened Cassandra’s message first, a continuation of an ongoing exchange. “I just still don’t understand his lack of human care, you know? For all my shit, I try to be real, I try not to hurt people. Even you (no shade we were children) were more considerate to me than A is being. you can’t just disappear from someone’s life! People are so fucking disappointing.”

“It’s true,” I wrote back. “I’m sorry.”

I wondered whether Aaron was writing again. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the answer to be. I could have texted him myself; maybe now that he wasn’t with Cassandra, and wasn’t such a mess, we’d become friends again. He would hate my book, though. If I ever wrote it.

I texted Antonia: “How’s the Dionysian?”

She wrote back immediately: “so bad! what is wrong with me! why are the pretty ones always insane??”

“ha,” I responded. And then: “well if you ever wanna give the ugly another chance we will welcome you back with open arms”

She hearted this. I stopped myself before quoting Leonard Cohen, and then finally forced myself to open the message from Thomas’s father.

“Hallo Malcolm!” it said. “I hear you are interested in reading my ‘magnum opus,’ though I worry it is more of a ‘petite mort.’ I suppose there’s no reason it can’t be both!”

It was hard to know how to respond to such a message. I decided to treat it as a perfectly reasonable communication.

“Ha, I guess why not!” I wrote. “I’d be happy to read anything you’d like to send, but no pressure! Hope all is well with you.”

I put the phone down and rolled over. I vaguely remembered hearing Violet get up and out of bed at some earlier juncture. I would become a morning person when I had to, I swore it. I went back to sleep. I woke up to a litany of new messages from Thomas’s father.

“HAPPY to read, or genuinely interested?”

“There does seem to be a substantive difference you know!”

“I do think it will be of interest to a certain subset of readers, if not of what is called general interest. But I’m not sure I understand the categories.”

“It is not a specialized text.”

I wrote to Thomas: “yr dad is buggin”

“yea” he wrote back.

I went downstairs and found Violet at the kitchen table talking to my mother, who was frying eggs at the stove.

“I just don’t think you’ll regret signing him up for swim class,” my mother said. “And I’d really like to be the one to do that for you. It’s very good for them to be exposed as early as possible.”

“Right, I’m just saying he isn’t born yet, so we have some time.”

“Well, why don’t I just sign him up, and then you can tell me later if you don’t want to do it.”

“I think we should think about it and see if it’s something we want to do.”

“OK, I’ll look into it for you,” my mother said.

“What name are you going to put down, Ma?” I said. “For the snorkeling fetus?”

“Yours, obviously,” she said, not missing a beat. “Good morning! Would you like some eggs?”

“Definitely,” I said. “Violet first, though.”

“Oh believe me, I know you’re not the most important one anymore.”

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” I said to Violet. She shrugged.

“Can you make some real coffee?” she said under her breath.

A few years before, we’d laid in a French press for occasions like this. My mother brewed large quantities of very weak decaf hazelnut coffee and nothing else. I ran upstairs to fetch the beans and the electric grinder we’d brought, and checked my phone.

“I know your politics are similar to Thomas (extreme ‘progressive left’) but I think you have always been a little bit more reasonable than he is. I think you can be a fair adjudicator of my story’s potential even if you disagree with the overall message. The purpose is not to be polemical, but, rather, to illuminate salient points that I believe are being overlooked in the current climate.”

I called Thomas.

“Are you at home?” I said.

“Yeah, why?” he said. “You wanna come over? I’m making French toast, American style. It’s just toast.”

“Is your dad there?”

“He’s at church. Which is why I’m here.”

“He’s texting me a lot. From church.”

“Yeah, he does that,” Thomas said.

“I’m not sure I’m cut out for this,” I said.

“Just tell him you really want to read it. He’s just looking for validation. You kind of do now, right? Want to read it?”

“Not particularly.”

“Uh-oh, the toast is burning. There is a lot of smoke. Smell ya later, fat cat.”

