
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for
Blue Light Hours
“An astonishingly beautiful novel, full of longing and love. I’ve never read a mother-daughter story this tenderhearted. It’s a revelation.”
—Jenny Offill, New York Times bestselling author of Weather
“Blue Light Hours is a spellbinding meditation on distance and intimacy, holding close and letting go. In attentive linguistic brush strokes, Bruna Dantas Lobato offers a tender and dynamic portrait of the mutual care between a mother and a daughter as they navigate life apart. Resplendent.”
—Tess Gunty, author of The Rabbit Hutch, winner of the National Book Award
“At times, reading this utterly beautiful book, I thought I could not bear the tenderness of it. Bruna Dantas Lobato has written an aching portrait of the mother and child bond, with all its love and sadness, with such wisdom and capacious humanity. The yearning in these pages will haunt me.”
—Ayşegül Savaş, author of The Anthropologists 
“Reading Blue Light Hours, I found myself first pensive, then intrigued, then wildly moved and completely captured. You won’t regret any time spent with Bruna Dantas Lobato’s delicate and wise constructed universe of connection, of loss, of the immigrant’s privations, of radiant love.”


—Sarah Thankam Mathews, author of All This Could Be Different, finalist for the National Book Award
“Out of a maelstrom of daunting themes—including migration, illness, and single parenthood—sails this quiet and utterly beautiful novel of daughterly devotion. At once an ode to family and a paean to independence, Blue Light Hours renders the private textures of digital intimacy with more subtlety and tenderness than any other book I can think of.”
—Maggie Millner, author of Couplets
“Blue Light Hours is a melancholy, strange, and love-suffused book, exploring a relationship through a medium that connected families around the world long before the Zoom era. Through Skype, a mother and daughter a continent apart create a dreamlike, almost womblike space, wrestling an uncanny closeness from a distance of thousands of miles. A quietly beautiful coming-of-age story that never loses sight of the people who come along—or don’t—for the transformation wrought by time and distance.”
—Lydia Kiesling, author of Mobility
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Para a minha mãe e minha irmã
And for us foreigners



DAUGHTER



1.
I arrived on campus in the middle of the night and dragged my suitcases up the stairs. Though I’d traveled nearly thirty hours from Brazil to get to this remote town in Vermont, I was too excited about all there was to go to sleep. Until morning I wandered through the carpeted halls of my new house, known on campus as the “milk carton” because of its modern shape and single white gable. I read everyone’s names on the colorful tags taped to the doors, visited the sparkling bathrooms with huge mirrors, tried every cabinet door, and opened the empty fridge in the kitchen downstairs, which smelled new, like food had never been in it.
The rooms in my suite had identical matching pine furniture: a desk, a dresser, a bed, and a chair that rocked  back slightly and scuffed the golden hardwood floor. When my suitemates arrived a week later, they covered their rooms with colorful bedspreads, folders, coasters, stickers, and soon they looked very different, one soft with throw pillows and tapestries on the walls, the other hard with crystals and handmade pottery. The scratched hardwood floors disappeared under shag rugs. They both had fridges, microwaves, electric kettles, whiteboards filled with notes hanging on the door, photos in frames and knickknacks on every surface, bits of home they’d brought with them or purchased online. Their rooms looked full of themselves, brimming with patterns, shapes, mementos from their lives.
My own room remained woodsy, with pine in- and outside the large window that looked onto a soccer field lined with trees. In my bags, I’d only been able to bring my journals, my favorite books, my clothes, small bottles of shampoo and conditioner, and a mini bar of soap to get me through the first few days. My mother gave me the red first aid kit she used to keep in her car with pain relievers and Band-Aids, and I stuffed it in my backpack, prepared to brave the world, even if it hurt me.
Even though I had a full-ride scholarship and would work twenty hours a week at the campus mailroom, I couldn’t afford to buy anything that wasn’t immediately  useful, only essential things to get me started from the stores listed on my international student orientation packet, Walgreens and AT&T and Walmart one town over: composition notebooks, towels, a hamper, a cheap phone with a keyboard that slid out from under the screen. Besides plain white bedsheets and a pillow, the only thing I
bought for the room was a desk lamp: dark blue, with an adjustable neck, a bit of color standing out against all the shades of beige. When my mom called me on Skype from our apartment on the outskirts of Natal, that’s what she saw. The light of that lamp, warm, always shining on me. Later, when it got cold and dark, when the whole sky filled with snow and the white walls of the room went bluish, I cherished that warmth, which I could feel in my skin when I left it on for too long.
At first, we spoke every day, then three or four times a week once classes picked up and I had homework to do. I made my bed, pushed the dirty dishes left on the windowsill into a corner, and put away the clothes draped on the back of my chair ahead of our calls. I turned on my lamp, warm, and sat under the shelter of the lampshade. On my computer, I checked my own image on Photo Booth to make sure that the circles under my eyes didn’t appear too deep, that there was nothing out of place in the background. Then on Skype, through our  slow internet connections, my mother asked me what I was up to.
I showed her my new bedsheets, my blank notebooks, my new pens.
You have so much ahead of you, my mother said.
The sun was setting in Natal and cast a sepia tone over her living room. 
Enjoy the heat for me, I said.
On the other days, when I didn’t stay in my room as much, I sent her pictures of myself out in the world: holding a basket of apples under an apple tree with my new friend Safia, trying on a puffer coat at the Goodwill, doing my English lit reading outside the library, and letting my legs dangle from the pier on the pond. I smiled in all the pictures. The campus looked beautiful in the fall, red and gold foliage everywhere. When I stepped on the crunchy leaves outside, I nearly forgot all the things I missed.
I nearly forgot, but never fully. Safia handed me her phone so I could take pictures of her for her parents in Pakistan. She smiled with the Green Mountains in the background. I handed her mine so she could do the same for me.
I posed, one hand on my hip, the other keeping my hair from blowing in my face.


Then we sat on a bed of leaves under a maple tree to study each other’s photos, how different we looked in our new clothes and boots in this golden place.
Two dorks in glasses and knockoff UGGs, I said, and she laughed.
Trust me, our parents will love this, Safia said. The knee-length coats, the bright colors, the mountains. It’s exactly how they imagine it.
You look like you’re walking on a yellow brick road, I said.
She said, You look like you live in a postcard.
* * *
During my first couple of weeks on campus, I kept a record of my new experiences in a notebook. Foods I ate for the first time, things I’d never seen before, phrases I didn’t know, words I couldn’t yet pronounce. Hegemony, facetious, Worcestershire. A red barn converted into an academic building, large cups of coffee with straws, blue eggs in a bird’s nest, a deer tick, I was told, crawling up my leg. I carried the notebook in my pocket and scribbled on it unabashedly during class, meals, conversations with friends, in the hopes it would help me capture something about this place. I’d have a fuller picture than what I could show someone through a camera, which would  help me remember it later, and would also help me share it with my mother.
But when I read my little notebook, it turned out it mostly contained things like Chipmunks aren’t a cartoon invention! (Why no word for them in Portuguese?),
next to a full page listing types of trees: spruce, cedar, cypress, dozens of firs. I stashed it in one of my desk drawers and never opened it again, disappointed it was both too insufficient and too exhaustive. On the one hand, no place could be reduced to a catalogue of foods, plants, rooms. On the other, there were too many things to name, and everything needed a shape, a texture, a color. I understood then that I’d never be able to finish telling my mother what I saw, that I would need as much time for telling as I would need for living.
Still, I tried. I described to her what it felt like to walk through thick fog, to wear wool around my neck, to eat honey barbecue sauce on ribs.
Do you promise me? she asked. Do you promise you’ll come back in one piece?
* * *
Before I realized how long I had been here, it snowed for the first time. I woke up and the soccer field outside my window had disappeared under hills of white  powder, blowing in the wind like sand dunes. It was October. The sky was an impenetrable gray, the clouds too thick for sunlight to pierce through. I put on my puffer jacket and ran outside. Snowflakes fell on my hair and coat, tiny intricate stars, and dissolved in my hands when I touched them. I grabbed a handful of snow off a car’s windshield, hoping to turn it into a ball, and it fell through my fingers, shapeless, weightless, numbing. Water seeped through my boots and socks and my toes started to go stiff. I headed back inside, giddy despite the cold, and my glasses fogged up.
I called my mother to show her the snow softly falling outside.
It’s snowing! I screamed.
She found it soothing, though it was maybe too light to appear on camera.
That’s the soccer field, I said, pointing out the window.
It’s so white, she said in our language. This is the whitest place I’ve ever seen.
She held up her laptop to show the familiar view from the fourth floor through her window, satellite dishes on every roof. Her sky was so blue and the sun so bright. Her day was perfectly light, like she was living in a picture of reality, and the dark sky and white  trees burdened by snow outside my own window was its negative.
Over the chat box, I sent her a picture of the milk carton, white house against a white background, so she could see the shape of my new home in the snow.
It looks like a foreign art museum, she said. A milky spaceship. Not very homey, is it?
It’s homey on the inside, I said.
She laughed and her face froze for a moment, mid-sentence, then it moved again.
I would give anything to live there with you, she said. Where it snows milk, and even the people are milky, and there’s milk on tap in the dining hall, and squirrels (or did she mean chipmunks?) greet you in the morning.
I chuckled.
Is that what you think living here is like? I asked.
Yes, she said. Of course it is. You’re a child alone in a palace. You can eat candy all day and never sleep at night, if you’d like.
Sometimes I go to work, I said. Sometimes I even study hard!
Somewhere down the hall, students laughed at a joke, a door slammed, someone strummed a guitar. The sky was cloudy and the snow still fell, light and beautiful, bluish in the morning light. My room had a cold smell  I’d grown to like, ice and pine, and steam came out of the radiator. I turned the lamp on my desk even brighter with the twist of a knob and basked in its warmth, while my mother stayed in the shade for a moment longer, her cheeks glowing with the blue light of her computer screen.
She looked off camera for a moment, a blue vase in the corner hovering above her shoulder, and then she looked back at me, her eyebrows arched.
So when are you coming to see me? she finally asked. Or are you planning to stay in your milky palace forever?
I promised I would fly home soon, not to worry. I’d been saving money and could even take a semester off, if she needed me, if she ever felt lonely or if she got sick again. We could have a conversation in person, without interruptions. I could bring her souvenirs. We could hug!
I like it here, though, I said. Part of me wishes I could stay here forever. I’ve been learning all kinds of things. How astronauts can’t cry in space. How a two-headed snake will fight itself for food. How ghost towns across America were reclaimed for wood. How characters in novels fall in love and leave, and fall in love and leave again.
I’m becoming my own person!


It’s not all for nothing, I swear.
When I finished talking, I realized the call had frozen again. I wasn’t sure how much of this outpouring she’d heard.
I hung up and called her again, and waited patiently for her to pick up. When she answered, her webcam didn’t seem to be working anymore. Instead of my mother’s face, all I saw was a white halo shining against the black background, the symbol that something was loading.
You never told me when you’re coming home, she said.
Soon, I hope, I spoke closer to the mic. I’ve been saving money.
What did you say? she asked. Your voice sounds very far away, like you’re speaking into a can.
Soon.



2.
Soon I discovered the Commons building was always open, with computers and a printer anyone could use and an old wooden phone booth with folding glass doors tucked in one corner. I grabbed the receiver and was surprised to hear that it worked, the tone insistent and loud, ready to be connected to a voice. A sign taped to the wall read: FREE! And then in smaller type, NO INTERNATIONAL CALLS, PLEASE. I placed the receiver back on its hook. Through the glass, I saw the little wooden cubbies used as mailboxes, no doors, everyone’s papers and packages untouched in their slots, proof this was a trusting and open kind of place.
A few days later, I discovered the twenty-four-hour room at the library, another room that was always open  and didn’t seem to require a key. I started writing all my papers there, after everyone had already gone to bed, and watched sunrise after sunrise through its big windows facing the mountains. Safia and a few of the other international students would spend some nights there with me, sipping tea from the hot drinks station by the door and typing for hours, then getting distracted and talking about our classes, crushes, weekend trips to New York, how we were navigating the college health plan, filing taxes as nonresident aliens, finding summer housing, writing appeals to the financial aid office, sending international wire transfers, if we were planning to go home and when.
Najwa, our friend from Palestine, liked to sit on the floor with her books and binders scattered all around her. One night, during our tea break, she told us, I thought traveling would be easier once I was at a fancy international school in Europe, that I’d feel like the world was small, that I could just hop on a flight and be back home. But in the four years I spent in the Netherlands, I didn’t manage to go back to Palestine once. Now my ten-year-old sister is fifteen, about to go study abroad somewhere in Canada and never go home either.
I stared into my green tea, wishing someone like Najwa had warned me about how hard it would be to leave, how hard to stay.


Safia said, When I was at my all-girls boarding school in Pakistan I cried every time I had to say goodbye to my roommates and go home. My parents got mad at me in the car. Stop crying, Safia, what’s wrong with you, why don’t you want to come home? I may or may not have been in love with one of the girls, she said, and we all laughed.
We finished our homework and went to breakfast in the dining hall together, bleary-eyed and too tired to chat anymore. Safia liked to eat a bagel with cream cheese and a cup of milky black tea. Najwa liked to eat scrambled eggs with green tea. I ate my pancakes in silence, then filled my travel mug with coffee and my water bottle with bright blue Powerade from the soda fountain to help me get through the day.
 Most nights, though, I sat in the library alone, just the mountains and the bookstacks and me. I turned off the fluorescent overhead lights and hunched under a green banker’s lamp. My favorite desk, a dark chestnut table with ornate legs, had a hand-crank pencil sharpener mounted on it, which I liked to turn even when I had no pencils to put in it, because it helped me think, as though putting my hands to work would make my brain work too. One night, in one sitting, I finished reading a Henry James novel, wrote a paper on Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy  tales, and took a BuzzFeed quiz on which country I should live in, which apparently was the United States. Whatever you’re looking for, you’ll find it in America, it read.
In the middle of the night, I went into the empty mailroom and dropped off my paper in my professor’s mailbox, which put me in a celebratory mood. It didn’t seem so weird anymore that the mailroom was always open, that someone like me could finish their work at the library next door and run there to turn it in, a victory lap that couldn’t wait until the next morning. The campus looked beautiful and eerie at that hour. The moon was still high in the sky, leaves rustled in the crisp breeze, twigs snapped underfoot. I ran across the lawn, then down the dimly lit path to the milk carton, and I didn’t see a soul anywhere, except for a rabbit that leapt into the bushes when I slammed the Commons doors.
In my room, I turned on my desk lamp, put on my flannel pajamas, and called my mom. She answered on the second ring, flushed and surprised that I was calling so early in the morning.
What’s going on? she asked, a cup of coffee in hand. A sunbeam fell across her shoulders. She wore a light blue tank top I recognized from our life together, which she liked to sleep in on warm nights.


Nothing, I said. I just needed an early-morning break.
She smiled.
Good, she said. So no news?
Always the news with her, like our lives were made of headlines.
I teased her, joked that our computer screens were TVs and we were hosts and anchors on our own show.
The situation appears stable at the moment, I said. No further information has been released. How is it back in our studios?
Her video froze, then it moved again. She widened her eyes, cackled with laughter.
No, but really, she insisted. What else?
What else what?
What you’ve been up to. I want to know.
There isn’t much to tell, I said, shaking my head.
Tell me anyway. Soothe this old heart.
She moved closer to the camera, so I only saw half of her face, her reading glasses reflecting her screen with my face back to me.
I just got back from the library, I said. I finished writing a paper about fairy tales, about the Little Mermaid’s longing to live with people on earth. To me, that’s as  exciting as it gets. I’m still high from it, from the excitement of thinking so much.
She raised an eyebrow.
Fine, don’t tell me anything, she said.
Sorry to disappoint, I said. But I don’t have anything more eventful to tell you.
My life is nothing like the news, I tried to explain, nothing like what you want to hear. I show up to class, do my work, turn the crank, day after day. You’re not missing anything, I’m not keeping anything from you. I swear all I do is sit around and read at the library, eat granola bars from the vending machine, and talk to people just like me.
She shook her head.
But that can’t be true, she said. You’re in America, where all the newsworthy things happen. You live in the movies now, she said.
I feel like this is a pretty bad movie.
What else was there to say? The rain streaked the windows. I found an ant on the windowsill, fast and alive, and I held it between my thumb and forefinger. Over breakfast, each of my friends talked about life in a different country, sometimes with nannies and two parents, and maybe we didn’t have much in common besides our shared foreignness. A boy seemed interesting one night  in the library, in dim lighting, past our bedtimes, and I smiled too much and talked too fast, but then he said, I love your accent, I love how you say that word, and I never talked to him again. Nothing worth calling home about, believe me. It’s not news if it’s everyday life, I reasoned. As much as it surprised me, this was my life now.
And isn’t no news good news? No heart attacks, no deaths, no sick mother with her insomnia and migraines?
But what about actual good news? she asked. Can’t we have some of that?
Eventually I came up with a bit of news, something small, but just enough to excite her.
I bought an old bike, I told her. To ride to class.
You shouldn’t. It isn’t safe, she said. Remember when your father fell from one of those? You were four or five. Now he has to live without his big toe.
Fine, I’ll get rid of it, I said, and laughed, happy that she hadn’t changed at all.
While we laughed, I’d forgotten I lived with other students and I heard a soft knock on my bedroom door.
What was that? my mother asked, craning her neck to try and see beyond the frame.
I got up and opened the door while my mom waited inside the screen, unable to see what I looked like outside it.