I brought the coffee stuff down and put the water on to boil. Violet and my mother were discussing whether or not we’d be joining her with the baby on the summer trip to New Mexico my mother had planned. Violet, strangely, seemed to not know how she would feel three months after giving birth.

I messaged Thomas’s father: “Hi Mr. Constantine, I’m very interested in reading your book. It sounds fascinating. I’ll look forward to perusing it with unbiased eyes soon.”

After breakfast, Violet and I took a walk into town. My mother had moved here after the divorce, sixteen miles and across the Delaware from the land of my teenhood, the place toward which I would always feel both the most nostalgia and the most gratitude for having escaped alive. The town was less monied and proud of itself than the one I’d grown up in—more antiques than yoga apparel, more bikers than cyclists, gayer but less intellectual. Over the years, I’d found in it what I needed. There was a French bakery, a picked-over bookstore inhabited by cheerless men and cats, an overpriced bistro staffed by troubled youth, a vintage shop with great vibes and terrible clothes.

I wanted to talk about the baby, or barring that, continue the endless debate about whether or not Violet still wanted to be a doctor and thus whether we were going to be able to afford to continue living our life as it was currently constituted, especially if my terrible book didn’t become a hit. But instead of wondering out loud whether anyone we knew wanted to hire me to be a part of their hedge fund, I nattered on about whatever else I could think of—a show of paintings by a Native American abstract expressionist in Houston that I wished I could see, further analysis of the Cassandra and Aaron situation. Finally, I came back to what to do about Thomas’s father.

“It makes sense that he’s acting out,” Violet said. “This whole thing is probably worst for the boomers, who refused to believe they were old. And now it’s like, oh shit, mortality is real.”

“It would be cool if they were actually reckoning with it,” I said. “But I doubt Mr. Constantine wrote, like, Time Out of Mind. I’ve taught a lot of adult learners. They’re just as trapped in the clichés as everybody else.”

“You should just forward it to Thomas and be done with it.”

We waited at the railroad crossing for the “holiday train,” which ran on a loop around the town from October to New Year’s Day, mutating from spooky to fall festive to Christmas-flavored over the months while emitting interminable, piercing screams and white steam.

“I don’t have a lot of fundamental values,” I said. “But one of them might be not sharing words I’ve been asked not to share.”

“You do you, bud,” Violet said.

When we finally got to the French bakery, it was permanently closed.



That night, Thomas and Nicola brought over sushi and beer—Violet had read all the studies and decided she could partake of both in moderation—and my younger sister entertained us with stories about “cursed objects” she’d found recently at the dump. She was a poet.

Violet looked more alive than everyone else at the table, and I admired, even envied, her rude health. A friend with two small children had told me, when Violet got pregnant, that she felt bad for her husband, since he would never get to understand the power of carrying a child and giving birth. I’d told her that I was perfectly happy to cede that life terrain to her and her kind. Now, though, I could see the possibility of envy, at least, the generative lack I would always possess. Violet, I knew, would have happily let me take her place.

“You think you’ll want kids?” my sister asked Nicola. We shared a psychic wavelength, my sister and I, and it was great to have someone around who could speak freely on occasion.

“As long as Thomas does most of the work,” she said. “Or I mean, whoever it is that knocks me up.”

“I like to say I’ll do things, and then I don’t do them,” Thomas said. “That’s what Nic is worried about.”

“You can pay people to watch your babies now, you know,” my sister said. “It’s a hot new trend.”

“Yes, but then what would I complain about?” Nicola said.

“You can definitely still complain,” Violet said. “Having someone else watch your children actually gives you more time to complain.”

“My dream,” Nicola said, “and I’m aware this is a fantasy, is to have a genuine community that watches the future baby, a group of people that knows her and cares about her outside of her biological family.”

“It’s good that you’ve chosen her gender already,” I said. “That can be a tough decision in the moment.”

“I’m gonna steal your baby a lot,” my sister said to Violet. “It might get borderline illegal.”

“That sounds great,” Violet said warily.