I sat back down.
Who was that? she asked.
Just my friend Safia, asking if I was joining her for breakfast. But don’t worry, I’m not going. I’d rather stay with you.
No, I don’t mean at the door, she said. I mean you, you sounded different. I barely recognized your voice.
It’s true, you never get to hear me speak English.
You see, that’s something. That’s news to me.
* * *
I wanted to try living in a fun American movie for once. There were entire worlds on campus I didn’t really know yet: the greenhouse with plants behind glass year-round. The sauna with the PLEASE NO SEX sign. The gym with the climbing wall. The party scene that people waiting in line in the dining hall always seemed to be talking about.
Kayla, my suitemate with the tapestry on the wall, knew all about the parties. One evening, I quickly put on tights and a dress and joined her in front of the bathroom’s big mirror, hoping something exciting would happen, something worth reporting. She brought out a makeup bag with dozens of little tubes, sticks, pencils, and pots. I took off my glasses and let her dab blush on  my cheeks with her fingers, put concealer on a zit on my forehead, then apply mascara on my eyelashes. I put my glasses back on and stared at my new face, bright and pink, ready for my newsworthy life.
Kayla made fun of our neighbors for doing homework or calling boyfriends back home before bedtime at ten on a Thursday night, and I laughed with her, like I never called home if I didn’t have to. We headed to the colonial house down the street, white with a pretty fanlight over the front door. In the common room, they’d pushed the couches and the piano against the walls to make room for a dance floor. We tossed our coats on top of a pile of fur-lined parkas under the stairs. Kayla pulled a flask of whiskey out of her back pocket and we took turns sipping from it as we watched carefree people dance, surrounded by misplaced furniture.
Faces I recognized from class looked younger at night, lighter drinking beer from Solo cups than they seemed sipping coffee in the cold morning. Through the window, I saw a girl from my Victorian lit class puke into the snow. A group of white boys smoked weed by the door. Campus security drove by in their golf cart and pretended not to see us, though I tensed up and hid in the hallway with all the coats for a few moments, just in case. I knew the rules, as they had repeatedly told  me: I had a visa status to maintain, and any academic or disciplinary issues could result in termination, expulsion, deportation. I wouldn’t be allowed back into the country, into the college, into my future. I closed my eyes and prayed I wouldn’t get in trouble. When I opened them again, Kayla was standing next to me. What are you doing? she asked, and laughed. She passed me her flask and I took a big gulp. Then I took another one for good measure and it went right to my head. Suddenly none of my fears seemed to matter anymore. I handed the flask back to her and felt grateful she was there with me, keeping me company and giving me liquor, making sure neither of us were alone. Back in the big room, people danced with their hands up. At the front door, Safia and Najwa appeared together, scanning the room, and I shouted their names. They ran to me and we hugged, tighter than I expected, glad to have found each other in the crowd, to have found each other all the way in America.
Kayla’s favorite song came on and she jumped up and down, swinging her arms and mine, then pulling Safia and Najwa into a circle that got bigger and bigger as more people joined. Lady Gaga sang about how it doesn’t matter if we’re Black, white, beige, chola, or Asian, and we swayed from side to side, pumped our fists,  stomped our feet, until Kayla had to run outside to puke, and then we all took a water break. A group of classmates waved me over and I danced with them to songs they knew and liked but I didn’t, though I pretended I did, copying their movements. We don’t need keys to get into the party, one of the songs said, and that made me smile, though I didn’t always agree. We knowingly sang to each other about how young and bored we are. We drank some more. We screamed into each other’s ears. The windows got steamy. A smart boy from my philosophy class said something I couldn’t hear but that I trusted was funny and kind. I nodded and laughed. I stood too close to him to try to hear him better. I tried to read his lips. He kissed me during a slow song and he tasted like smoke. I looked into his eyes to see what he saw in me and they were blank.
In the morning, we all looked ten years older. My legs were heavy and my head hurt. The zit on my forehead had grown bigger, angrier, and the mascara smudges under my eyes resisted coming off with soap. Safia texted me to say she was skipping breakfast. Kayla gave me a subtle nod when I passed her in the common room, her greasy hair under a beanie. A classmate’s serious face looked pinched as he talked about Yeats. The girl who had puked on the street apologized when she was late  to class and sat down without making eye contact. The boy who’d kissed me ducked into a bathroom when he saw me in the hallway. No one smiled, no one talked to me, I talked to no one. I took two aspirins from my mom’s first aid kit, drank my coffee, and texted her about chatting that night. I had no other plans.
If my mother watched this movie, she’d see a child who says goodbye to her mom and goes to play with the other children. They play and play and play and play. Then they get sick of playing. Could someone, anyone, please pick us up? We want to go home, they say at the end.
* * *
During our call that night, I told my mom I’d been studying up on American cultural references. I’ve been listening to the songs from the party. Now I can sing to Katy Perry, Kesha, Beyoncé. I’ve been watching their movies. I’ve been learning their books. I’ve been playing their games. I’m getting good at it. Soon I would be just like them.
She nodded, her eyes and forehead taking up the entire screen.
She said, I sometimes have these dreams where I somehow know you’re scared, then I wake up hoping  you’re safe and doing what makes you happy. Is this what makes you happy?
* * *
At the library, sitting at a little desk hidden in the literature section, I revisited my old life in preparation for our talks. I looked for news from home, little tragedies in common for us to talk about. A fire here, a robbery there. Across hemispheres and continents and languages, we studied the same articles, mourned the same deaths.
One article from the local paper in my hometown described landslides, entire hills disappearing into a highway. In another, the ocean destroyed the boardwalk, made the town even smaller. A tree I once sat under was swallowed whole. My favorite bench at the beach, a lovely reading spot in the shade, was underwater.
I saw on Facebook that my cousin Marlena met a new man, went on vacation, took up salsa dancing. People I knew in high school now looked older than me, posing with their growing families, their kids already reaching their knees, their photos next to targeted ads for a depression clinical trial, Western Union, an online business degree. My father shared a video of Elis Regina singing an old bossa nova song and I was surprised to see him posting there, the way I was always surprised when  he bothered to appear in my life at all. My mom posted a picture of Grandma standing in a garden, smiling at a flower, and wearing a crochet bucket hat, taken right before she died a year ago. So that’s where Grandma went after death: to live on the internet.
My right eye started to twitch from staring at the computer screen for too long. On my break, I took my things from the little desk to the big desk with the pencil sharpener. I stared at the mountains through the large windows, then at students walking across the lawn in the distance. Everyone looked tiny, moving quickly from building to building in the cold, arms folded over their chests. Grandma continued to glow on my computer, white curls and white hat, looking down on me from online eternity.
That night, my mother asked me if I’d seen Cousin Marlena’s pictures, if I’d read about the landslides, if I’d seen that photo of Grandma.
Yes, I have, I told her.
Then she described all of them to me anyway, each image, each headline, even though I already knew what she would say.
And how’s life? How’s work? What am I missing over there? She asked night after night.


I kept her up-to-date on who was fighting with whom, and I knew she appreciated it. My neighbors were in the middle of thermostat wars, my professors told me I was the only one who came to office hours, Kayla was drinking too much, Safia had taken up smoking to try to boost her social life, though I didn’t think it was working.
In turn, my mother updated me on the latest tragedies in her soap operas. Helena fell in love with her boss, an airplane from Malaysia disappeared in the air, a student stabbed a teacher at a public school in Recife, a residential tower built on beach sand collapsed in Brasília. A girl was kidnapped. A man lost custody of his son, then shot the child, then shot himself.
She said, Look at this mayhem.
We sent each other virtual hugs, blew each other kisses, smeared our computer screens reaching for each other.
In the movie of my life in America, the one my mother liked to watch, a young woman sits alone in her bedroom and calls her mother each night on a computer. I’m coming for you, Mom, she says over the machine. Here’s something to keep you busy in the meantime. Here’s something to remember me by.
* * *


In bed, I thought of my life on the computer, the emails I had yet to send, the papers I had yet to write. I watched the shadow of a tree branch lightly move across my bedroom floor. I tossed and turned, fluffed and refluffed my pillow, couldn’t keep my eyes closed. My right eye still twitched. I put a hand on it and felt it flutter. Outside my window, a group of seniors smoked under the leafless tree, their cigarettes burning between their fingers, their faint chatter like white noise that somehow failed to lull me to sleep.
When I blinked in the dark, an image of my mother came to me: how she used to stand by my bedroom door when she couldn’t sleep, the living room lights shining behind her as she looked into the dark.
Are you awake? she whispered.
I stirred in bed, but never actually answered her question, her voice ushering me into even deeper sleep.
* * *
I gave my mother long descriptions of the weather. Wispy clouds, hail hitting the windows like scattered applause, biting wind whistling through an already beloved dead tree.
No other news, I told her. Same old, same old. Just papers, nights spent at that same desk.


You work too much, she said.
We sang the little song we had made up for the intro vignette, took commercial breaks to refill our water glasses and pee, played our parts on our little news show.
That night’s forecast: warmer temperatures leading to clear skies, light winds.



3.
Sometime at the end of October, posters appeared all over campus reminding us to turn the clock back an hour for the end of daylight savings, though I hadn’t realized we’d sprung forward in the first place. As I finished up my homework one Sunday at 2 a.m., the clock suddenly turned to 1 a.m. again, and I gained an hour. I gained an hour in America, but I was pushed even farther away from my mother in Brazil, a whole hour added to the already great distance between us, a whole hour lost. By the time I finished my dinner in the dining hall, my mother was already in bed. In the morning, I was still asleep when she left for work. We were never doing the same things at the same time anymore.


All-consuming weeks of all-nighters and trail mixes had begun, the days bleeding into one another until I didn’t know anymore how many of them had passed. Occasionally I reemerged exhausted and confused about what had happened in the world in my absence. The maple trees turned red, and city people in plaid shirts and puffer vests walked around the campus snapping pictures of the foliage on the mountains. Natural disasters took place, terrorist attacks, wars, and I had to get used to the idea that the world had kept on changing while I was stuck in time, obsessing over old books by Flaubert and Barthes.
In the wee hours of the morning, Safia proofread my papers while I proofread hers, then we congratulated ourselves on a job well done and slept on the couches in the twenty-four-hour room, our marked-up pages all over the floor, too tired to walk home in the snow all the way from the library. I wrote all my essays in the library. I took bagels and coffee and carrot sticks and apples from the dining hall to eat at the library. I napped on the floor cushions in the children’s section of the library. My entire social life took place within the stacks of the library. I had dreamed of a life like this, I told myself. By the end of midterms, I’d run out of clean underwear, both of my eyes twitched, and I’d eaten so many baby carrots my  hands had turned orange. I hadn’t talked to my mom in two weeks—the longest I’d ever gone without hearing her voice, without hearing her call me minha filha, my dear daughter, my sweet girl.
When we finally made it to fall break, I slept for twelve hours straight, showered, brushed my hair, flossed, daubed some Nivea cream on a dry patch of skin on my cheek, applied a thick layer of Vaseline to my lips, and took my time slathering lotion on my body. I needed that whole week to put my life back in order, to catch up on sleep and feel like myself again. I did laundry, changed my bedsheets, swept the floor with a broom from the janitor’s closet, wiped the smudges off my computer screen. I tried to drink less coffee and drink more water. I caught up on my reading assignments and recycled printed drafts of my midterm papers. Sometimes I did nothing. I played loud music on my computer and didn’t bother plugging in my earphones. I hummed Brazilian songs. I read for pleasure for the first time since I arrived, a book of poems full of water imagery, and I had no dreams.
At the end of the week, I finally got around to selling my bike, as I’d promised my mother I would. I rode it one last time to the same bike shop where I’d bought it secondhand, the cold wind in my hair and the sun shining on my back. At one point, a family of deer ran  alongside me in the woods on the edge of the road and I gasped. They were fast and I switched to an easier gear to keep up with them, the little fawns with white spots on their backs hopping elegantly. For a brief moment, we ran as one, like I was part of their herd, and not a strange creature on wheels, before they outran me and disappeared among the trees and I never saw them again. I was a bit sad to be letting the bike go, my chances of exploring places beyond the campus going with it, forests and covered bridges and dirt roads I’d never see, though I was also relieved to have one less thing to worry my mother about.
When I called to tell her the good news, the kind of news she liked, she answered from her living room with her litany of questions: How have you been? Have you been eating? Have you been sleeping?
I told her I’d returned the bike to the store.
She breathed a sigh of relief, then paused and took her hand to her mouth.
You didn’t ride it there, did you? It’s too dangerous.
No, I didn’t, I lied.
She nodded.
All right, she said. Good. I’ve been worried. I called you a few times. You disappeared. Where were you yesterday? And the day before? And the day before that?


I mumbled something about being tired and busy, and told her about memorizing a poem to recite in class, reading dozens of academic articles on fictional orphans, and spending an entire weekend working on a calligraphy project, writing the same word over and over again on gridded paper with a dip pen.
Were you being punished for something? she asked.
And that made me laugh.
What about you?
She told me that my aunt Janaina, a cousin my grandma had helped raise, finally had her knee surgery.
We’re spending more time together these days, she said. Now that she can’t really walk away.
I’m glad, I said.
She was here earlier. You just missed her.
She looked down and rubbed her neck with one hand. The surface of the screen gleamed like glass. 
I straightened my laptop screen and watched her move behind the glare, behind the reflection of my own face. It was late there, later than where I was, probably past her dinnertime.
Because I missed her and because I wanted to feel close to her after my period of absence, I thought of asking her something unusual.
Do you want to have a drink with me?


She raised one eyebrow.
What? You drink now? Who are you, and what have you done with my daughter? she asked.
Just one drink, I said, full of unexpected bravado.
I don’t know how I feel about this.
Listen, I said.
I’m listening, she said.
We deserve this.
I winked at her and she relaxed her eyebrow, her whole face.
All right, my mother said. Let’s pretend that I’m not your mother.
She got up and left the frame. I heard the ice clinking gently inside her glass in the distance, and then louder as she got closer to her seat.
What is it you say over there? Cheers?
Yes. I raised the small bottle of Jack Daniel’s honey whiskey I’d smuggled out of the campus party I had gone to with Kayla a few weeks before.
Cheers.
I took a sip and looked at her, at us, each in our respective rectangles on the screen, sweetly.
For a moment, things felt normal and not displaced, close and not strange. What a relief, I thought. This was  my friend, and I knew her. We spoke the same language, sang the same songs, could read each other’s faces. I could relax in the way I only did when feelings could go unsaid, when I could talk and talk and didn’t need to explain how much it mattered.
Tell me something good about your life there, I asked her. Tell me something really great.
She paused for a moment, staring at the ceiling with her glass in one hand.
My sleep’s been better these days, she said. I only had migraines twice this week. I’ve been putting a warm compress over my eyes before bed. I’m testing a compassionate way of killing cockroaches. Yesterday I ate coconut flesh out of the shell with a teaspoon. It turns out that plant wasn’t really dying after all. There may even be a flower soon, a beautiful pink flower, on the balcony.
We laughed. We drank.
The whiskey burned the back of my throat.
Can I tell you a secret? I asked.
Of course, she said.
I did ride the bike to the store. But I swear it wasn’t dangerous! There were no cars on the road!
She laughed.
I knew it! she said.


She laughed again, taking pleasure in being a friend and not a mother, in not having to teach me any lessons, in not having to worry.
And what else is good over there? she asked.
The other day I saw a squirrel eating a Snickers bar, I said. In the dining hall, no one else seems to like rocky road ice cream so it never runs out. My friend does crossword puzzles at lunch and I whisper every word in her ear. I found a pair of very warm hand-knitted wool socks in the campus free pile. On my way home, to distract myself from the cold, I listen for compelling sounds. Footsteps, birdsong, heartbeat. When no one is looking, I talk to myself in Portuguese.
And we did this again and again, round after round of what was good in our days, well into the night.
She held up her glass, clinking with melting ice. Her teeth shone with the glow of the screen.
Guess who finally opened that bottle?
The one from my farewell party?
The same one no one ever drank.
You look young, I said. Happy.
It’s the whiskey glow, she said.
Let me take a screenshot of you.
She raised her glass.


Here, I said, sending over the image. The picture of health.
And are you still going to the cemetery? Going to church? Seeing your cousins?
Yeah, they’re the same. Everything’s the same.
Okay, okay.
She shook her head and reached again for her glass, then took a big gulp.
I could tell she didn’t feel like talking about things that belonged to our past together, as she sat alone with a glass of whiskey weighing down her hand. I let it go.
She leaned against the arm of the couch, her head tilted to the side. I looked at her, then past her, at the emptiness of the wall behind her. No paintings, no family pictures, nothing, just the same empty blue vase. She’d lived there for twenty years, but it was like she’d just moved in.
What if you redecorated the apartment, Mom? Made it cozier?
She let out a laugh.
For whom? For my many guests?
For yourself, I said.
She took another swig and smacked her lips. A flash of light quickly passed over her face, refracted by the glass.


Her face was large in the middle of the screen, and mine was small, confined to one corner. Big mother and little daughter. I looked at myself, then at her, at how our faces were slightly different but the same. The hair combed to the same side, mine going prematurely gray the way it sometimes happened for the women in our family, and hers dyed black. The perpetually furrowed brows, the noses, the lips. Fraternal twins looking at their own face looking at their own face. We doubled ourselves.
I was just noticing, and maybe it’s the alcohol talking, but we really do look alike.
We’re sisters! she said.
Twins! I yelled.
What’s the word? I forget.
The word for what?
The word for us being two and also one, souls traveling together across time and space. Something cosmic, perhaps? What are we? How are we connected, beyond being mother and daughter?
We’re family who also chose to be connected?
And what would you call that?
Friends?
Soulmates?
We lingered awhile, staring at each other, our faces lit up with wonder.


Tell me. What has it really been like to live like this? she asked. All by yourself in America.
I shrugged.
Being here makes me feel smart, like my thoughts might have a purpose. But everything else is the same. Life’s still hard. I’m still me.
But everything else is not the same, she said, frowning. Not even us.
You’re right, I said.
I didn’t want to admit it but it was true. The emptiness in my new room after I unpacked all my belongings into three drawers, my eagerness to impress my classmates, my shame as I practiced pronouncing English words in front of the mirror—these things were doing something to me. The white buildings and the pine furniture and the people on campus were all having an effect on my body, on the way I moved through and occupied a room. I dragged my feet through snow, never sang in the shower to spare my neighbors, slept with a book next to my head on the pillow, spoke English as if I had always spoken it—things I couldn’t have done in the life I had before. What would these small changes add up to? Who and what was I on my way to becoming, and with such ease? There was something disturbing in my comfort, in how much I felt that I’d always belonged here, despite the  foreignness my classmates and professors claimed to see. You’re so eloquent, so smart, such a great writer, they said, for a nonnative speaker of English, as though I’d congratulate them on their perceptiveness in catching the imposter in their midst. I belonged to this school and to this town, but they couldn’t belong to me. I felt like a child again, always carrying the feeling that everyone else knew something I didn’t. I felt like I would never stop anticipating my own arrival, waiting for the moment when I’d finally feel at home, no questions asked. And then, when it finally happened, who would I be then?
What are you thinking about? my mother asked.
I looked around my room, embarrassed, touched the armrests of the chair, felt the floor with the soles of my feet, ran my index finger along a water ring from someone else’s glass on my desk.
My mother grabbed the elastic band around her wrist as she waited and tied her hair, slowly. A lock of her hair couldn’t stay in place and fell over her brow. She tucked it in again, smiled at me, at the camera.
I drank from my bottle, holding it with both hands.
I’m thinking that I’m pretty drunk, I said. We both are.
Then I said something like: Look, Mom. Look how lucky I am. Oh, look how well.


I reached for a crumpled tissue in my pants pocket. I closed my eyes and blew my nose. When I opened them again, my mom had disappeared.
I stared at the empty couch, the empty wall, the blue vase in the corner, the light of a lamp shining on it.
Mom? I said to no one. Where are you?
A moment later, she was back in her seat.
I was trying to tell you something, I said.
Just getting my pills and refreshing my drink, dear. What? You thought I was gone?
She sipped her whiskey, swallowed her white pills, moved her glass somewhere out of sight.
Don’t just walk away without saying anything.
She put her palms on her face and removed them, once, then twice, her hands like shutters.
Peekaboo, she said. Peekaboo.
I tried to smile a bit.
You know, I could still hear you, even if you couldn’t see me.
I nodded.
Right, right.
I blew my nose again, sipped my whiskey.
I was telling you about my life here, I said.
Right, I was listening.
You really were?


No.
She laughed, and I laughed with her.
We went back to not talking about what had changed since I’d left, where we’d ended up.
You take care of yourself tomorrow, when you wake up, I told her. Drink lots of water. Go out for a walk.
I don’t like to walk. 
I know, but try.
She bit her lip.
And you will too? she said. Mother and daughter taking good care of themselves, of each other?
I will, I promise. I’m proud of you. You’re looking well, Mom.
And you too. You are, you are.
She took a big sip of her drink and emptied the glass.
She said, So, tell me, are you really happy?
Yes.
Are you healthy?
Yes.
Are you taking your vitamins?
Yes.
Are you telling the truth?



4.
Snow had started to leave a tinge of lifelessness on everything and I stopped going outside, staying indoors as much as I could, in layers of fleece. Safia and the other international students went into town for Indian food to celebrate the end of the semester, with the promise of a party with booze in one of their rooms afterward. They were going home for winter break, or else were visiting relatives or friends nearby. I couldn’t afford to go anywhere and didn’t know anyone else in this country. I saw little reason to celebrate, and I was too exhausted to party, too dehydrated to drink, too sleepy to make conversation. Instead, I stayed in the milk carton without them, never went too far from it.


The dining hall was closed. The circulation desk at the library was closed. The recreation center with the pool table was closed. The facilities staff still plowed the snow, the janitorial staff still cleaned the bathrooms, the security staff still sat in their booth, though there weren’t more than ten of us scattered across the campus, mostly kids I’d never talked to, driving up the heating bill.
On their way out, the departing students had abandoned the clothes and food they didn’t want anymore in boxes labeled FREE in the corners of their common rooms. I walked through all the empty houses on campus with a tote bag, collecting packets of ramen, cans of tomato and cream of mushroom soup, and gently worn scarves, like a squirrel preparing for winter.
I found a twin value pack of English muffins, still unopened, and in the mornings, I got used to toasting one for breakfast and carefully filling all the nooks and crannies with butter and jam. I sat in an armchair in the empty common room and ate it slowly, licking strawberry preserves off my fingers, still in my pajamas. I read while I drank instant coffee with milk. I left the TV on for ambient noise, old movies and cruise commercials, and it cast a glowing tint on the bare walls, green, blue, a quivering purple. I turned on the gas fireplace and stared at the fire, took in its satisfying crackles and glowing  embers, listened to the house settle, watched the dead trees sway in the wind out the window.
For exercise, I moved from the armchair to the couch, from the bay window to the stoop outside. I moved and moved. I felt like Goldilocks trying out the furniture, both too big and too small to claim anything as mine.
For fun, I inspected the drawers in the common room, the books and board games on the shelves, then the bottles of Tide detergent in the laundry room, with students’ names written in Sharpie, and the little bottles of astringents and creams in the bathroom cubbies. I opened every box, leafed through every book, unscrewed the caps of bottles to sniff their contents, quickly dipped my finger in a pink glass jar of night cream that said PARIS and spread it on my face. The rooms in the building were so empty, I felt the need to occupy all of them at once.
I fantasized I’d find things that didn’t want to be found: illness, addiction, adultery. I’d tell nobody, even if there was anybody to tell. I’d leave the room as if I’d never seen anything, as if my life had never intersected with theirs.
At the end of my excursions, I tried to remove my presence from my surroundings. I picked up every strand  of hair I shed before I left a room. Vacuumed every crumb. I walked in and out of these rooms that weren’t quite mine, and I got away with it.
In the afternoons, I worked at the campus mailroom, where I watched the stacks of letters grow, unopened. I put slim envelopes in their slots. I sorted Amazon deliveries, media mail, care packages in padded envelopes, heavy with textbooks and office supplies for the upcoming semester, sent Priority by loving parents. Dubrowsky, Dunn, Dunton. There was intimacy in watching the movements of the campus, the coming and going, even in everyone’s absence. The staff that stuck around looked more relaxed, laughed more, told me about their children’s cheerleading competitions and jazz dance lessons.
You should come over for dinner with me and my daughter one night, my boss in the mailroom said as we replenished the tape in the postage meter. She would love you.
I nodded. That sounds nice.
I’m a single mom, she said, it’s just the two of us.
I felt like we were close friends already.
Then in the evenings I went back to my room and read until I ran out of pages. Then I called my mom on Skype and she answered on the first ring. She was always  already there when I rang her these days, to the point where I’d started to think of my computer as the mother aquarium. I walked away, went to work, went about my day, and when I came back, there she was, inside her tank, as if she’d never left.
And have you been eating? she asked. Have you been going outside? Being careful out there? Washing your undies in the shower, like I taught you?
She worried about me all alone on campus. She worried about me in the dead of winter. She worried about me living so far away, alone in America.
She’d watched a movie about a couple of girls left behind at a boarding school upstate. The snow made the campus look bleak. Emma Roberts had dark circles under her eyes. Everyone died.
Don’t go down into the basement, she said. Avoid long hallways. Don’t go out late at night.
When she heard on the news that a blizzard was passing through Vermont, she emailed me to ask if I needed company. A friend to marvel at the thunder with, she wrote.
I called her as soon as I woke up, before I ate my breakfast.
I’ve never seen a blizzard, she said. She brought her face closer to the screen. Where is it?


You saw it the last time it snowed, remember? You said it was soothing.
That was nothing, she said knowingly. I want to see a real storm.
It’s over, I said.
I showed her my window. The sky looked blank like a sheet, icicles hanging from the frame like teeth in a child’s drawing. Sunlight flooded the webcam, and for a moment my corner of the screen was all white. I reappeared as a silhouette, and then as my full self again.
Call me while it’s still happening next time, she said. I want to see it live.
Then she went on to list every storm fact she knew.
Sandstorms on Mars, solar storms on the moon. Every tragedy on Earth. Floods, tsunamis, earthquakes. She talked until I had to say, Mom, it’s getting late. I have to get ready for work.
* * *
On Christmas Eve, I made myself some nicer noodles than usual. I boiled instant ramen and fried an egg, then sautéed some still decent celery and cabbage I found in the fridge downstairs, which my neighbors had never cleaned. I ate my dinner with a glass of water at my desk while I read a book I got at the library sale about  a woman living on an island. I played Christmas music in the background. I kept myself busy.
When it was close to midnight in her time zone, I called my mother. She picked up after the first ring again, wearing her favorite oversized T-shirt, three pillar candles burning on the small table next to the couch.
Happy Christmas, she said in English. Is that how you say it?
Feliz Natal, Mom.
Are you celebrating?
I showed her my empty bowl and pointed at a stray noodle with my fork.
She laughed, then her hand went off-screen. When it appeared again, it was holding a bowl of instant ramen.
I taught you well, she said. Best late-night food.
She brought a fork to her mouth and slurped her noodles.
Outside, it started hailing and I told her what it was: falling ice.
Can you hear it? The noise?
I walked over to the window with my computer and I saw my own face and the glowing screen reflected on the windowpanes. The shards of ice rushed past us, slicing through the air.
I tapped at the glass.


Do you hear that? I asked as I tapped again. That’s what it sounds like.
She raised her eyebrows.
Move away from the windows, she said.
I laughed.
It’s okay, Mom. It’s safe.
Please.
I pressed my palm on the cold glass and nothing happened.
See? I asked.
Outside her own apartment, there was nothing interesting, she said.
She craned her neck to see what was outside her window.
Yep, nothing out there, she said. Everyone went out of town for the holidays.
She put her bowl away and let out a long sigh.
Let me ask you something, she said. Do you ever wish your mom could take care of you forever and ever, until the day you die? Your mom bathing you, feeding you carrot soup with your favorite spoon, putting a fuzzy blanket over you when you fall asleep, never ever leaving you alone?
Ha, I said. Ha.


I got up from my desk and sat down on my bed, let my head rest against the wall.
Well, I do, she said. I really miss having a mom.
I adjusted the angle of my laptop screen and got a good look at her. She looked small in her big clothes, and she wasn’t smiling.
Today in particular? Or all the time?
Forever.
She looked at her lap, fiddled with something for a moment, maybe the string from her shorts.
She shrugged, and I noticed that her eyes looked swollen.
I fluffed the pillow behind my back. This was her first holiday alone, with no mother and now no daughter. She was untethered, a woman who could do anything and go anywhere, without anyone to give a damn. Nobody was watching over her, and nobody was watching over me either, but that didn’t feel like freedom.
I’m sorry, Mom.
It’s late, she said. I’ve been trying to learn how to knit a pair of socks all day. Who knew it’s actually hard?
She showed her index finger, a Band-Aid around it.
All right, I said. Good night, then.
But I kept on watching her.


She curled up on the couch with her laptop in front of her face and closed her eyes. She didn’t ask me to stay with her, no tears. She just lay there.
I put my computer down and lay on my side too.
What would happen to her if I never returned home? I wondered, like I had every day since I arrived.
I took a deep breath and sat up. She didn’t move.
You’ll fall asleep, Mom.
No I won’t.
Don’t forget to put out the candles.
They’re for your grandmother.
I know, but you should put them out for the night.
Is that what you’ll do with me one day?
And then she laughed, as if this were a joke.
She took a deep breath and sat up too, then leaned toward the side table and blew out the candles. Only one of them went out at first, then the other two.
If you were here, she said, we could visit your grandmother tomorrow morning. Bring her the flowers we’re growing on the balcony. Give her a good Christmas morning.
Then she asked me for all the same things all over again. Show me where you are. Tell me about the weather. Let’s talk about the news.


I showed her where I lived as if for the first time. The pine desk. The one chair, standing uneven on the floor. The journal on the dresser. The small bookcase lined with binders. The enamel mug on the edge of the windowsill. The towel hanging on an adhesive hook. The calendar showing seasons she didn’t have at home.
We prayed together, our only Christmas ritual. I did it for her, to see if it’d help us feel closer, and so I did it for myself too. 
Amen.
I went to the kitchen to wash my bowl and make myself a cup of tea, chamomile with honey. I sipped the hot liquid as I walked up and down the dark hallways.
When I got back, my mom was out of the frame.
Mom? I asked. I’m here.
I watched the screen for a moment to see if it was frozen.
Then I saw her hand, inside the frame, at the bottom corner, on the seat cushion.
Mom? I asked. What are you doing?
Her hand clung to the seat, pixelated and thin.
I thought of her headaches. Her heart.
There were details to which I could not attend. She was alone, and so was I.


Before I said anything else, made myself useful in any way, she wiggled her fingers. An elbow began to appear.
I’m fine, sweetie, I heard her voice say. Everything’s fine.



5.
Christmas morning, New Year’s, the beginning of the spring semester came and went with me on Skype with my mother. She lost her balance getting off the couch, her ears buzzed, her head hurt, her heart raced, her dizziness made her nauseous. The earth shifted under her and her body was unable to catch up. We didn’t have a name for it yet, and had no idea how long these new symptoms would last.
Have you been through any life-altering events lately? her doctors asked. Divorce? Death of a family member? Change of residence?
They put her on medical leave, gave her little blue pills the size of grains of rice to take once a day.


She lay on her blue couch surrounded by empty glasses, candy wrappers, ceramic bowls coated with soup from the previous day, perfectly still, her head tilted back against the armrest, one arm hanging limply over the edge and the other covering her eyes, like she was a woman in a painting, like she could be mounted on that blank wall over her head.
How long does it take to fly from Vermont to Natal? she finally asked from her frame.
I clutched the computer on my lap, my fingers gripping the metallic edges, and stared at this painting, Woman on Fainting Couch.
Twenty-seven hours, I said.
And how much does it cost?
I searched for tickets online, one-way, from New York. I stared at the ceiling as I multiplied the dollar amount by three and a half to convert it into reais.
Never mind, she said before I could answer. It’s not like we could afford it anyway. 
Maybe in a few months, I said. For the summer.
You should get back to your homework, she said.
She put her arms down and turned to face the camera on the coffee table.
I need to take a nap, she said, every time I called her, day after day.


Students had returned to campus and the milk carton was filled with sounds, footsteps, laughter, slamming doors. Kayla messaged everyone on the group text chain that she was throwing a welcome-back party. In the common room, students hung streamers and balloons, and moved away my favorite armchair to make space for a drinks table.
Safia stopped by my room as soon as she arrived, looking festive in a colorful tie-dye hoodie and chipped electric blue nail polish. She’d brought me a gift from her time in New York, a snow globe wrapped in tissue paper that she’d carried for days in her backpack.
She shook it: a perfect snowstorm, heavy, self-
contained.
Then she put it in my hands.
Though you must be sick of winter by now.
The snowflakes settled on the little city in my palm, standing just for me, a city I could control. I shook it again and again and watched it go still and calm, mesmerized by how safe that world felt. There was no discomfort, no surprises, no bad news there. Winter didn’t look so scary anymore—the greatest of gifts.
I placed it on my desk, next to my blue lamp and a photo I’d printed out at the library and taped to the wall. My mother in black-and-white, her skin gray, her  lips black. She smiled coyly, a high school student and not yet a mother, something inconceivable to me. I took a step back and looked at my little collection. Under the lamp’s spotlight, side by side, my two lives.
* * *
We drank to the beginning of the semester, to leaving our parents behind, to having another chance to learn and have fun. We discussed books about wars we didn’t understand by authors whose names we couldn’t pronounce. We unpacked new composition books and were disappointed when our messy handwriting ruined the first page. We drank even though it made us puke.
We were together now. I was part of a we again. I did things like study French and learn about le subjonctif and read Baudelaire. I took copious notes, raised my hand, said smart things in class. My classmates nodded approvingly, and I felt something like pride. But when the professor turned her back to write on the blackboard, all I could think about was my mother, alone on her blue couch, looking for me on Skype, where I was set as away,
a yellow circle next to my name.
Each day, after dinner, I called her and she answered from her phone in bed, in the dark, the glow of the screen the only source of light, her eyes half-open.


Sorry, I was sleeping, she said, though I’d never seen her sleep this much or this early, my insomniac mother.
She hung up and I was left in my empty room, unable to let her go fully, unable to rest, to go to bed and sink into oblivion, thinking she might fall when there was no one around to hear it. I took my computer to bed and made sure Skype was open, in case she called, a strange variation of our usual programming.
Please tell me how I can help, I finally asked one evening, hoping she would let me fix everything, even in her current state. Half of me hoped she would just make the choice for me and tell me to quit school, leave my new friends and America behind, come back home and take care of her, so I wouldn’t have to feel guilty about leaving her alone anymore.
You can go live your life, she said instead. That’s all you can do.
I shook my head, confused.
But you are my life, I said.
She propped her head up on one elbow, her camera showing too much of her neck and too little of her face, her forehead cropped. And she smiled at me, for the first time since the dizzy spells started.
Your life is over there, she said, pointing at the screen.


* * *
Toward the end, my mother changed my grandmother’s diapers, spoon-fed her oatmeal every morning, led her back to her bedroom when she got confused in the middle of the night.
I’d never cooked for my mother. I’d never put her in warm water and run a sponge over her back. I’d never placed a spoon inside her mouth. I’d never taken care of her the way she’d taken care of me, the way she’d taken care of her own mother. I had the luxury of only ever being a child in my life. I didn’t become a mother at a young age. I was able to go to college, the first in my family. I got to read and play and eat oats someone else prepared for me in the morning. I lived alone and did my own laundry and paid my own phone bill and drank alcohol and somehow still remained a child.
I told myself, if my mother didn’t get better by the end of the summer, I would make the decision. I would leave everything behind, my full ride and my books and my milk carton, and go back to be her mother. 
For the time being, in my dorm room, sitting on my one chair next to my twin bed, in my world made for one, I thought of people from my other life who might help me while I was away. Aunt Janaina, who was recovering  from her knee surgery, my cousin Marlena, who was traveling on her honeymoon. Then there was my father, who I hadn’t heard from in almost three years, long before I moved, who hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye. I felt I was the opposite of him: I liked to be present and not absent, to have conversations and not silence, to live in multiple places at once and not leave anyone behind. I wrote him an email and quickly sent it before I had the chance to regret it, explaining that my mother had been dizzy and alone, and asking him to drive to our home for me, to do me a favor and be utterly unlike himself.
Drive across town, wait for someone to let you into the old building, walk up to the fourth floor, unlock the door with the key hidden behind the crucifix, sit down next to her, grab her hand, look her in the eye, speak to her in a voice that is real and alive and comforting with warm breath, not from her computer speaker. I asked, Can you do that, can you stand in for me this once? Can you be my parent? Can you be her parent for me, just for a day? I know you don’t know me well and that you don’t care about me, your only daughter, but you loved her once, didn’t you? You loved the life you had together? Can you please show up for your old life?
* * *


It was February and snowstorms kept coming. Students walked around campus in shorts and sweatshirts, in denial about the weather, their winter coats already in storage. My boots were covered in salt stains. Safia and I bought a cheap bottle of wine at the local Hannaford and stole an orange from the dining hall to make mulled wine. We stood by the stove with our wooden spoons, our heads close to the pot so we could smell the spices.
We fished out the cinnamon sticks and star anises and tried a sip. It was delicious, so sweet it made my teeth hurt.
It’s like a warm hug, Safia said.
My mother has been sick, I surprised myself by saying out loud, out of nowhere.
She put a hand on my shoulder, concerned.
How serious is it? Safia asked.
I might have to go home.
She took another sip, then nodded.
So there’s still a chance you might not.
* * *
On a particularly cold day, I sent my mother a picture of the snow falling onto the soccer field out my window, which I knew she usually found serene, beautiful even, but this time she found it menacing.