The screen of my phone lit up. It was an email from Thomas’s father, subject line: “here it is.”

“At least the pandemic will be mostly over when you have it,” Nicola said. “Delivering Covid babies totally sucked.”

“It’s gonna be so great to never think about this again,” Thomas said. “I’m never gonna wash my hands.”

“Just wait until the next one,” Violet said.

“If it comes for the firstborns, I will scoop up your baby,” my sister said. “And yours, too, Tommy, if you have one. Just leave everything to me.”

We were all, except for my sister, eldest children.



When Thomas and Nicola left, I took out my laptop and opened the email from Mr. Constantine.

“I am eager for your literary wisdom,” Thomas’s father had written. “Please do keep this uncorrected work confidential from the prying masses.”

I downloaded the PDF—it was watermarked—and began reading.

On the first page, a scientist from the CDC hurries through the streets of Atlanta. He checks his watch. Almost midnight. As he looks up, he sees a car speeding straight at him, jumping the curb from the road onto the sidewalk. The scientist dives out of the way as the car crashes into a storefront. A man in a suit and sunglasses emerges unshaken from the car.

“Are you hurt?” says the scientist. “I’m a doctor, I can help you.”

“Like hell you can,” the man says. He pulls a Glock (!) from a holster and shoots the scientist three times in the chest, then bends over his body and removes a folder marked LAB RESULTS from inside the dead scientist’s jacket.

A sense of dread settled over me as I read. Yes, it was as terrible as I’d imagined it would be. But that wasn’t the main source of my unease. I felt a growing cold familiarity. I couldn’t write prose that tedious if I tried, but I recognized the fundamental falseness, the lunging after sensation with no basis in actual experience. It was the voice of desperation, which had become my voice, too.

“Is it bad?” Violet said. She was on the couch next to me reading Antonia’s article about ecocide.

“It’s fine,” I said.

“Really?”

“I mean, no,” I said.

I closed my laptop and sat on the floor by her feet.

“But at least he did his best.”







12.
Antonia



The motor inflating her brother’s air mattress seemed unusually loud to Antonia. It roared like a jet engine in her ears in the small office room where she was meant to sleep. The mattress took shape fairly quickly, at least once Colin had it set on “inflate” rather than “just make noise,” which seemed to be its default setting. The volume felt personal, a kind of assault. Or maybe she had an incipient case of tinnitus from attending too many of Cynthia’s shows, the other bands at which were often even more punishing on the ears than Cynthia’s meandering, feedback-drenched sets. At least now Antonia wouldn’t have to suffer through any more of that. Well. Unless she went back to Cynthia again.

Colin pushed his palm into the mattress, where it sank in deeply enough for him to conclude that the howling machine had not yet completed its task. He gave her a pained smile, like the one you give the person next in line as you exit a public toilet. He was four years younger than she was, and, despite their broadly entwined sensibilities, she sometimes felt that he had been raised in an era different than hers, a subtler, more formal one. Of course, this was possibly a reaction to her distaste for socially imposed conventions—someone in the family had to preserve the peace, at least in that someone’s head.

“… any better?” Colin said, drowned out partially by the sound of the motor.

“Looks like it’s almost there,” Antonia said. The sound had enveloped her—she lived here now, in the shrieking distortion.

“No, I’m asking you,” he said. He finally switched off the thing. “If you’re feeling any better.”

“I hadn’t thought about it for a few minutes,” she said, though of course she had been. “So, yeah, I guess? Until now.”

“A drink would help or make it worse?”

She mimed puking onto the bed at great length, pausing briefly to meet his eyes, then leaning over and continuing to fake puke.

“Oh, sis,” he said. He flopped down on the air mattress, which held his weight in what seemed the appropriate proportions. “I don’t want to go to work tomorrow.”

“Be sick!” she said. “Or take a personal day. Declare your personhood. Be the laziness you want to see in the world.”

“They’re liberal,” he said. “I mean, quote unquote, but they’re still, you know, capitalists.”