Does walking outside feel like being buried alive? she asked during our call that night.
And I said that it didn’t, although the truth was that sometimes it did. I’d have to dust a layer of snow off my shoulders and the creases in my coat before I walked in, my legs heavy, my jaw stiff, my hands burning.
She told me to stay indoors as much as I could, not to leave my room until it was warm again.
Then she shook her head.
No, don’t listen to me.
She yawned, then looked past me at something behind her screen. A lock of her hair fell in her eyes and she didn’t move it away.
What did you do today? I asked. Anything fun?
Let me show you, she said.
She grabbed a wooden box from the side table and showed me her recent projects again. The socks she’d been trying to knit for weeks had grown a bit, but looked wonky.
The tension is off, she said. I’m pulling the yarn too tight.
Then she showed me a picture of a mother duck and her ducklings on a lake in her adult coloring book, yellow birds on a milky-white lake.
Let’s see if I can finish these, she said.


Then she yawned again. It was much later there than where I was, way past midnight, and I let her go to bed.
I wondered what I should do now that I was alone. The Victorian novels I had to read for class sat unopened on my desk. I felt it would take too much effort to move between Brazil and the United States and then England in the course of one day.
The computer screen went dark and I saw my own face reflected in it. I looked pale and tired, papery even, as if covered in chalk. I got up and splashed cold water on my face in the bathroom down the hall, then put on my coat and boots and went out for a walk.
The snow looked golden under the yellow streetlights, and it sparkled. I walked down a hill, then up another, and arrived at the soccer field lit by the moon. Hot breath clouded in front of me. The snow was soft, softer than I expected, offering no resistance as I sank into it and was buried up to my shins.
From the middle of the field, in the dark, I could see into my bedroom on the third floor and into the bedrooms of my neighbors. A shadow moved across a wall. Two girls laughed together, tilting back their heads, without sound. In my room, the window framed  a perfect image of stillness. The whole world was quiet for a moment and I could see what my life looked like.
I rushed back to my room, leaving a trail of snow in the hallway, the water seeping through the carpet. I sat on the bed and took off my boots. Outside my window, the field was somewhere real, a place I had walked, no longer a static picture in a frame. My footprints on the ground led to where I stood and back, a small mark of where I’d been.
There was so much to love in this plain landscape, even though it tried to bury me, and I wanted to call home again and tell my mother about every soft pile of snow, every tree waving its branches.
I called her early the next morning, as soon as I thought she might be awake, but her face glowed in the dark.
Were you asleep?
The light was giving me a headache, she said, and took her hand to her brow.
Everything gave her migraines in those days. She lost her balance, her eyes twitched, her ears rang. To protect herself, she had to live in a world of blandness, often in silence, often with the dark, warm gauze over her eyes.


It occurred to me that she’d love the milk carton and the campus. The carpeted halls and the snow muffling every sound, the flavorless dining hall food, the constant darkness, nighttime always spilling into the short mornings.
I told her this and she said, Can you imagine? If, the moment I got there and ate your food and slept on your bed and walked around in your clothes, I was suddenly cured?
I told her about my walk to the soccer field.
She smiled and said, So it turns out you do listen to what I say.
I do, I do.
Just don’t go on these walks when it’s dark out, she said. Have you heard about the Filipino student who got murdered somewhere in New York last week? Not too far from you.
I laughed, happy that she was back to being so unmistakably herself.
* * *
Yet I continued to go on long walks alone, to nowhere in particular, to the edge of campus, behind the library, into the woods by the soccer field. Once, I slipped and fell in the snow and held on to a birch tree to steady  myself. Its trunk was covered in perfect almond-shaped eyes, wide-open, watching me. Sap leaked from their corners in sticky tears. Other times, I spotted tracks on the snow, crows, rabbits, deer, moose. I followed in their footsteps, toward bushes, ditches, roads, until they suddenly disappeared.
I watched sunny movies set in California, Florida, Hawaii. Blond people roller-skated, surfed, found love, watched sunsets, got nice tans.
I listened to music on my computer. Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, and a soothing album that claimed to stimulate plant growth, though I had no plants. Sometimes I played Top 40 songs, shut the roll-up vinyl blinds, and danced.
I watched videos of white women doing yoga in their bedrooms and I stretched my body alongside theirs, breathing when they did.
I watched a fireplace on the internet for hours. The firewood popped beautifully in the silence of my room, ashes fluttering.
I ate apples and almonds and oranges I took from the salad bar in the dining hall, and I poured hot water over tea bags and drank them with honey.
I read novels about love, divorce, illness, exile, and sometimes felt more present in the lives of the characters  than in my own, though soon after I’d forget nearly everything about them.
I lay on the bed, sat in the chair, stood on the hardwood floor, wore layers of clothes from the closet. I studied and wrote papers. I stared out the window, dust gathering on the sill, always that soccer field, always empty. No one ever played on it. 
Then I’d remember I had to call my mother, to see how she was doing.
Don’t get too comfortable there, don’t have too much fun, I told myself.
* * *
Out of nowhere my mother emailed me to say she’d received the package I’d sent her for Christmas, a couple of months too late, after I’d already forgotten about it.
On Skype, she waited with the box on her lap so we could open it together, her hands on my address.
I can’t believe this came all the way from America, she said.
She turned the box to the screen to show me the customs label I’d filled out.
Look, I’m touching your handwriting, she said. Might as well be touching your hand.


She cut the tape open with her kitchen shears and found the card I’d written for her, a brown dog running down a snowy hill.
Read it to me, I said.
Querida mãe, she said. Feliz Natal.
But then she couldn’t make out what the rest of it said.
Your handwriting has changed, she said. I can barely recognize it.
I don’t write in cursive anymore, I said. Not since I was a kid.
That’s it, she said. It’s very grown-up now. I no longer see my little girl in it.
Show it to me and I’ll read it.
She placed the open card in front of the camera and I tried to make sense of what I’d written, but all I saw was a blur. Neat lines of blur.
She went through the rest of the contents of the box: a tiny bottle of maple syrup, a little bag of peppermint candy, a blue shawl.
She put the computer on the coffee table, then stood up and draped the shawl over her shoulders, swaying from side to side.
It’s like a hug, she said. A cocoon.


She sat back down and curled up on the couch, covering the length of her body with it, the shawl like a blanket, all the way up to her chin.
Will you talk me to sleep?
I nodded, but then I couldn’t think of anything to say.
I thought maybe I could read her a story instead. Something soothing, nothing like the news.
I looked around my room for a book in Portuguese, something we could both understand, but I realized there was nothing. All the books around me were in English, every flyer, magazine, brochure. Even my own diaries.
Read in English, then, she said. I don’t mind. I just want to hear your voice.
She closed her eyes and waited, stroking the tassels along the edge of the shawl.
I grabbed one of the Victorian novels I’d been studying and opened it to a random page. I told her it was about orphans, and fortunes, and fate.
I read for what felt like an hour. Twenty-eight pages’ worth of story.
Sometimes she nodded, until she didn’t, her lids shut, her head heavy over one shoulder.


And then what? Was I supposed to hang up on her, on my own mother?
I muted my mic and kept watch for most of the night. Her occasional stirring, her face glowing in the dark, her hair over her eyes. The restlessness of her sleep.



6.
School started to take over my life again, leaving little room for other worries. It couldn’t be helped. I was working extra shifts in the mailroom to try to save some money and had to do most of my homework at night. The books were long and the days were short. Out of nowhere, the clock went from two to three in the morning for daylight savings and I panicked when I realized I’d have less time to finish my assignment due the next day. I was always nearly finishing some assignment, writing a twenty-page paper, making my way through a difficult book, working on a complicated project minutes before I had to turn it in. I’d brought a highlighter pencil from home, which I diligently sharpened at the library  and used to color important passages in my books, dragging it back and forth against the pages until I reached the desired shade of yellow. Soon the pencil was barely big enough for me to hold it, most of it shaved away, its remnants collected in a sandwich bag I kept in my backpack. I called my mother with the fluorescent pencil in hand while I took notes, tried to finish my coloring for the day. Other times, I called while I tidied my desk, replied to emails from professors, checked my bank balance online. It wasn’t right but it was better than not calling her at all.
Are you listening to me? she said while I typed.
Yes, I am.
No you’re not. 
I’m sorry, I said, too many times.
She shook her head.
What are you doing that is so important? she asked.
Let me show you something.
What?
How hard I’ve been working, I said, and pulled the baggie of pencil shavings out of my backpack, evidence of my industriousness.
Wow, she said, though she looked at the bag with no enthusiasm, unimpressed by my scholastic waste.


Don’t let me keep you from your work, she said. We can talk later.
To make up for my absence, I gave her a whole Friday evening with no emails or highlighting so we could catch up. No books, I promised. I headed straight back to my room through the snow after dinner. I threw my keys on the desk, then took off my coat and my damp socks and stretched them to dry on the radiator. On the floor, I shoved piles of clothes into a corner, hid stacks of paper that needed tending to, things she wouldn’t see through the camera.
I sat in front of the computer and clicked on the little green phone on the screen. She sat on the couch, fidgeting with something I couldn’t identify. Her image was blurry.
Hey, stranger, she said.
What have you been up to? I asked.
Nothing new.
That’s fine, I said. Old stuff will do. This is your time. Just talk to me.
About what? What can we talk about?
She shook her head and her face became even blurrier.
Anything you like, I said.


There isn’t much, really. You, your grandmother.
I shifted in my seat and stared at her, though the image was too indistinct for me to see her clearly. She shook her head again.
Stop looking at me like that, she said.
Like what?
Like that.
She touched her fingers to her temples. Her image finally settled and only then did I notice that her eyes were glassy with tears. I was sure she was crying. Her voice gave it away.
Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind? I said.
She said, It won’t stop raining. I keep thinking about my mother by herself in the cemetery, lying among the dead bushes. I shouldn’t have left her all alone. I shouldn’t have abandoned her. I shouldn’t have forgotten to visit her grave.
She said, What if the water washes her grave away, or fills her body with liquid? And then she won’t be there anymore. Or she’ll be there, but filled with something that is not her.
She said, Is it silly, to care so much about the body?
And then I said, What else have we got?
I thought of Grandma’s body too, the only thing left of her—besides a pair of glasses, a Bible, a box of bobby  pins—and I thought of my mother mourning her own. Her kissing her mother’s cheek at the cemetery, and then her kissing her not-mother’s cheek, just the cheek of a body in a shiny coffin.
We’ll always have our memories together, I said, and then I felt embarrassed I’d said something so inane, that offered so little comfort.
She was quiet for a moment and then suddenly said, She had cracked hands like crumpled tissue paper. And her hair. She had the hair of a child, my mother, with those white curls. Light as foam.
She said, My mother used to rub camphor oil on my forehead when I had one of my headaches, even as a child. I would be playing with my dolls, then she’d come in and ask, So how’s the little body? I didn’t appreciate it then, got annoyed with her. I’d always say, Please, don’t ask. The pain only gets worse when you ask about it.
My mother said, In the end, she forgot everything. She even forgot that she was my mother, imagine that. She asked me, Who are you? I told her, You’re my mother. She squeezed my hand and wouldn’t let go. No, she told me. You’re my mother.
I brightened my screen to get a closer look. Her oversized T-shirt had a brown stain below the collar.  Her hair was greasy and tied in a ponytail with a piece of blue cloth. Her face glowed in the dark, as if lit by a candle. Her skin was marked with acne scars. She looked tired, and her weariness made her look young, vulnerable.
She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes.
I’m going to bed, she said as she stood up and waved one hand, which was her way of dismissing me.
She sounded distant, full of echo. And it wasn’t like her to want to stop talking.
I wanted to command her to stay. I shook my head and was this close to demanding, Where do you think you’re going, Mother? You can’t walk away from me like this, when you know I can’t follow you.
But I didn’t say anything. I was the one who’d walked away first, who kept moving farther and farther away.
Her face was a haze, her gestures faint and late. She straightened her shirt and sat back down of her own accord.
I stared at my fogged-up window. I could hear a slow song playing in her background. Something American, perhaps. I didn’t recognize it, any of it.
And there I was, staring at the screen, which suddenly looked too small, like a keyhole through which  I could peer at my own home, four thousand miles 
away.
When my mother missed our life together, she always joked that she was stuck inside the screen and I was trapped on the outside.
You’ll walk through the screen one day, she once said. Then you’ll suddenly stand next to me, with me. It’ll be like in the movies.
I thought about it. About how she was in and I was out.
Then she said, Jump! And raised her arms, as if taking a plunge.
We laughed at our silliness. Then I had this feeling—and it was just a feeling—that I could make myself do it. First, the nails, the fingers, the knuckles.
Don’t go yet, I said today. Try to think of something else if you can. A distraction.
She seemed to think for a moment, then shook her head.
Nothing could keep me distracted long enough. Nothing, she said, is bigger than this.
Her image froze, her hand to her chin.
Maybe now she crossed her arms over her chest, shifted in her seat, ran her hands over her hair. How would I know?


To distract her, I described what I had for breakfast. Potatoes with bell peppers, scrambled eggs, French toast. A cup of coffee.
I can just picture you, I think her voice said, suddenly choppy.
A picture of me? I wasn’t sure.
You, with all this food, all by yourself.
Talk to me about the soaps, I tried again. Please.
She relaxed her pursed lips, just barely. Her voice came out clear again.
It ended on a cliffhanger last night. Helena met a man, a nice one from a poor family. Júlio. Such a nice man, that one.
And how’s her mother?
Fine, fine.
And her sister?
Not bad.
And so it got easier. We talked of this and that: of work, her prayers, the incoming storm, what she made for lunch, everything that was normal and therefore belonged to the unquestioned parts of everyday life.
And about death.
The little we knew came from the news. Torso in the ditch. Stones in the mouth. Blood in the tub.


Nothing about fading. About going silent in transit. Nothing about stepping out of the body when no one is looking.
She said softly, Do you think I’ll get used to it? To my mother being dead? My only mother.
Though she didn’t speak those words at all, not exactly, another layer of removal between us. She said something else, in Portuguese, minha única mãe. I was the one hearing her in English, this language that was taking over everything, her words turning into a fiction in my head.
Let’s start over, I said. You call me all the way from Brazil and I answer. What do you say?
How are you, my sweet child? How have you been?
I chuckled.
You’re no good at this, I said. Let me try: How are you doing, Mom?
She smiled. She told me she wasn’t doing so bad. Not so bad, was what she told me. Believe me, you’re not missing a thing. Just another crummy day in a crummy place.
I squeezed her hand, or rather: I squeezed my own empty hand, imagining hers in it, and I had the feeling that she felt it too, where she was.


It was suddenly late. The unearthly glow of the screen was a reminder of mountains, of oceans, of rain, of the sun, of familiar voices that don’t echo.
And how are you, my sweet child? Where have you been?



7.
When I started to think it would never happen, the snow finally gave way to rain, the ice started to melt, puddles formed in the soccer field. It was still cold, but wet, humid.
I watched unseasonal Christmas DVDs borrowed from the library on the weekends, trying to stay dry and warm—Miracle on 34th Street, How the Grinch Stole Christmas, Elf—under the covers, the thermostat set to eighty in my little boxy room. In White Christmas, there’s no snow in Vermont until a beautiful and thick layer falls over the little town of Pine Tree at the very end. In Home Alone, a child wishes his family away, then hates being by himself. I made popcorn in the microwave and boiled water for tea, then brought them up to my room  and ate and drank in front of the screen. I lay in the same bed, sat at the same desk, paced on the same floorboards, listened to the same hissing radiator. My room was warm, the mattress molded to the shape of my body, and my charger cord was always ready next to the bed, but soon I tired of this.
To shake things up, I went downstairs and called my mother from the empty kitchen.
She picked up after the first ring, after two days of not picking up at all. She was sitting at her kitchen table too, her hands cupping her face. And she was smiling, looking refreshed, dressed up in a silk blouse.
You’re back! I screamed.
Back from where?
I’ve been calling you, I said.
She shook her head.
It must not have rung here.
I called a bunch of times. I was worried about you.
Ah, she said.
She raised a finger, like she’d just had an idea.
It must have been while I was at the office, she said. I went back to work. Didn’t I tell you I went back to work?
I don’t think you did.
I did, she said. You must have forgotten.


I nodded.
Maybe, I said. So are you feeling better?
I’m fine, she said. Tell me about you. Where are you? What is this place?
I’m home! I said. In the kitchen in the milk carton.
I raised my mug so she could see that I was drinking tea.
I showed her the cabinets, the fridge, the sink. She thought it was fancy, everything silver.
It’s huge, she said. How come I’ve never seen this?
* * *
What did you do today? I asked.
Nothing. Rearranged the furniture, decluttered the closets.
Good, spring cleaning. New beginnings!
It’s fall here.
Just please don’t throw away any of my things, I said.
I won’t, she said. I haven’t been inside your bedroom in months. Part of me believes that if I open the door, I’ll still find you in there, hunched over your desk, reading a book.
Do you want to try now and see if it works? If you can teleport me there?


She laughed.
I came across some nice pictures of us this morning, she said.
She pointed at the bookcase I knew was just outside the computer frame, as long as she hadn’t moved it. Her hand went off-screen, and when it returned, there was a stack of photos in it.
She held one up to the camera, her face tilted down.
Can you see it?
She tapped on our faces, us smiling in our matching overalls, tugging each other’s sleeves under my childhood palm tree.
Do you remember this? she asked.
We looked so happy, fresh-faced. I wished I did remember.
I don’t, I said.
She put it down and shook her head, her greasy bangs over her puffy eyes.
Just look at us, she said. We were so young then. I was as old as you are now. Remember that day? Remember that shirt? Remember that tree?
She showed me the next one. Me alone, playing with blue paint and a piece of paper on our living room floor.  She held the photo against her chest for a moment, her thumb on my cheeks.
She said, I remember this.
* * *
We drank chamomile tea at our respective kitchen tables and talked and talked. That was all there was left for us to do, go over the same memories, the same afternoons sitting out on our balcony. Over and over again. I’d been gone for months already, and it felt like years.
My mother stood up, gathered her teacup and teapot, and put them in the sink. She washed the cup slowly with the blue liquid soap, the water running down her hands.
I sat there watching her back, holding my mug. I sipped my tea and it was already cold.
* * *
My fingernails grew and I clipped them, then they grew and I clipped them. One day I woke up and there was a crease around my mouth.
* * *
I asked, How’s your sleep these days?
She looked tired, though I didn’t tell her that.


It’s good, she said. Better than before. I’m sleepy all day. But then the moment my head hits the pillow, it’s filled with images, the most horrible ones, my mother dying, all the tragic things I’ve seen in the news. I start worrying about the end of the world. At some point, nothing seems to matter anymore and I finally let it all go. I tire myself out.
That sounds exhausting, I said. The world ending every night.
I fell asleep on the couch last night, she continued. Now my neck hurts. But I slept well, tricked myself into thinking I wasn’t really going to bed. That’s the secret. No pillow to have bad dreams on.
* * *
And you’ve been taking your blood pressure medication?
Yes, sure.
And you saw the cardiologist?
Yes, yes. There’s nothing wrong with my heart.
Okay, I said.
I’m fine, really, I’m fine.
Then she went on and on about every side effect of her antidepressants. More dizziness, headaches, constipation. But she was feeling better, she promised, keeping  busy, sometimes even forgetting there was reason to suffer.
The light from the window changed behind her, got dimmer and dimmer through the curtains. I suddenly noticed the new wrinkles on her forehead, two deep lines between her eyebrows, new signs of worry I had no memory of seeing before. I wanted to reach through the screen and smooth them over for her, make them disappear, turn her younger, keep her from ever growing old.
She told me again about how she’d reorganized the living room, moved her favorite framed picture of us from the window to the opposite wall, alphabetized her books, made piles of old blankets and dresses to donate. She showed me the living room, a new landscape painting hanging above the couch, and it had come alive with change. I stayed there with her as the light disappeared, until our glowing faces were all we could see in the dark. I watched the way she tilted her head or moved a strand of hair away from her face and wished she’d forget she was being watched so I could catch a moment of life there without me, her loneliness offsetting mine. It was hard to say who filled whose time, who kept whom company. And then when we ran out of things to say, neither of us had the heart to hang up.


She got up and turned on the lights. She placed the computer with my face inside back on the kitchen table, then grabbed her kettle and boiled more water, poured herself another cup of tea. She stared at her hands and said, Pois é, filha, that’s life.
I grabbed a sleeve of crackers and ate them in front of the computer, crumbs falling into my keyboard, while we talked about the neighbor’s cat, the songs on the radio, the armed robberies downtown. Our food, our sleeping pills, our respective weathers.
And you’re really doing fine, even when I don’t call? I asked. Even when I call and you don’t pick up?
I am, she said. I’m never truly without you. You know what it’s like.
And I did.



8.
After breakfast one Saturday morning, I walked with Safia from the dining hall all the way to the edge of campus, then through the gates to town, then across the train tracks, headed nowhere in particular.
I felt like we needed to get out for a bit, Safia said. To hang out and talk as regular people, not just as international students.
I agreed.
Being off campus like this always made me think of how the college, like many colleges, was enclosed and remote, a self-segregated village. I was so used to being in it, within its bounds, I sometimes forgot I could leave.
It had snowed again, after weeks of warmth and rain. Out there, every surface was covered in a thick layer of  white. There was ice in the trees, already dripping. We walked past couples with dogs in little boots, baristas smoking cigarettes outside the coffee shop, wind chimes swinging on porches. Everyone was out and about and the snow sparkled, bright white reflecting the sun, nothing like the desolate gray I was already getting used to.
Safia and I talked about books, our favorite TV shows, our campus jobs, our loud neighbors, our friends. She was planning to go to grad school after all this, she told me. Then maybe one day she could be a tenured professor.
We could live together in the city, she said. Rent an apartment uptown while I’m at Columbia.
I widened my eyes.
Is that a yes on the apartment? she asked.
I laughed, then shook my head.
I don’t even know where we’re going right now, let alone in four years.
Najwa can live with us too, she joked. We can adopt a cat. We can bake cakes. We can throw parties.
Despite myself, I imagined it, us sitting together on a New York fire escape, a cat curled into a ball by our feet, and for a moment I felt like I had a future in this place. I even forgot about my mother, about life in our country, and that frightened me.


I rubbed my hands together and sighed. I could see my breath, how far it went.
* * *
We arrived at the frozen pond and stood by its edge, then Safia stepped a few feet out and stomped on the surface with one foot until it broke through the thin layer of ice. She pointed at her wet shoe.
Just look at it, she said. Everything here looks like that to me.
Like what?
Like something out of a dream. Like something that was never meant to happen. Nothing makes sense.
I stared at the trees in the distance, shaking their bare arms. And the pond, so terribly still.
It’s magical, isn’t it? she said as she joined me on land.
I nodded. We started to make our way back to campus, walking slowly on the road that led back to the dorms.
I could see the magic, I tried to explain, but I also saw how utterly ordinary it all was. A series of faucets dripping in damp bathrooms, girls singing in the shower next to mine, fire drills in the middle of the night, icicles everywhere like cold nipples.
Life here isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, I told her.


But as I said this, I started to see things more and more like her. Us walking together by a pond. A school on top of a hill. Children, barely young adults, living together. Wasn’t that magical too?
You have to stop noticing the wrong things, she told me. Like how the moon and the constellations look different in the Northern Hemisphere, as though we’re seeing them through a mirror. Stop thinking about what’s missing, she told me. My mother’s warm hand, the folds on her soft skin, the neighbor’s cat who would leave hairs on my jacket just so I could find them months later. None of it had gone anywhere. It could all still be real. 
I know, I know, she said. It’s hard. But you have to stop doing that.
I looked down at my hands.
I was supposed to let go. Just imagine.
* * *
I called my mom as soon as I got to my room. I didn’t even want her to pick up that night. I was tired after a long day of walking in the snow. But I needed to show her how much I remembered.
By now, this was our routine: I called her on Skype and then wished I could be elsewhere. She’d list the locations of every volcanic eruption or plane crash that  year, and I’d catch up on homework, microwave some popcorn and then eat it.
Now she didn’t pick up.
I sat in bed with my computer on my lap with the knowledge that reaching my mother on the other side of the continent wasn’t easy, that it wasn’t always true that she’d be there on the other end. I tried not to picture her falling, in pain.
I sipped my water, looked into the glass for a moment then put it down on the windowsill.
I tried again.
I watched myself in the little rectangle in the corner of the screen while I waited. I leaned closer to the computer, my mouth disproportionately large, my nose taking up most of the screen. The ring continued and continued. I waited for an answer that didn’t come.
* * *
In Natal, certain sounds had always soothed me: eggs sizzling in the pan, rain falling against the windowpane, the TV talking in the other room, muffled steps above us—us, me and someone else.
In this life, new favorite sounds: the clank of the radiator, tires on the gravel outside my window, different rain.


I opened the window to let in the sound of the storm, the smell of wet soil. An icy wind blew in, pure and brisk. I breathed it in, my face just inside the window frame, and stared at the trees beyond the fields. Then I stood up to put the computer away. As soon as I grabbed my computer and turned around, a gust of wind knocked over the glass of water on the windowsill.
Water splashed on my bed and on the hardwood floor.
At first, I wanted to grab the glass and throw it out the window, to smash all the breakables already, to get rid of everything that didn’t mold itself to the shape I wanted for my days. But then I thought, That’s life! The sudden movement, that rare sound, the unexpected spill. The day changing, taking a direction of its own. I could handle it. I welcomed it.
The glass didn’t break. I kneeled down and picked it up, drank what was left in it and dried the puddle on the floor with a face towel. Rain started to fall on one end of my pillow and I let it.
I dried the glass with the hem of my shirt, filled it again with tap water.
* * *


For the rest of the night, I watched my mom’s soap opera on a clandestine streaming website. Helena was pregnant again and was waiting for confirmation of the paternity of her baby. I liked the urgency in her pleas, the sheer volume of her big family shouting over one another. It was easy to fall asleep to the sound of their voices, my back against my bedroom wall.
When I woke up, it was not yet morning. I turned on a light and looked around at the piles of unwashed clothes and unread books, and I felt more tired than before. Slowly, I worked my way through the mess, put all the things that were misplaced back in the hamper and in drawers and on the shelf.
Then I sat on the floor with my stack of unopened mail. Who on earth takes this long to open their mail? my mother would have asked. Who even waits until they’re back indoors to open a letter? I guess me, I do, right here. The mailroom girl. The shoemaker’s children always go barefoot.
I cut open each envelope with a pair of scissors, then read each one by one, from start to finish. They advertised insurance for a car I didn’t own and subscriptions for magazines I couldn’t afford. I tossed the letters, which weren’t meant for someone like me anyway.


Then I cleaned my email inbox, deleted expired discount codes and unread newsletters, lying in bed as I listened to music. In between old emails advertising Presidents’ Day sales, TVs, skillets, mixers, I found my father’s reply to my email from months before, lost in the shuffle. I clicked on his name.
It’s not the answer you want to hear, he wrote, and he was right.
I’ve always been weird, he said. Never knew how to keep people in my life, never knew how to stay close to anybody. Isn’t thinking about each other from afar enough? Do I have to give you my mind, my body, my heart, all my time? What good would it do, anyway? To have so much of someone like me?
* * *
I lived alone, I rarely spoke, I ate badly.
* * *
My life on campus was simple. I went from class to class, then I had lunch, then dessert, then coffee with my friends in the dining hall, which had five big rooms, each in a different pastel color: pink, yellow, green, blue, purple, with matching fireplaces. We favored the purple room, the smallest one, where only international  students, students of color, and professors ate their meals.
After coffee, Najwa did her crosswords at the table and we helped.
Who plays Wichita in Zombieland?
Emma Stone! we’d yell.
What does this look like? Then she’d show us the shape the words were supposed to make.
A tuning fork, a slingshot, a wishbone!
We spent our days eating carrot soups and tuna sandwiches, yelling out our words, writing our papers.
* * *
Mom, I wrote to her in an email. Did you watch tonight’s episode? I couldn’t believe that man is the father of Helena’s baby. Call me!
* * *
In the middle of the night, leaning against my bedroom wall in the dark, I watched the wind pulling the curtains of rain out there. Headlights passed over the ceiling. When my upstairs neighbor got home drunk, I heard her footsteps, like paws on soft grass, directly above me. I watched the glass of water on the windowsill, how the water quivered.
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The academic year was over before I finished reading the books I was supposed to read, learned what I was meant to learn, saved up enough to go home for the summer, before I became the person I wanted to be. The big lawn outside the dining hall was suddenly covered in daisies. Safia took a picture of me standing in the middle of it, walking barefoot on the grass and picking flowers, which I put in a glass Snapple bottle filled with water, though I knew soon they would die and I’d have to pack up and leave my room anyway. I turned in my papers, slept at odd hours, filled out forms to apply for financial assistance for summer housing and expenses, packed my things in my suitcase, wrapped my snow globe in old newspaper so it wouldn’t break,  threw out the pencil shavings I’d been keeping in their little bag.
Other students piled up things they didn’t want anymore in the common room, again the donation boxes and trash cans overflowed. When no one was watching, Safia and I helped each other lug printers, microwaves, electric kettles, and memory foam mattress toppers back to our rooms. We put smaller things in tote bags: a brand-new Moleskine, mostly new toothpaste, a half-full box of Emergen-C, some bags of fancy-shaped pasta. I spotted a beautiful peach wing armchair under a mountain of old clothes, and I squealed with delight after I’d fully unearthed it, grateful for the other students’ great taste and wealth, for how they had so much of everything and could spare something as nice as this, that I might get to enjoy some of their nice things too.
Eight international students were graduating and I took pictures with each of them in their caps and gowns, me in a T-shirt dress. Some of their parents greeted me in English, asked questions about my classes, talked about their travels. A couple told me about their own experiences as international students in the US, how they’d wanted their kids to have the same opportunities as them, to go off to New York and get PhDs and make America their home. Another couple kept complaining  that the ceremony was running long. They couldn’t wait to take their child back home, get out of this country where they were told they had an accent. Safia and I were guests of Fang, who sometimes joined us in the twenty-four-hour room at the library. Her parents couldn’t come and she didn’t want her two free tickets to the fancy dinner to go to waste. We ate salmon and tiramisu under a large tent and laughed at the sappy speeches. We cried when the president handed Fang her diploma, her name engraved in gold on the leather folder. A string quartet played while we sipped sparkling cider. Her parents messaged her to say they spotted her on the livestream, walking across the stage, and that she looked pretty in her blue dress.
Did they recognize her name when they called it, pronounced in a new way? she asked.
And they said they did, of course. We gave you that name.
* * *
That night, once everyone’s parents were back in their hotel rooms, students threw parties all over campus to drink the leftover alcohol they didn’t want to pack. From my bedroom, I could hear them laughing and screaming through the halls. The music was so loud, it was  unintelligible, all mumbles and bass. I put my hand on the wall above my desk and felt it throb like a heart, the whole campus alive.
Then my phone vibrated and rattled on my desk.
I picked it up and it glowed with a message from my mother.
Do you want to chat in a bit? she asked.
Sorry, I wrote back. Still packing. Talk later?
I put on a coat over my pajamas and followed the music to the common room, where I poured myself a bit of Fireball Cinnamon Whisky in a plastic cup from the collection of bottles on the fireplace mantel. On the porch outside, a big cloud of smoke engulfed a group of newly minted juniors sitting on the railing, laughing and talking, the ends of their cigarettes burning in the dark. A girl I recognized from my French class asked if I wanted to sit and scooched over for me. She held a slim cigarette between her fingers and an American Library in Paris tote bag rested by her combat boots.
They were talking about their summer plans, their trips and homes and futures, she told me.
I’m interning in New York, visiting family in Switzerland, volunteering in Haiti, traveling around Asia, doing a summer fellowship at Harvard, doing research  in Paraguay, they said. One of them told me that he was going to Rio to take photos for a new series. Have you been? And when I said no, he drank from his can of beer and asked, Really? You’re from Brazil, aren’t you?
I nodded, confused.
They could do anything and travel anywhere, even to Brazil and back to the US again, and I felt a pang of jealousy that they didn’t have to choose between them.
Smoke from their cigarettes filled my nose and mouth and I let out a cough.
I took a big swig of my whiskey and it burned my throat. I suddenly felt too drunk and tired to make small talk, to speak their language like this. I gestured toward my cup and headed inside, stopping by the row of bottles to refill it. Then I made my way to Safia’s room down the hall and knocked on the door.
I was just talking to the white kids from the lit department, I told her.
Did they tell you about their awesome summer plans? she asked. I ran into our RA earlier and she told me she was doing a puppetry summer program in the UK.
We laughed.
Safia was in the throes of packing ahead of her flight home early in the morning, clothes all over the floor,  her hair up in a bun. I gave her my cup and she quickly chugged the Fireball, her eyes closed. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
Do you think my parents will be able to smell it on my breath twenty-four hours from now? she asked.
We laughed some more.
Are you excited to see them? I asked.
She nodded.
I finally told my mom last night that I’d started smoking and she said it’s fine. No need to quit cold turkey tonight, she said. Though it hasn’t helped me make a single new friend. Might as well quit right now.
We can do better next semester, I said. Join a club.
Or we can found our own. The Lonely Girls’ Club.
Lonely Hearts.
Only the Lonely.
I helped her sweep her room, then we carried her books and linens to the basement for storage. Back in her room, I gave her a tight hug, got a good look at her. We were about the same height, both had dark and curly hair, similar complexions. People often mistook us for one another. A white boy with hipster glasses once stopped me when I was working in the mailroom and called me by her name. That’s not me, I said. But he insisted. I know you! Just yesterday we had a whole conversation,  he said. You told me you’re from Pakistan. You told me about the Karachi Grammar School. You told me about your childhood guava tree. I remember your face! he yelled. I wondered what he saw when he looked at me: ambiguous ethnic features, generic thick hair, an accent. But now, looking at Safia up close, I could kind of see it. There was something we shared, something in our eyes. A similar kind of hope.
See you in September, she said, and waved.
See you in September.
Back in my room, I hung my coat on the doorknob and buried myself under the covers to wait for morning. In just a few hours, I’d move into an old colonial house with a redbrick chimney, where an art professor lived during the school year. She had no plants or pets or children—it was the house that needed tending to, minding, watching over. In exchange for shelter, my job was to leave things untouched. A perfect job, I thought, doing what I did best. It was a job I needed to survive, though I’d only told her, in her language, it would be of immense help for someone in my position.
When the art professor had interviewed me and showed me the house, I noticed two half-used bottles of shampoo in the bathroom. An empty water carafe on the marble kitchen counter, one tall glass next to it. A  row of seashells on a windowsill. A pencil stub on the edge of a shelf. Everywhere, pieces of herself.
Now I looked at my pajamas, my bedsheets, my boxes, and tried to imagine them in the big wooden house. My worn slippers, the coat I’d bought at the Goodwill, my bulky computer: they didn’t seem like they would belong there. But soon I could see it, those objects making that fancy house more approachable, intentional flaws turning a stranger’s museum into a home. Myself in it.
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In the morning, I finally took my things to the storage room in the basement: cardboard boxes with binders and notebooks from my first year of classes, my winter clothes, my snow globe, my peach chair, my beloved blue lamp. I carefully carried the boxes down the narrow steps in the dark, holding everything I owned in my hands. In my empty room, sitting next to my suitcase and backpack, I drank a glass of water and snacked on dried fruits and nuts I’d taken from the dining hall the previous day, before it closed for good. Then I set off for the professor’s house, dragging my suitcase through dirt paths and grassy lawns.
At the house, I fumbled with the key as I stood on the doormat, which said WELCOME in big letters,  although it was upside down as I came in, facing the door. Still, it would greet me every time I went out to the street, as if saying the whole world was mine. Everything. Even this house.
I took my suitcase up to my attic bedroom one step at a time. I put my clothes in the dresser drawers. I put my books on my new secretary desk. I opened the linen curtains on my new dormer windows, real curtains made of warm fabric. I took a long shower in my new private bathroom, quiet and clean. I brushed my teeth in my own personal sink, still wrapped in my towel. I wandered into the hallway and didn’t run into any strangers. I lay on the large queen bed with its six pillows of various sizes and let my body accept its softness. I fell asleep before I figured out what I would eat for dinner, before I let my mother know I’d made it to my new home, before I made the decision to fall asleep.
I woke up in the middle of the night, confused about where I was. The room was cold and completely dark except for the blue light of an emergency phone outside shining in through the window. I got up and put on a sweater, itchy and warm, with moth holes in one of the sleeves. I went to my new desk and sat under the glow of the Tiffany lamp, writing mundanities in my journal, reading Brazilian blogs on my computer,  skimming the news as I waited for daylight to appear. My stomach growled. Time seemed to move thickly and slowly, so that it was still night after what felt like hours. I looked up from my laptop and stared out the window, still perfectly dark except for the intricate, colorful patterns of the lampshade and the reflection of my own face, my blurry features doubled on the glass.
Despite the hour, I called my mother on Skype. She picked up after the first ring, fully awake, unable to sleep as well, floating inside the fish tank, like the old days.
Hey there, she said, her face grainy on the blue screen.
I waited for her to move, for some gesture that made her look like herself.
She smiled, ran her hand over her hair.
Why are you up so early? I asked.
I was just thinking about you and couldn’t sleep, she said. How are you doing all by yourself over there? I worry.
It’s lovely here, I said. Lovely. I’ll be fine.
Good, she said, and let out a sigh. Phew. I might even sleep well tonight.
Good, I said, and smiled. I might even sleep well tonight too.
I looked around my room, at the small roses printed on the white bedspread, the exposed wooden beams  above me on the sloped ceiling, the sheer linen curtains, and told her how special it was to spend this first and maybe last summer in the mountains, how the frogs sang, the fireflies glowed, the fog rolled in.
It has been neither too hot nor too cold, I told her. The weather is perfect. And my room—my room is the right kind of old, like something out of the books I read. I have so much planned, I said. I’ll clean, cook, tend to the garden, read, maybe go swimming in the pond. I said all this with such conviction that it started to sound like an ideal life that had been carefully designed, and not at all like an accidental summer in the country born out of circumstance.
I’m so happy for you, she said. So happy I could cry.
I smiled. I too could cry out of relief.
And how are you doing all by yourself over there? I asked. I worry.
She showed me her color-coordinated closet, which she’d spent the whole weekend trying to get right. She showed me her progress on Duolingo, her improved pronunciation of horse, dog, cat. Then the sun came up on her end and we cheered. Her wait was over.
She took the computer out to the balcony and sat there in the sun, her eyelashes shining so bright, they  looked nearly white. Her hair blew in the wind, a palm frond lightly brushed against her shoulder.
And how are my plants? Who’s grown? Who’s dead?
One by one, she showed me all our plants in their little pots in the sun, some I knew well and a couple I really didn’t. A cactus had doubled in size. A fern had been repotted. A hibiscus plant had lost its leaves.
* * *
The sun rose over the mountains and warmed everything it touched. I fried myself a couple of eggs from the carton I found in the fridge. I made a mug of instant coffee and took it outside, to the Adirondack chair on the lawn, and read in the sun, the same book about a woman stuck on an island that I’d started reading months before, which now I finally had time to finish. I sipped my coffee and read my book until my heart was calm and had slowed to the pace of that woman’s solitary island life, and then my cup was empty.
Back inside, I let my eyes adjust to the dark. Sunlight poured in through the large windows. The dark wooden floorboards creaked with the weight of my body. The mirror on the mantel showed a room peppered with black age spots. I ran my fingers over the  windowsills, the heavy velvet curtains, the blue corduroy of the couch.
Already, I loved playing house there all by myself. If I wanted to blast my uncool ’80s songs and dance around, I could. If I wanted to read in my pajamas all day and cook Brazilian breakfast foods for dinner, I could. If I were the kind of person who hosted big dinners for dozens of guests and had guests to invite, I could do that too. I could do anything in that house, even pretend I had always lived there.
I grabbed my computer and called my mother again to show her the living room. I showed her the Persian rug with gold threads. Look at the fine china in the cabinets. See the level of detail? She found it all exquisite, so nice, look at this perfect life you’ve got, full of beautiful, shiny things.
I sat on the plush couch and nodded. I was grateful to have a place to stay for the summer, grateful to spend time in a real home, grateful to have more than I needed. More books on the shelves than I could ever read, a walk-in pantry with more canned food than I could ever eat, a dining room I’d never have any occasion to use, a living room with a dormant fireplace, a master bedroom I wasn’t allowed to enter, a basement with a locked door. 
 I loved having so much. I felt content, comfortable, secure: a new feeling. And that made me feel guilty.
My mother smiled sadly from her own couch.
You’re never coming home again after this, are you? she suddenly said. To our little apartment and our little town. You’re finally rid of me, your old mother.
I stared at my hands resting on the keyboard. It didn’t seem like such a good idea to have shown her how much I liked being there, that I liked it at all, that part of me wished I could stay. I take it all back, I wanted to say. I didn’t mean it. 
It’s true, I don’t want to spend time with you, Mom. That’s why I call you in the middle of the night and talk until sunrise, I said.
Right. And it’s not like I’m awake waiting by the phone for you to call.
We laughed, felt less alone for a brief moment.
Then she said, But really, you don’t need me anymore.
But I do, I do!
To prove it to her, I asked her to teach me how to make Grandma’s chicken soup. I chopped the onions and carrots and potatoes and minced the garlic with her on Skype as she watched me to see if I was doing it right. Smaller pieces, she instructed. More, she said, and I  nodded, following her directions. I tossed everything into a big ceramic-coated pot of boiling water and stirred it with a wooden spoon until it thickened, fat bubbles floating on the surface. A cube of Maggi chicken bouillon was the only ingredient missing. But it tasted delicious anyway, almost as if she’d made it herself. I put some in a bowl and ate while we talked, blowing on each spoonful so it would cool faster. Then I ladled myself a second helping. This one is for you, I said. I wasn’t eating alone today.
Then I had her help me craft a plan for my summer days: Mailroom work, thirty minutes of Spanish, thirty minutes of French, read, go on walks, study the Merriam-Webster, cook, do dishes, do laundry, vacuum, dust, mow the lawn.
Then it was another day, and another, and another, until I stopped keeping track of how much time had gone by. I woke up in the middle of the night, again and again. I opened my eyes in the dark. The outline of a door, a blue night-light in the shape of the emergency phone outside. Oh, I remembered. I’m home.
* * *
At work, I cleaned out the desk drawers, reorganized boxes of envelopes, and sorted people’s mail, stuffed their mailboxes with bad and good and dull news.