Colin worked for a tech start-up—was it still starting up after five years?—that gave doctors access to everyone’s medical records through an app. It was, apparently, very successful. Antonia could not fathom how any person who shared her DNA could possibly be competent in such an endeavor. It was like finding out that a cat had composed an opera: impressive, but maybe you wouldn’t want to actually sit through the result. She assumed that he must have tricked them somehow. The company—that’s what you became, maybe, when you finished starting up—might apparently soon be purchased by a larger company, one that had already made a glass-walled hellscape out of downtown Cambridge and intended to do the same in new, oxymoronic headquarters around the country. The only things with that many heads, she quipped in the poorly attended stand-up special in her brain, are Greek monsters! No, her official position was that as long as her brother didn’t become an asshole, she’d accept that he worked for an evil cabal. She trusted him to kill the right people eventually.

“I’m glad you still have all your books,” she said.

“Maggie’s been, uh, winnowing,” he said. “But so far she’s been satiated by removing the ones I was, like, hiding in the closet and under the bed. The decoys, if you will. Plus now that I have money, I just buy new ones. She claims to be legit worried that the floor is going to collapse into the apartment below us. But I’m like, that’s why we got renter’s insurance, baby! Plus I’m losing weight.”

“You don’t need to lose weight,” she said automatically.

“I want to be a skinny minnie,” he said. “A little twig boy.”

He was six foot one, broad-chested.

“How about a branch man?” she said. “Or a trunk fellow?”

“Whatever.” He kicked his legs up into the air and scooted to the end of the bed before hopping to his feet. “Let us now drink artificially flavored water.”

Her anxiety and despair had been fading into exhaustion since she’d gotten on the train at Penn Station that morning, and she’d been surprised into sudden, deep sleep as soon as she started moving up the Northeast Corridor. She had awoken to—and this was, unfortunately, not her imagination—the fake shutter sound of a picture being taken on a camera phone, and the “oh shit!” of, presumably, a teenager scurrying away before he could be identified. It was horrible, the world she was forced to live in. Had she been sleeping in some particularly mortifying way? Or had the kid just found it hilarious that some fucking idiot had been willing to embarrass herself by falling asleep on a fucking train?

She’d gotten to Colin’s apartment around 5:30, arriving in the thick January darkness, and had spent her first hour in the living room sobbing. Just seeing Colin’s face—his stupid, crooked hockey nose, his angry, ungroomed eyebrows—had set her off. She was embarrassed by how badly she needed his sympathy. She was crying as much at the image of herself as unstrung woman as at the actual circumstances that were making her upset. And the circumstances weren’t new, really; they’d just all coincided such, finally, that she’d found herself unable to soldier on with any kind of equanimity. The slow-rolling destruction of her scholarly ambitions; the repeated humiliations of her bottomless crush on Cynthia; nearly two years of second-guessing every fucking social activity, then having half of them canceled anyway. The latest culmination of the Cynthia saga had been on New Year’s Eve, a holiday for which Antonia had sworn years ago she would never again be out in public. Nevertheless, as the result of one ambiguously worded text, she’d ended up at a sprawling venue in Queens full of experimental noise and light artists. “you want to see me play tonight knockdown ctr probably 11,” Cynthia had written. It was truer without the question mark, but one never knew whether an artist was being intentional with such slippages. It was part of what kept Antonia coming back, this opacity, though she was developing a working theory that opacity was a natural strength of the beautiful and not very intelligent, their inarticulacy serving as weapons of seduction more powerful than carefully chosen words. She knew this girl wasn’t worth the trouble, and yet some part of her—the nerve endings, mostly—refused to accept this. Hence the tears and the anger at 4:00 a.m. when the lights came up, Cynthia too high to realize Antonia had been telling her she loved her for the past two hours, that she needed her and didn’t care what it took for them to be together. It had felt so good to corner Cynthia and unload these words onto her amidst the screeching and clanging and strobe lights. She knew it was pointless, ultimately masochistic, but she simply couldn’t stop herself. The abasement was the entirety of the relationship.