At home, I did laundry, watered the professor’s hardy shrubs outside with a hose, made noodles and instant couscous for dinner, baked treats for myself, drank coffee from the same agate blue mug. I found a set of red Betty Crocker measuring cups in the cutlery drawer that reminded me of the plastic pots and pans I had as a kid, back when I played house and such objects had the sheen of adulthood instead of the nostalgic glow of childhood. Now when I measured half a cup of flour or a cup of rice, it felt like play, like preparing little mud pies for invisible guests. Those red cups, of all things, made me feel like myself in that kitchen—a homecoming in my hands. I made my grandmother’s chicken soup many times, my mother’s omelets with tomatoes and green peppers. I baked cakes, loaves of bread, biscuits, scones, and ate them while they were still warm.
* * *
Nothing to report, my mother said, nothing new, again and again. She was happy, and so was I. She felt better, was going to work, and I was enjoying my new home, and now that we were both healthy and comfortable, there was much less to talk about.
Isn’t that so sad? I asked her one day, in the middle of the summer. When we finally have good things going  on, we don’t know how to talk about them, not like we do about disaster.
We talk about good stuff too, she said. Tell me again about the pastries you’ve been baking. Tell me about that book.
But then, halfway through my description of a nice, flaky dough, she’s reminded of misfortune again. The neighbor who got arrested, the protests downtown, the latest shooting.
Oh, Mother.
What?
You can’t help it! I said.
I shook my head, made fun of her morbid inclinations.
But there’s so much of it! It’s so loud and in your face! It’s always repeating itself!
I know, I know, I said.
Unhappiness demands more of our attention than happiness, we reasoned. It makes us appreciate slow, calm days.
I looked out the window and watched the wind ruffle the trees outside, a bird or two.
I wasn’t sure when I’d have an uneventful life of comfort like this again, how long I could sustain it. I savored it. I hoped it would last forever, this boredom.


* * *
Tending to the bushes one morning, cool water hitting the hot stone walkway, I found myself craving more 
of this life in the quiet of this country. I wanted to watch the same trees grow around me, season after season, to get to share in their stillness and routine. It occurred to me that I too could have a home like this one day, that I could graduate with a degree from America, get a nice office job someplace willing to sponsor my work visa, maybe with help from the Career Services office, and live a perfectly normal life in my new home not marked by the one I’d left behind.
On YouTube, other international students said it was possible. They’d done it: they’d gotten jobs and work permits and new visas and new lives. On Reddit, they directed me to a website that listed employers who’d sponsored foreigners before. Libraries, NGOs, universities, multinationals. The list was longer than I’d hoped. I bookmarked it for later.
Then I browsed through house listings for foreclosed properties on my computer, abandoned mansions, beautiful homey carcasses waiting for renovation. Oh, how much I wanted permanence in an old house like  that. A house that had been there before me and would remain long after, built on stable ground, no landslides, no floods, no rising ocean about to swallow it. To peel the fading wallpaper, to run my hand up and down the banister, to nurse it back to life. For fifteen thousand dollars, I could have a rotting mansion upstate. For less, I could make a home in Indiana.
I only had $109 to my name, but I could see it, me in a place like that, calling it my own, which I couldn’t have done before—before leaving home, before college, before this summer, before this place started to rub its glow of promise off on me.
I wanted to call my mother and show her how I’d be okay and safe—look at these houses, look how much hope I have for the future, how much hope I have for my life in this country, despite the odds. But there are certain things it’s wiser to keep to oneself, certain kinds of happiness that are worth protecting, even from loved ones.
I hovered over the dial button on Skype but didn’t click on it. I didn’t click on it and she didn’t come to me either. I stared at the computer screen for a long time, trying to process the strangeness of this. That empty tank, no mother, the glass gleaming.
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Birds tweeted all night, kept me up, brought me joy, then anger, then fatigue, then joy again. I lay in bed, the white blanket bluish under the glow of the emergency phone. Are there birds that sing at night? I asked my phone, another blue light shining on me. There are, it said, though my body couldn’t accept this, and for the whole night I felt like I was stuck in an uncanny dark morning.
Then the sun finally came up and the tweeting stopped. I slept most of the day, a T-shirt over my eyes to block the sunlight. When it was night again, the birds resumed their chorus and there I lay, awake. So passed a whole long week.
I found messages from my mother on my phone when I woke up, when it was already too late to call her  back. She said, I’ve been trying to reach you. Where have you been? Let’s hope you don’t take after your father and disappear on me. I replied, I’m right here, I haven’t gone anywhere, just catching up on sleep. What about you?
I didn’t say anything about the birds. She would have asked, Can’t you tune them out? Can’t you wear earplugs? Can’t you try to forget they’re there?
I’d have to explain that I actually liked them, but I wasn’t sure I could convince her. I liked what they did to me, that they made me sit by myself and stay up all night, leaf through art books I found on the shelves, listen to symphonies on the radio, watch silent films in the dark, which I could enjoy without it ever occurring to me that there was some other, more important thing I should be doing instead. It was a lovely kind of freedom that I only experienced when I trusted the rest of the world was asleep, when there was no one to see me living.
* * *
After a couple of weeks of staying up all night, I realized one morning before bed that I’d stopped noticing the birds. I had gotten used to them, the way I got used to everything eventually by incorporating them into my routine, until they were part of the stuff of life. What kept me up now was habit, not need.


By then, the summer was almost over. I’d already started preparing to stay for my second year, and it seemed like somehow I had made the decision without even realizing it. I went ahead and ordered half of my class materials and illegally downloaded the other half as pdfs. I borrowed a couple of long novels from the library to read ahead of time, before I got too busy and ended up never reading them. I started going to sleep earlier and earlier each night, so I’d be alert for society during the day by the time classes began.
I told my mother, Now that I finally got used to this house, it’s time to leave.
Such a beautiful house, she said. Such a shame.
I could see myself living here, I said. I could see myself becoming the person I want to be, an independent woman who doesn’t call her mommy in the middle of the night, perhaps.
Ha ha, she said, and smiled in the dark, her face glowing with the light from the screen. And who would that person call instead?
No one, I yelled into the mic. No one at all.
But we always needed someone on the other end of the line, didn’t we? A warm voice to put us to sleep and also to keep us awake. Chirping birds, the radio, the books.


Then the sound of something shattering broke through the speakers and brought my attention back to the screen. My mother jumped and brought her hand to her heart.
What happened? I asked.
She looked at me for a moment, now both hands on her chest.
What happened? I asked again. Please answer me!
Nothing, I just dropped a glass, she said. I got distracted for a second and then this. Now I’ll have to clean it up.
Jesus, I said.
Everything is fine, she said. You don’t have to worry. Let me just take care of it. It’ll be like nothing happened in no time.
She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a dustpan and brush, crouching down to pick up the shards. From time to time, the crown of her head cropped up on the screen, then her whole head popped up and she grinned.
Almost there! she yelled out, and laughed heartily.
She got up and took the dustpan away. Then she came back and started asking me questions about the move, like nothing had interrupted us.


When are you leaving? Are you happy the break is almost over? Are you cold? You look cold. Relax your arms.
I uncrossed my arms and she nodded approvingly.
* * *
I filled my small suitcase again with my books, my clothes, my journals. I wiped the kitchen counters, the fridge, the bathroom sink, erased little by little any evidence of my summer, until the house looked like I’d never been there at all, like I had never belonged there, which was my job all along.
By the end, the house looked so clean, without any sign of life, without any sign of me, that I felt like an intruder. I wanted to add my presence back just a little. I wrote a note to the professor who was coming back soon and stuck it to the silver fridge, proof that I had been real, with a glimmer of hope that someday she’d invite me back. Under a doodle of a smiley face, I wrote, Thanks for opening up your home to me. Hope you had a safe trip! And just like that the house looked like a home where I was an invited guest, and not like someone’s nice New England property I’d somehow broken into.


Then all I had left to do was enjoy my last day at this place, be present in this version of myself before I had to leave for the other part of campus. No Skype calls, no phone, no email, I told myself. Just a kid playing grown-up in an oversized house. With her birds, her baking, her books. Unsupervised play.
I turned on the ’80s station on the radio. I baked myself a chocolate sponge cake with the house’s red measuring cups in the old oven with the manual dial. I took a warm shower and basked in the blue of the emergency light as I dried off. I sat on the couch in my underwear and ate too much chocolate icing with a pink plastic spoon. I spilled rainbow sprinkles on the floor and ran my fingers under the table and the fridge to pick them all up.
As I ate cake in my underwear in someone else’s house, I made more plans. I thought of yet another start, yet another new life, one where I’d be better, lighter, smarter, friendlier, well-liked. I told myself I’d make friends, study harder, speak more, make myself comfortable in the peach chair I’d left in storage, meet with my club for the lonely until I didn’t need it anymore. Reinvent myself in America and so forth, until I found myself living in a version of the campus where I was a great and well-adjusted student, focused on her future.  I let out a sigh. I washed the dishes, put everything away again, ate the last of the chocolate icing, covered the cake with plastic wrap, eyed my bags already by the door.
But before I go become this new great person, I thought, this bright young woman I didn’t even know if I’d like, let me fall into my old habits just one more time. Let’s not shed the old self quite so quickly.
I put on some clothes, pulled my laptop out of my backpack, and sat down on the couch. On the shiny blue screen, there was my mother, my friend, the only person who always knew me.



MOTHER





The mother had already been alone for a year when she suddenly started to change how she lived in her little apartment. The armchair in the corner had gone untouched for weeks at a time. She felt it was too on the nose to sit there, on a chair made only for one person. She’d long gotten into the habit of sitting in the middle of the couch instead, ignoring the line that split it into two discrete seats, or lying down with her head on one armrest and her feet up on the other, her body taking up its entire length. The couch felt purposeful to her, like she could choose to put her lonely self in a place for two. So she finally decided to get rid of the armchair. A cousin came and hauled it away, exposed the dust bunnies behind it. She swept the floor and stood in the  empty spot. The living room felt even bigger, the mother even smaller.
The new quietness of her apartment spooked her. Several times a day, she cleared her throat to hear her own sounds, to see if she still worked. Her voice briefly faltered but then emerged, alien, and then familiar again. Her footsteps echoed across the rooms. She dropped things on the expanse of the floor that were never found again: hair ties, ibuprofen pills, an earring. The sound of a bird hitting the window startled her, though she was on the fourth floor, so it couldn’t be an intruder. She felt stupid, childish, frightened that this was her first time living alone.
She wished the apartment could change with her, that she could shrink it so the walls would hold her like tightly tucked sheets. An animal with too large a shelter is like an animal with no shelter at all, she diagnosed thoughtfully as she stared out the window from her middle spot on the couch. The solution presented itself in a carpet shampoo commercial as she watched a late-night talk show on the small TV in her bedroom that night. A golden retriever ran in slow motion to meet its family, a man and a woman laughing in flannel shirts in a nice living room, muddy paws on the rug, deep stains that would take forever to clean.