She’d gone home with her, arriving back at the West Village studio just before dawn, and slept until the early afternoon curled in her arms. Upon waking, Antonia lay still for what felt like hours, reluctant to move and disrupt the day’s fragile peace while Cynthia slept. She was right to extend the interregnum: when Cynthia finally stirred, she was puzzled by Antonia’s presence in her bed, her memories of the night before having either been wiped clean or never formed in the first place. “It is nice that you’re here,” she said carefully. “But you do need to go.” A “friend from out of town” was coming over in the evening, and it would be awkward, she said, if they overlapped. The sun began to set during this exchange. This was what had finally broken Antonia—being sent home alone without having seen daylight on the first day of the new year.

She had moved to New York the previous summer when her teaching contract wasn’t renewed, finally putting an end to her already dim hopes of being hired for the tenure track. Brooklyn wasn’t actually that much more expensive than Cambridge had been, at least with roommates, and this way she was closer to the editors and friends doing the culture hustle, which seemed likely to be her main avenue for income and intellectual standing in the immediate future. She taught a couple of sections of core humanities classes at Columbia in the fall while she went back on the job market, but her optimism had been all but snuffed out amidst the grim discourse on the message boards and the chatter coming from colleagues in departments around the country. There were no jobs; the people who had jobs hated them. Too much teaching, too many committees, not enough protection from the attention-addled undergraduates intent on canceling their professors for an ever more baroque set of grievances. It was amazing to her, when she allowed herself to reflect on it, that this vocation, which had meant more to her than anything else ever had, was becoming just another thing lost in this era of seemingly infinite decimation. She knew that no one deserved anything, but she’d briefly convinced herself that she was among the truly elite, brought forward by fate to be successful and happy. Whatever anger that was contained in her despair was directed at herself for having entertained such ideas. She’d never felt more capable of violence than she did now, or as strongly that she wanted someone to beat the shit out of her.

“I would advise you not to fixate on either course of action,” her therapist had said to her calmly.

Now Colin produced seltzers and put on some stuttering, low-key rap music, which percolated warmly from speakers apparently hidden throughout the room.

“Is this that secret Brooklyn rapper?” Antonia said.

“Spotify mix,” he said.

His apartment was quite tidy, at least compared to the train wrecks she’d visited him in when he was single, but it was beginning to show signs of Maggie’s absence. She was at a conference in Helsinki for the week with her climate-change NGO. Maggie spent her time trying to solve problems; she’d be the person trying to untangle the ropes for the lifeboats as the crew sang plaintive death songs up on deck. Despite their similar areas of professional interest, Maggie had always seemed wary of Antonia, as though she found her scholarship irresponsibly romantic. It was true that Antonia wasn’t great on the science or solution sides of things. But the world needed theory and feelings, too! They made a difference, sometimes. Eventually.

“So for tomorrow,” Colin said. “I’ll just give you a key and you can do whatever. Do you want to use the car? Or…”

“I don’t need the car,” she said. “I’m kind of not really driving.”

“That makes sense. I know it stresses you out.”

“Yeah. I’m fine with it, actually.”

“You don’t want to get, like, totally out of the habit though, you know?”

He was referring to their mother, and Marlene before her, both of whom had ceased doing all but the most local, unavoidable driving in middle age, after years of defying the statistical norms for the number of traffic tickets and minor accidents accumulated in the course of otherwise moderately functional adult lives.

“You could borrow my bike,” Colin said, “but I know that’s not your jam.”

Her mind flashed to Sam.

“Surely there’s a what, Internet café nearby?” she said.

“Oh yeah, they’ll even send a telegram for you if you ask nicely,” he said.

He shifted in his seat and lowered his voice to an advisory timbre.

“But seriously, sis, don’t even send a fucking, I don’t know, fax to this girl. Not even a Morse code.”

She felt a newly violent urge to text Cynthia. She sighed hard, trying to clear the thought.