On the internet, she scrolled through adoptable dogs near her, small ones and big ones that needed a companion. She printed out a form at work in the morning and sent in her application. At home, she placed two heavy ceramic bowls from the kitchen cupboard on the floor next to the couch. After the honey-colored corgi mix finally arrived, expensive-looking with its shiny coat and foreign breed name, the mother spent five hours on the couch watching it move. The dog barked, jumped, got the zoomies and ran from side to side in sudden bursts of energy, let the mother touch its face, and then ate a piece of chicken out of her hand. When the dog got tired, tongue sticking out, it curled up in the middle of the room, in a small patch of sunlight almost exactly its size, and only got up from time to time to follow the light as it moved across the floor. 
Later, the mother thought of asking the dog to join her.
Come on, she said as she patted the couch cushion, and the dog came.
From her middle seat, she called her daughter on Skype to show her that she now had a friend sitting next to her. The mother petted the dog and it looked up at her, its tongue sticking out. The daughter widened her eyes and opened her mouth. She didn’t even know  the mother liked dogs, she said, but it was nice to see the mother happy. The dog jumped on the mother’s lap, licked her face, her nose, her lips. She made a face and wiped her mouth, then pushed it aside and rubbed the thin scratches on her arm from where the dog had clawed her. The mother laughed. Believe me, she said, I’m as surprised as you. I suppose I’m going soft. I see a family with a puppy on TV and that’s enough to make me want to cuddle and be its mommy.
The dog jumped on the mother again as if it knew what she was talking about, sharp teeth glinting on the screen. Its nails dug into the mother’s arms again, its teeth came too close to the mother’s neck, its body much heavier than it looked, much stronger and more willful, and this scared the mother, who felt weak and old.
The daughter went off to meet her friends, and the mother stayed with hers. The dog jumped on the bed and curled up next to her while she watched TV. When she took the dog downstairs to pee one more time, quickly, because it was raining, the dog got excited and didn’t want to come back home. It ran all around the apartment and barked at the mother to go outside again.
Listen, she told the dog, neither of us is going anywhere.


The dog followed her to the bathroom. She gently pushed it out so she could pee and brush her teeth in peace. She fell asleep only to wake up to its heavy body jumping on hers in bed, its paws pressed against her stomach.
I’m tired, she told her daughter with a sigh while they drank their morning coffee on Skype. Who knew dogs were so much like children?
You have to train it, the daughter said. Teach it whatever you want it to learn.
The mother nodded, wondered if she could teach it not to bark.
The dog was full of life, like she’d wanted. It barked at her when she ate something and didn’t share it, standing on its hind legs. It barked at the birds outside the window. It barked at the door when she left for work.
The daughter asked, Is the dog cuddly?
The mother thought for a moment. It turns out, she said, I’m not a cuddly person, I don’t think. The dog is all over me and I don’t want to cuddle with it.
All night, in the dark, she listened to the dog walking around the apartment. She recognized the sound of its nails hitting the bathroom tiles, the sound it made when it dug repeatedly into the couch.


She cried on her pillow when it struck her that she didn’t know how to make it stop.
Am I a horrible person for wanting to return it? she asked her daughter in a text message in the middle of the night.
And the daughter replied she should do what she felt was best, that she could always adopt another dog later when she was a little more prepared.
The mother couldn’t sleep and cried on her pillow again after returning the dog to the shelter, now because she missed it terribly and was ridden with guilt. She emptied the two ceramic bowls and put them away. She made the bed. She ate her dinner quietly. On the couch cushions, the new tears in the fabric looked like open wounds.
* * *
The mother didn’t give up easily. Another six months passed and she kept looking for new signs of life around the house. Even the soap operas had started to bore her, and the news was too sad. She was grateful when her daughter called and they ended up reminiscing about distant cousins’ antics one night on Skype. One embarrassment had led to another, a fall led to a mix-up, which led to a prank. The mother laughed so hard she cried.  As she wiped off her tears with the edge of her sleeve, their connection broke off. Skype let out a glum note, then there was silence.
The mother shifted in her seat and waited for her daughter to come back. She watched the kettle as she boiled some water for a cup of chamomile tea, her computer on her lap. She dunked the tea bag in the cup and waited some more. Once it was done steeping, she pulled the string and carefully placed the wet tea bag on the edge of the sink. She brought the cup to her lips, but it was too hot to drink, so she waited for a while longer. She wrote in the chat, Where did you go? Was the wind blowing? Were crickets chirping? What’s happening up there, in America? she wondered. She got no response. But she’d already learned not to panic about connection issues. There were things they couldn’t control: storms, hurricanes, fires, power outages.
She finished her tea and put away the cup. It was time to busy herself with other things, she understood, but it was a shame they couldn’t keep on laughing.
She logged into her daughter’s Netflix account and picked a comedy. It wasn’t as funny as she’d hoped, warranting a couple of chuckles at most. Eventually she let her body slide down the bed without noticing, her computer now resting on her chest. She was in the world  of the movie, and she was grateful for that. She had successfully made time pass, and she had enjoyed it enough that it hadn’t felt like waiting.
And so she got through the night.
She woke up with her computer next to her, her phone lost in her cotton sheets. She retrieved it from a tangle of fabric, checked her messages, her emails. There was nothing from her daughter, but she hoped it was because her little girl was still sleeping. It was a Saturday, time for her to rest. She pictured her daughter in her twin bed in college, hugging her pillow like a shield, warm and soft flesh breathing in a white room.
She was utterly alive, the mother was sure. On her way to the dining hall in the snow, she would see her own breath, further proof of life.
The mother went on with her day, made breakfast and drank a cup of coffee as she listened to the radio. She kept an eye on the clock and on her phone, full of patience and composure, as she watched an old soap opera on her computer. After her second cup of coffee, she finally found the strength to turn off the soaps and do her dishes, which had been piling up for days, and to sweep the kitchen and living room. She looked around the clean house and felt joy.


It was a plant’s death that pushed her over the edge. The fern looked abandoned, brown leaves and dry soil in a corner of the apartment. She covered her face with both hands, eyes tightly shut, and let out a cry.
She hadn’t watered it, fluffed its soil, opened the curtains so it could get some sun. She hadn’t shown up for it, not in a long time, not with love. She’d forgotten it was alive in the first place.
* * *
The mother worked in an office with six people who talked while they added new names to the payroll, went over doctors’ notes, calculated overtime pay. They carried heavy file boxes, leafed through stacks of sheets filled with numbers, wore cardigans because the room was always too cold. The mother was bored most of the day as her colleagues talked about their kids and spouses, about what they would do with their families each weekend. This is why the mother said yes when one of them, the only one besides her who wasn’t married and who mostly listened, asked her to go out with him for a beer. There was something light and youthful about this middle-aged man who laughed loudly at nearly everything, regardless of who else was in the room,  like he hadn’t been crushed by bad news yet. And why shouldn’t she take part in some lightness?
That Friday, on the night of the date, the mother stopped by her apartment to get changed, then took a bus to the bar. The bus was crowded, full of students hugging their bulky backpacks, and she was relieved when she got off at her stop. The breeze was cool on her face and smelled of fried dough. She walked down the cobblestone street past couples holding hands, families going out to dinner, women in workout clothes walking tiny dogs, teenagers smoking and laughing with each other. Finally, she reached the man at a small table on the sidewalk, smiling as she sat down, then laughing as he handed her the menu. Under the dim streetlights outside the bar, his face was marked by deep shadows, much older and puffier than she remembered. She sipped her beer and ate her greasy fries as he complained about their work colleagues. His laughter sounded mean, now that they were outside with no AC or cardigans, just themselves in the heat, and she wondered where his lightness had gone, if she had imagined it because she wanted it to be true, that something good would just appear and ask her out for a drink.
Her beer was cold and bitter, and she drew hearts on the sweaty glass to pass the time.


At one point, the man asked if the mother was bored. Did she need a jacket, a refill, more fries? She shook her head. Then he asked her about her daughter.
Why did she decide to move so far away, anyway? What’s she studying for? And when is she coming back?
The mother shook her head, waved one hand in the air.
It’s complicated, she said vaguely, so she wouldn’t reveal right away that she didn’t really know anything, where her daughter slept at night, the language she spoke, how she spent her days, if she was coming back at all. She couldn’t point to her daughter’s new home on a map if she had to, and she just hoped that this didn’t matter, that she would still get to keep her bond with her girl, that she could still be her mother.
This is her, she said to the man, and tilted her phone to show him a picture of her daughter with a group of her college friends outside a bar far away from this one, lined with icicles. Blurry neon signs, the glowing ends of cigarettes, the unshaven faces of boys, red eyes from the camera flash. There was hope in all that youth.
But why? the man asked. Why go alone? Why not stay with you?
The mother tensed up. No one was laughing now. She held her glass of golden liquid in one hand, droplets  of water running down her knuckles, and took a slow sip.
She couldn’t walk away from an opportunity like this, she said. She gets to live her own life.
She shrugged.
The man gave her a quizzical look, then nodded.
You must be proud, he said.
I am, the mother said. I’m happy she’s out there reading her books in English, practicing writing and cooking and calligraphy, sleeping alone in a house shaped like a milk carton.
The mother meant it.
Wow, the man said.
What? the mother asked.
I’ve always wanted to have a smart, ambitious kid like yours, he said. But now that I’m thinking about it, I’d rather not. Don’t you wish she were a little stupid? That she had no dreams and just got a boring job here and kept house?
The mother frowned.
I’m kidding, he said. I’m just kidding, then he laughed his loud, mean laugh and slammed his fists on the table.
There are pros and cons to everything, is all, he said.


She forced herself to smile a little, to look as agreeable as she could, to avoid any awkwardness between them, just two coworkers out for a beer.
Sure, she said. Okay.
The man laughed some more. He finished his beer and asked again if the mother would like another drink.
She wouldn’t.
While they waited for the check to arrive, she watched a young couple sitting at the next table, bits of their laughter reaching her. She let the man pay for her beer and the fries without making much eye contact with him, since he’d scrutinized her family, asked what made them who they were, since he’d seen so much of her already.
At home alone, she ate an apple standing by the counter so she wouldn’t get hungry in the middle of the night, drank a tall glass of water, brushed her teeth, and slipped into her pajamas. Before going to bed, she stood in the living room for a moment and admired its emptiness, the soft furnishings all available to receive her, the perfect silence of nighttime. The quiet made the mother smile. For that one night, at least, she found lightness there.
* * *


Almost three years after her daughter left, the mother received a postcard from Vermont. There was a picture of a pond surrounded by foliage and, on the other side, her daughter’s description of a crisp fall afternoon. She ran her thumb over the postmark and, the bird on the little stamp that said USA FOREVER. She thought to herself, this card has traveled more than me.
She put it up on the fridge with a magnet and smiled at how it looked in her kitchen: colorful, cosmopolitan, adventurous, like so many things she had yet to see. Dead leaves had never looked so alive. Her kitchen looked pale in comparison, stained dishcloths and dripping faucet.
Her daughter knew how take a train to New York, how to mail cards with bird stamps to other countries, how to live alone and to keep going. The mother was old and tired and found herself sitting alone, with no daughter to teach her how to be a mother.
Please, she begged the heavens as she stared at the postcard. Take me there.
And the heavens answered. Because she suddenly remembered this emptiness in her house wasn’t entirely a bad thing. She hadn’t had this much time, this much freedom, since she was a child. She could play all weekend if she liked, she could learn things for the sake of  learning them, she had fewer responsibilities than she’d had most of her life, and maybe this made her younger, not older.
The mother went to the bathroom and looked at her face in the mirror, the same plain face she knew well, small eyes and pale lips, glasses sliding down the bridge of her nose. She washed her face, brushed her hair, put on some lipstick. She put her hands to the sides of her face and pulled back her skin to smooth out the wrinkles. They disappeared while she held them, then reappeared again when she let them go. Younger, older, younger, older, like magic.
The mother knew what to do next. She turned off her computer, grabbed a towel from the wardrobe, and left the house. She took the bus to her favorite beach in town, which she’d forgotten was only fifteen minutes away. Even though she had one of her headaches, she sat on the sand and watched the water, her hand shielding her face from the sun.
A young woman in a pink one-piece ran back and forth with her dog. A little boy built a misshapen sandcastle and the waves washed it away. A group of tourists speaking some European language sat at a folding table and ate plate after plate of seafood. The Natal skyline shone behind the sand dunes. An hour passed.


Before she headed back home, she walked into the ocean. Green, blue, warm. The waves hit her shins and she didn’t dare go any deeper. She tiptoed into one of the tide pools, where the water was calm, hidden from the real ocean. She felt safe in there, surrounded by rocks, a child in a kiddie pool. She licked her lips and they tasted salty.
At home, she took a quick shower and sat on her couch to call her daughter and tell her about her wonderful day.
There are so many pretty places to see around here. I just keep forgetting.
The daughter nodded.
I’m glad you’re getting out there, Mom, she said.
Then she said something in English to the mother by mistake.
Well done, she said. 
The mother cocked her head.
What does that mean? She asked.
Sorry, I meant muito bem. It’s nothing, just a slip of the tongue.
The daughter shook her head, embarrassed. For the first time in years, she felt that her mother might actually get better and had let her guard down, hadn’t paid attention to her language in that moment of relief.


The mother didn’t say anything else and let her daughter get away with it. That was who they were, no point in fighting it: two countries, two languages.
In bed, in the dark, the mother replayed the daughter’s English words in her head and wondered what it was like for the daughter to hear her own voice sound like that, twisted, cracked. But deep down the mother thought it had to be lovely to take on a whole other language like that.
Before leaving the beach, she bought a postcard at a kiosk for her daughter, waves lapping at the sand dunes of their home together. She pressed on a bird stamp of her own, a red ovenbird in front of its clay home, and smoothed it down with the tip of her finger.
In her curly handwriting, she wrote, My sweet, sweet daughter.
You gave me a beautiful pond. I want you to have the ocean.



REUNION





The daughter never even went back home for funerals. Her visa made it hard for her to travel, and she couldn’t get time off work. She owed her mother too many Christmases, New Year’s Eves, countless birthdays they could never get back. To try and settle her debt, she got her mother a cheap ticket to New York with an eight-hour layover in Panama City and another four hours in Miami. Her mother had never been on a plane, didn’t speak a word of English, and wasn’t sure how to prepare.
How many gates will I have to go through? she worried.
Just follow my instructions, the daughter said, and she wrote her mother a meticulous itinerary and a script for the customs interview. Her mother memorized some  phrases in English: I’m traveling alone. I’m visiting for a week. My daughter lives here. She has been here for five years. Over Skype, the daughter helped her mother pack, told her to leave all her tropical clothes and sandals at home, to bring nothing but black and beige sweaters and sensible closed-toe shoes. She watched her mother, with disheveled hair and dark circles under her eyes, roll her socks and underwear and fit them into small crevices in her suitcase between special coffee and guava candy that reminded the daughter of childhood.
The night before the reunion, while her sweet mother flew over an ocean and snacked on peanuts next to a cosmopolitan teenage couple, the daughter drank three bottles of Corona as she scrubbed the bathroom sink and toilet, washed all the crusty pots and pans piled up on the stove, and threw away the containers of rice and meat that had spoiled in the fridge. She headed to the basement and washed her only comforter, musty, with faded blue stripes, so that her mother would be warm on the chilly New York nights.
The daughter eventually slept, but her mother didn’t. She just covered her legs with the flimsy blanket they gave her and waited. The teenagers put on an animated film that they didn’t watch, their eyes covered with silk eye masks, the boy taking up all of the armrest.  Another mother across the aisle held her child in her arms while she ate dinner, sometimes bouncing him gently when he threatened to cry. The mother quickly polished off her own meal: penne pasta with marinara and a slice of brownie. The lights went dim on the plane, and she continued to wait in the dark. The little plane moved slowly over the world map on the screen in front of her, farther and farther from her life, and she willed it to move faster so that she could be comfortable and safe with her daughter, with no script to remember, no maps to follow, no heavy bags to carry. The sun came up as they were about to land in Panama. Squinting through the clouds, she was able to see green mountains and a country road before she shut her window shade.
She hadn’t gone to the bathroom once so as not to disturb the teens, and her pants were getting uncomfortably tight around the waist.
At the third airport, the coffee she was bringing for her daughter was inspected. The TSA officer with a golden badge grabbed the jar and said something she couldn’t understand. When she reached for it to show him what was inside, he yelled, then yanked it away from her and never gave it back. She filled out her forms with a pen she’d brought from home and managed to remember all her English phrases. She got her picture  taken and her fingerprints scanned. People in uniforms said, This way, ma’am, and gestured with their arms to hallway after hallway.
In New York, she saw her daughter first, staring at another family’s WELCOME BACK sign. The mother ran up to her and squeezed her arms, grabbed her hand, hugged her tight, surprised by how solid her daughter felt, how alive and textured and full of breath she was, after years of being only a pixelated image online. The daughter hugged her back and was astonished instead by how small the mother felt in her arms, how delicate and out of place and familiar at the same time, and the daughter touched the mother’s face, as though trying to convince herself she was not just imagining this.
The daughter said, I can’t believe you’re here, and the mother said, I can’t believe you’re real! They stepped outside the airport holding on to each other’s arms. The mother marveled at how she could see her own breath. The air smelled icy. A thick fog blocked the view from the windows of the train from JFK. The trees along the way had no leaves.
Panting, the daughter carried the carefully packed bags to her fifth-floor walk-up. The mother’s face glowed as she finally took in her daughter’s private world, a place she’d only ever seen through the computer screen, much  like the famous attractions of the city that she’d only seen on TV. She walked from one sight to the next, her bob now completely gray, swaying softly from side to side.
Ah, that throw pillow! That painting! That couch! I recognize this one, she said as she grabbed a small pearlescent vase from the edge of a bookshelf, a perfect dustless circle left behind, marking where it had stood. The daughter followed and held her mother’s other hand, which felt smaller in hers than she remembered, shriveled up, and she kissed it.
In the kitchen, the daughter placed fresh bread in a basket and poured hot water into a real teapot, then rested delicate teacups on their proper saucers and served expensive tea to her mother with precut melon in heavy bowls. She never did these things on her own, in her life of peanut butter sandwiches over the kitchen sink and dollar slices on the street.
She also made a fresh pot of coffee in a pour-over dripper while the black tea, which neither of them had the habit of drinking, quietly cooled. It was mostly ceremonial, an excuse to bring out the best of her things, a way to honor her mother. They both took their coffee with milk and no sugar. They ate the fruit, then slices of buttered bread quickly in between sips. The daughter poured another cup of coffee, and another.