“Should I move back to Boston?” she said. “I’d be near you at least.”

“I don’t think even I’m enough to justify that,” Colin said. “You were pretty miserable here by the end. And look, New York is not just one girl.”

“No, I know. I mean, technically, I know.”

“Maybe it’s time for your LA period. Drink some green juice. Somebody’s gotta write that Netflix crap, right?”

“Yeah, for like, five more minutes before the machines take over.”

Colin drained his seltzer. He crumpled the can and threw it in her direction.

“Seems like you better get on it, then.”



When Colin went to bed, she opened her laptop at the kitchen table and looked at her notes for the piece she was supposed to be working on. It was a profile of a young English actress who wrote and starred in an autobiographical television show, the new season of which was going to be broadcast in the United States next year. Antonia was flying to London in a week to interview her, walk around to her favorite cafés, ask about her famous secret boyfriend, etc. She was trying to get some of the expository writing out of the way beforehand, instead of waiting, as she usually did, until the middle of the night right before her deadline. She was glad to be writing about Gemma’s show instead of some obviously fraudulent cultural product, but she didn’t have the luxury of being picky. She needed assignments; the adjunct gigs wouldn’t cover rent on their own.

She checked her phone. Still nothing. Not that she expected it, given where Antonia had left things—that is, screaming that she was fucking finished—but it was ingrained habit to hope, to long for the dopamine hit that seeing Cynthia’s name provided. Even more than the mere fact of a contact, she missed listening to her voice memos, the more banal the better. (“I’m peeing. Can you hear it?” Or, “Oh, have you heard of this band Slipknot?”) If Antonia texted, the cycle would almost surely start again. But maybe she could dull her desire long enough to keep herself from taking that action.

She did have a message from Cassandra, whom she’d impulsively texted from the train while fleeing the city. Cass lived one slightly cheaper neighborhood over from Colin, in the big top-floor apartment she’d shared with her ex until last spring. Antonia hadn’t avoided her, exactly, in the years she’d lived with Aaron, but she had, perhaps, not made their friendship a priority. It was less that she explicitly disliked Aaron, more that she couldn’t handle the dark energy he carried into every room. Even at his most voluble, he was so clearly unhappy, and, not coincidentally, drunk. Of course, she recognized herself in him; she’d played something of his role in Cass’s life when they were in college, transmitting her impulsivity just enough to make Cassandra feel that she was close to danger without having to enact it.

A month after she and Aaron separated, Cass reached out to Antonia for the first time in years. Antonia at first assumed, ungenerously, that it was part of some routine post-breakup program of reconnecting with old friends, and had responded politely, if not fulsomely. Cassandra kept at it past the point of mere politeness, though, pushing quickly through “remember when” and into new territory, pressing on Antonia’s vulnerability in a way that no one else had lately. Maybe the fact that Cass hadn’t been following her story as it unfolded allowed Antonia to take a fresh narrative interest in her own life, to see it through the eyes of a curious but not overly invested party. And though the specifics of their circumstances were different—the dissolution of Cassandra’s near-marriage was a world away from Antonia’s blundering string of affairs—they were now in similar places. They were, later than they’d hoped to be, starting over.



In the morning, she met Cassandra for coffee at the organic café with bad pastries near Colin’s apartment. It had the most seating in the neighborhood, and given that she was trying to consume less sugar, she liked not being tempted by the baked goods. Cass was at a table in the window, reading. Her hair, usually short, was now cropped almost to a buzz cut.

“Damn,” Antonia said. “You look good.”

Cassandra ran her hand over her head and beamed, then stood and gave her a hug.

“I just did it,” she said. “I don’t think the Catholics are gonna like it.”

“Just tell them you’re becoming a nun,” Antonia said. “They’ll be thrilled.”

She bought a large, bitter coffee at the counter and sat down. She felt a surge of gratitude for her old friend. The world’s density—the continued presence of people who mattered to you—was a beautiful thing.