They confiscated the coffee I was bringing you, the mother said. Pilão, your favorite.
I’m so sorry, the daughter said.
And I got lost so many times.
Were you scared? the daughter asked.
At first. But then things started to happen just as you said they would. There were arrows everywhere at the airport, and they led me right to you. You really were at the end of the longest hallway, just as you promised.
And the flying?
I thought I’d feel lighter—weightless, even—but it wasn’t that different from being in an elevator. I felt tight and heavy the whole time.
The daughter nodded.
Soon the table was covered in crumbs and brown rings of coffee from the bottoms of their mugs, and the daughter brought hers to her lips, only to realize that it was empty again. She put it down next to the fancy little cups of tea, still full.
The mother admired the tidy home, her daughter’s elegant taste in bedding and furniture, though it was mostly from IKEA. The sun set before five, and she found this unsettling. The daughter suggested using her HappyLight to make the day last a bit longer. She pressed a button and their faces glowed, the white walls an  otherworldly bluish hue. Her mother gasped, delighted and shocked that one could have so much control over one’s day.
My daughter, she said, living in a shoebox in New York City with a lamp for sunlight.
At night, after they’d eaten the guava candy and brushed their teeth, the daughter made a bed for her mother on the pullout couch in the living room, the warmest room in the apartment, and her mother—oh, her mother, so sore and tired after the journey—fell asleep quickly. She didn’t remember to say good night or ask if her daughter had an extra pillow so that she could elevate her legs.
The daughter tried to sleep but couldn’t. She felt jet-lagged, though she wasn’t the one who had traveled four thousand miles. Under her bed in her tiny bedroom was a box of secrets not worth keeping, but not worth revealing either. A purple vibrator, a bottle of whiskey, her old diaries. Out in the open, resting on the shelves in the living room, surrounding her sleeping mother: Christmas cards from old suitemates, postcards from distant friends, coffee-table books filled with appetizing dishes and far-flung places. Anything to make her look more impressive, even if she suspected they had little effect. Her mother hadn’t paid any mind to these items,  which had been so neatly arranged for her benefit. She was focused on the real details of how her daughter lived in that place, on the things that helped her daughter get by when she didn’t have her mother.
What do you make with this? she’d asked, pointing at a mixer. And where do you do your laundry?
The mother’s own home had always been practical. Every surface was lined with the detritus of her days. Pills in their sleeves, cookbooks, scissors next to an open package. Nothing decorative, nothing vain, except for photos of her daughter in foreign places—London, Lisbon, Los Angeles—which she showed to every friend and delivery person.
The daughter realized too late, after too much restlessness, that she’d forgotten to take her pills that night. After five hours of interrupted sleep, she finally pushed her blankets to one side and tiptoed to see if her mother looked comfortable. The whole apartment was dark, with only a sliver of light coming from the corridor outside, shining under the front door. The daughter gently turned on a table lamp. Her mother was gripping the hem of the comforter with one hand and hiding the other under the pillow. She wore a white nightgown with ruffled trim that made her look like a child. Her face softly glowed in the dimness of the room, and the daughter admired  how peaceful she looked, not at all like she’d just arrived in a foreign country and now slept in a makeshift bed in someone else’s tiny apartment.
Still, the daughter couldn’t resist trying to wake her. She touched her arm and whispered, Mom, wake up. I’ll make us some breakfast.
The mother mumbled something and turned to the other side, her mouth slightly open, her silver hair spread all over the pillow, her hands now pressed together under her face as if in prayer.
I’m sorry, the daughter said as she leaned over, her hand hovering over her mother’s head. I’ll let you rest.
The daughter was suddenly struck with the realization that her mother had no idea where she was. She didn’t know these streets and would never be able to find her way home on her own. Her daughter was supposed to shelter her, guide her, send her onwards safely when the time came. She trusted her daughter to do this and gave her body over for safekeeping. Her daughter had to keep an eye on her to make sure she didn’t wake up on the pullout couch alone, to make sure she didn’t get confused.
The daughter walked into the kitchen. Daylight had just started to appear in the window above the sink, the kitchen immersed in a cold shade of purple. She stared  into the open fridge, considering what to prepare for the day. Soon her mother would rise, face her, talk like they hadn’t been apart for five years, a whole lifetime. She squeezed the juice of an orange into a glass, whisked some eggs for French toast, brewed a strong cup of coffee, arranged everything neatly on a tray she’d never had any occasion to use.
In the living room, her mother dreamed she was really flying.
* * *
The mother woke up sweating under the heavy comforter, confined in the twisted fabrics on the pullout couch. The makeshift bed reminded her of a crib, with the arm- and backrests blocking her view of the room, so all she could see was the ceiling: bright white, with embossed tiles and a chandelier hanging from a flower medallion like a mobile. She heard a car honk, then footsteps, and propped herself up on her elbows to see her daughter walk into the room, the daughter’s graying hair shining in the sun, the oversized blazer she wore to her entry-level nonprofit job making her look all grown-up, despite the baby fat still on her cheeks, the wispy hairs still lining her forehead. The mother felt both too old and too young for this, to  be sleeping on pullout couches halfway across the world, to be her daughter’s guest.
Good morning, Mom.
Good morning, sweetie.
The daughter sat on the edge of the bed and kissed the mother on top of her head. Their gray heads touched, their hair mixing together.
Sunlight poured in through the tall windows and the winter sun shone on their faces. The mother stuck out her arm and watched the light touch the age spots on her hand, but she felt no warmth. There was something unsettling about that coolness.
I never thought I’d live to see this day, the mother said.
I know, the daughter said. Me neither.
The mother headed to the bathroom and admired the pretty brass faucet, with two porcelain handles and a pop-up metal piece for the drain.
So far, the mother’s favorite thing about America was that she could drink the tap water, glass after glass, for free, and her least favorite thing was that there was so much she couldn’t understand. The faucet with two handles. The outlandish electric toothbrush, huge and shiny, resting on its dock. The whitening toothpaste for  sensitive teeth, which came out pitch-black. The facial cleanser in a baby pink bottle, “Soap Free,” the label read.
Very hot water came out of the tap and the mother quickly pulled back her hand. It burned her and she didn’t touch the faucet again, didn’t wash her face in the end, and didn’t ask the daughter for help either. Can you help me open the faucet? She couldn’t bring herself to say it. Instead, she looked in the misty mirror, at her thick eyebrows, her lips, her nose, just like her daughter’s, and closed her eyes. She wished for the sink they had at home, simple and poor, with its subpar water, its single plastic handle, which had never failed them, which had been nothing but a good home for their discount toothbrushes and generic toothpaste.
But when she turned the crystal knob on the bathroom door and saw her daughter at the end of the hallway, sifting powdered sugar on French toast with a wand, she couldn’t help but take the wish back. She couldn’t resist thinking that things were perfect just as they were, golden faucets and all, without any gleaming glass between them.
Look what I made this morning, the daughter said, waving the wand around, white dust falling on her black blazer. A special breakfast.
The mother sat down at the kitchen table.


You didn’t have to, the mother said.
I wanted to pamper you, the daughter said.
They ate the French toast with sweet maple syrup and fluffy whipped cream, which the mother had never eaten before but already loved.
Very sweet, she said. Dessert for breakfast.
Then the daughter made them special coffee with her red Nespresso machine, and steamed some milk in a pitcher, holding it up in the air and tilting it just so. She poured hearts into their latte cups, and they looked perfect and plump, nothing like the blobs she’d made before as she practiced with YouTube videos.
Look what I made, she said.
The mother stared into the cup and smiled.
This is coffee? she asked.
Then she took a sip and licked her foam mustache.
It’s so different from Pilão, the mother said. Very strong.
It’s really good quality, from Colombia.
It still doesn’t taste as good as Pilão, the mother said.
The daughter laughed.
No, of course it doesn’t, the daughter said, ironically at first, amused over the mother’s simple tastes, her low standards, her loyalty to the familiar and unsophisticated, but then she caught herself. The 100 percent arabica  coffee, the 100 percent pure maple syrup, the 100 percent whole wheat bread for the French toast—they all seemed ridiculous now. She shook her head. She was ashamed she’d allowed herself to change like this, that she’d believed even for a second that her money and carefully cultivated knowledge and discerning taste made her superior.
You’re right, she said. Pilão is the best, and she meant it this time.
She sipped her fancy coffee and it didn’t taste right anymore. It made her stomach sour.
Still, she drank it, acidity and all, unable to fully let it go. Its bitterness had become home too. It was a cold day and she needed that warmth.
The mother held her mug with both hands and drank hers as well, in big gulps. She accepted whatever the daughter gave her, swallowed up whatever foreign thing her daughter presented to her.
I’m sorry, the daughter wanted to say. I’m so sorry I forgot what we were like.
To make up for it, she canceled their lunch reservation and asked if the mother wanted to stay in and make Grandma’s chicken soup together instead.
The mother put her mug down.
Yes, she said. Please.


They lined up the ingredients on the kitchen counter, all foods the mother knew, and they got to work.
The mother cried as she chopped onions and the daughter peeled potatoes with a paring knife, the strips of skin like countries on a map. The daughter found Maggi chicken bouillon cubes in the bottom of a drawer and added them to the mix. The golden broth came to a
rolling boil and they took turns tasting the liquid, salty, hearty, homey. It tasted truly special, the way it was supposed to, though things so rarely came out as they should.
They filled their bowls and ate, then refilled their bowls again and again, all afternoon, until they were full and sweaty, the carrots so pleasantly soft to the touch, the juicy pieces of chicken falling off the bone. They tilted back their bowls and drank the broth, and they remembered who they were, mother and daughter dipping pieces of bread into their old lives.
The mother got a good look at the daughter eating the soup of both of their childhoods, her cheeks flushed, her lips shining with grease, her baby hairs stuck to her forehead, and the mother recognized her little girl. She grabbed the daughter’s hand, put her fingers over the daughter’s fingers, touched each nail, rubbed each knuckle, and didn’t let go, amazed that they weren’t alone anymore.


The sun was coming down and the shadows of the plants on the windowsill were growing longer. An ambulance drove by, a dog barked, someone laughed, and the mother still held the daughter’s hand. The daughter gave the mother’s hand a little squeeze as if to say, It’s okay, I swear, we’re together now, and they finally got up.
They brushed their teeth together in the tiny bathroom and took turns spitting into the sink, then slipped into their pajamas, though it was still early. They were tired from the effort of bringing their past back to life.
Good night, Mother, the daughter said as the mother got under the covers.
Good night, Daughter, the mother said.
They remembered their roles now, blurred as they were.
Daughter, mother.
* * *
The mother was surprised by how quickly she adjusted to life at her daughter’s apartment. Without meaning to, she’d become someone who knew her pancakes from her waffles from her crepes, and ate them all with cubes of butter. She knew to sit back and let the dishwasher do her job for her, the robot vacuum, the electric toothbrush her daughter bought her. She knew how to adjust the  temperature of the water in all the taps of the apartment. She even knew a few words in English, please, thank you, goodbye, the words she needed the most. In just a few days, she’d gotten attached to this way of being in the world, to the strange objects that kept her daughter company, the shapely lamps and pedestal side tables, the Google Assistant that described the weather, the sandalwood candle the daughter lit every night, not to mourn but to perfume her house.
On the mother’s last night, as she packed, she looked longingly at the tall windows and heavy curtains and fancy doors and it scared her that she could miss a place she’d only known for a week. She looked at her daughter, on her knees by the mother’s suitcase, folding her freshly laundered clothes, and she wanted to say, Now I know: I know how much you love this world, I know how it feels to leave.
The daughter held up the mother’s white nightgown by the sleeves.
What I wouldn’t do to see this every day, the daughter said.
And the mother said, Please, keep it. Wear it when you miss me.
The daughter held the nightgown against her chest for a moment. Then she headed to her bedroom to get  her own pajamas, a plaid set she’d bought on sale at Old Navy.
Here, she said as she handed the bundle to the mother. And you wear mine.
Every item they put into the mother’s suitcase carried a memory: the brown wool sweater the mother wore to that cold beach with the seagulls, the claw clip she sometimes used to pull her hair off her face in the morning, the fuzzy socks that warmed her feet in bed. They had barely put each item in the bag before they would pull it back out and leave something else in its place.
The mother gave the daughter the chunky wool sweater and the daughter gave the mother one of her own, a nice cashmere mock neck she’d bought at a Goodwill. The mother gave her the faux tortoiseshell claw clip and the daughter gave the mother a bottle of the minty shampoo she had liked. The mother unpacked her favorite bedtime tea and the daughter brought over a jar of Smucker’s strawberry jam from the pantry. They exchanged sleeping pills, and perfumes, and candles, and favorite T-shirts. Soon all the mother’s things were the daughter’s, and all the daughter’s were the mother’s, and they had slipped into each other’s clothes, were walking in each other’s skins. They would go back to their  routines but would carry pieces of the other with them. They would both get two lives.
The daughter put her necklace around the mother’s neck and patted her on the back.
The mother turned around.
Do I look like you?
You do, the daughter said. My spitting image.
The mother was pleased. It was an honor to look even half as pretty as her daughter.
And me? the daughter asked, posing in the mother’s frilly white nightgown. Do I look like you?
You don’t want to look like me, the mother said with a smile, fishing for compliments.
But I do, I do!
There were hugs, kisses, tears.
Take care of your health. Don’t drink too much. Don’t eat too much sugar.
And you too. Remember to have some fun.
They held on to each other’s hands.
Please, thank you, goodbye, the mother said, her favorite words in all of the English language.
The daughter shook her head.
We still have a few hours, she said. No goodbyes yet. No going to bed.
We can party all night! they shouted.


We can have a thousand nights in one!
The mother set an alarm on the daughter’s phone for five in the morning so they wouldn’t be late to the airport and could spend this time together without watching the clock. Then they sat down at the kitchen table one last time. They ate Milanos and Oreos and Chips Ahoy from the crinkling packets until they were nauseous and tired from all the sugar.
The mother said, I might need a nap after this.
And the daughter said, Please, just a bit longer.
The mother promised, Don’t worry, I’m staying up. I’m not going anywhere.
The daughter made a big pot of mulled wine with spices and oranges and maple syrup, an old recipe from college she wanted the mother to try. She spooned it into matching white mugs with a ladle and red liquid dripped down the sides.
I really like it, the mother said, tapping on the ceramic handle of her mug.
One more thing to miss.
The daughter refilled their mugs and they drank it all too quickly, and sang Queen songs, and thought how sad it was that they used to drink together on Skype, and laughed at how the daughter accidently slipped English  words into her Portuguese, the pendant light beaming above them like a halo. The mother tilted her mug back and drank what was left of the wine, and the daughter copied her. No drop of their time together would go to waste. Then the mother yawned. The night was starting to blur. She was sleepy. Somehow two hours had passed and their pajamas were covered in cookie crumbs.
No going to bed! the daughter said.
The mother nodded, looking serious.
I know, she said.
No goodbyes yet.
They drank tall glasses of water to sober up and headed to the living room to watch a movie. The daughter held her laptop while the mother arranged the pillows on the makeshift bed and draped the comforter over their legs. Finally, the daughter pulled the chain on the lamp and their eyes adjusted to the dark. The daughter pressed PLAY, then held the mother’s hand.
There was a woman driving a car, a man walking around a house, a dog running in a field. But mother and daughter could barely focus on what was happening, who was who, where they were going. They tried to fight it, but the bed was comfortable and warm. They were anchored by the weight of each other’s hands, the  heavy comforter, the sound of each other’s breathing. They drifted off next to each other, arms touching, heads resting on each other’s shoulders.
For the rest of the night, the glowing screen sat between them. It bathed them in a miraculous blue light.
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“You won't regret any time spent with Bruna Dantas Lobato's
delicate and wise constructed universe of connection, of loss,
of the immigrant's privations, of radiant love.”

—Sarah Thankam Mathews, author of All This Could Be Different

The debut novel from the National Book Award-winning translator, Blue Light Hours
is an atmospheric portrait of  mother and daughter coming of age together and apart.
Ataliberal arts college in Vermont, a young woman calls the mother sheleft behind
in Brazil, four thousand miles away. Outside the confines of a Skype window; their
lives begin to diveree rapidly, and the women must develop new rituals of carctaking.
0 stay connected. They drink midnight whiskey in the blue glow of their computer
screens and keep watch while the other slecps, butas the mother’s health declines, they
realize that spring may bring difficult endings rather than hopeful beginnings. Wich
elegance and wisdom, Blue Light Hours explores the costs and freedoms of leaving a
home to make a new one somewhere else.

“At times, reading this utterly beautiful book, | thought | could not bear
the tenderness of it . .. The yearning in these pages will haunt me."
—Aysegil Savas, author of The Anthropologists

“At once an ode to family and a paean to independence, Blue Light Hours
renders the private textures of digital intimacy with more subtlety and
tenderness than any other book | can think of”
—Maggie Millner, author of Couplets

“Amelancholy, strange, and love-suffused book... . A quietly beautiful
coming-of-age story that never loses sight of the people who come along—
or don't—for the transformation wrought by time and distance”
—Lydia Kiesling, author of Mobility
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