“It’s crazy you’re going to be in London in a week,” Cassandra said. “I mean, a couple years ago I’d have thought it would be insane that I hadn’t left the country for this long. But now I can barely even imagine other places.”

“I needed a reason to get on a plane,” Antonia said. “I don’t really want to do the work, but it’ll be cool to be there. To get away.”

“I like that show,” Cassandra said. “I know you’re above this stuff, but I bet she’ll be interesting. Or at least hot.”

“Definitely not the same thing,” Antonia said.

Cassandra raised her eyebrows in implied complicity. Did she think she was talking about Cynthia? She might well have been. Antonia had texted about her a lot.

“Sort of related,” Cassandra said. “I saw Malcolm the other week. When I was in the city to visit my sister.”

Antonia hadn’t told Cass about the increasingly suggestive texts between her and Malcolm, which had carried on until approximately the day Violet gave birth. Antonia had felt justified, given the runaround from Cynthia, in asserting her desirability this way, especially—and this was important—given the fact that she was not planning to act on these flirtations. But it still wasn’t, in Malcolm’s own words, a very nice thing to do.

“Oh, wow,” Antonia said. “Did you see the baby? Elio?”

“I did!” Cassandra said. “He’s really small, but he has lots of hair. Dark, like Violet. I brought some clothes and baby toys and stuff from my sister and met him in the park. Half of it was literal trash, but I think it’s the thought that counts.”

Antonia examined her for signs of psychic distress.

“Was it … OK?”

“I think so. We’re in touch, and it’s usually fine, but it was still meant as a kind of peace offering. There’s always something weird between us. It’s never felt totally resolved, even though everything was many years ago at this point.”

“Malcolm’s competitive with Aaron,” Antonia said. “I’m sure that’s a big part of the weirdness. He’s never known what he wants. Even now, I think.”

Cass looked away. Antonia saw that she’d unwittingly hit a tender spot.

“He seemed happy,” Cassandra said. “Tired, but actually like, calm and normal. It was nice.”

“Did he say anything about the book?”

“He made it seem dire, but he always does that. So, I don’t know.”

Last Antonia had heard, Malcolm had abandoned his contractually obligated thriller and was embarking on a murky project of self-excavation. This, to her, did not seem any more promising, given the material being mined. He’d also told her he was applying for a job at his and Cass’s old prep school, something he’d previously said he would contemplate only if he had a traumatic brain injury. Perhaps that was how he was experiencing fatherhood.

“I’m sure he’ll figure it out,” Antonia said. “And Violet’s doing OK?”

Cassandra shrugged, sipped her coffee.

“Far as I know.”

“That shit’s crazy,” Antonia said. “Giving birth, I mean. I want a kid I think, but it’s definitely an ordeal.”

“For sure,” Cassandra said. She seemed distracted now, and Antonia felt the distance between them again, the years that had passed. There were things they didn’t know how to talk to each other about now. She wanted to push through it, though, arrive somewhere new.

“So are you just like, giving up on love?” she said.

“What? No!” That had gotten Cass’s attention. “Are you?”

“Not more than I already have. Which might be mostly.”

“I’m definitely more interested in sex than love right now,” Cassandra said. “Have you seen my haircut? But I wouldn’t mind one leading to the other.”

Antonia considered the chain of people stretching across her recent life—Sam, Lev, Cynthia. Malcolm, in his way. The others she’d slept with or hoped after. They had taken up so much space. But what did you do with that accumulation? It didn’t seem to add up to enough.

“I just really want something good to happen,” Antonia said. “You know? Is that so much to ask?”

Cassandra leaned across the table. She put her hand over Antonia’s, and her face took on an unexpected solemnity. Antonia felt herself holding her breath in anticipation. Behind the counter, a barista slammed a plate into a tub of dirty dishes. A man at the table next to theirs talked excitedly into his laptop about opportunities for innovation. Could it be enough, maybe, that the world just kept going?

“No,” Cassandra said. “I hear you.”
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