
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for THE FIRST AFTER

			“A tender, thoughtful, and beautifully rendered exploration of life in transition, filled with humour, brilliant conversations, and just the right amount of romance to make starting over feel like a battle between every version of you. With this banger debut, Jasmeen is saying: you are the love story. I was glad to read something that made me think of what I would do differently, if given the chance.”

			—Téa Mutonji, author of My Person

			“Jasmeen A. Siddiqui just wrote my favourite love story. I want to jump into The First After and live in its beautiful, rich, complex world. I should’ve been studying for a final, but I chose to hang out with Anaa instead. I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Anne T. Donahue, bestselling author of Nobody Cares

			“Honest, vulnerable, and at times, quite funny, The First After is a restless, implosive novel about a young woman’s journey towards self-actualization—as poet and person of colour—on the vibrant streets of Lisbon. Siddiqui takes the classic coming-of-age story and transforms it into a meditation on love, relationships, and expectations. Simply wonderful.”

			—Sofia Mostaghimi, author of Desperada

			“The First After is an intelligent and wistful exploration of new adulthood and the formative heartbreaks along the way. With lyrical and discerning prose, Siddiqui takes us through this coming-of-age story with maturity and depth. A voice to watch!”

			—Noreen Nanja, author of The Summers Between Us

			“The First After is a quiet, sensitive, and moving depiction of a young couple coming together for one final week to find closure. Siddiqui’s characters are vulnerable and open hearted. This is a novel about two people trying to be good, trying to not hurt one another, while they are breaking each other’s hearts. It is a study of compassion and ethics wrapped up in the elusive beauty of first love.”

			—Arizona O’Neill, author of Opioids and Organs

			“The First After is a tender encapsulation of what it feels like to be young and entangled in longing—to make art, make meaning, make a home, make oneself known. Siddiqui reveals a version of Lisbon that luxuriates in sun-drenched mornings and golden hour. A savvy, sincere portrait of how quietly devastating it is to nourish ambition in art and love.”

			—Suzannah Showler, author of Quality Time

			“A tender depiction of that effervescent time in early adulthood where the gentle pull of the familiar tugs against the uncertain brightness of the future. These thoughtfully drawn characters articulate a yearning for freedom and independence, for passion and connection, for personal expression and growth, all while revealing how those necessary longings can unexpectedly—and painfully—collide. An ode to the beautiful messiness of being young and human, and a singular portrait of life, love, and creativity that will stay with readers for a very long time.”

			—Stacey May Fowles, author of The Lost Season

			“Set over a dizzying week in Lisbon, The First After is an intimate, insightful novel about a young woman in the throes of curating an identity while caught between an old world and a new one, an old love and a new one. Siddiqui has a keen eye for interior life and the tenderness and instability of early adulthood. A sparkling debut!”

			—Deepa Rajagopalan, author of Peacocks of Instagram
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				“Inch by inch I conquered the inner terrain I was born with. Bit by bit I reclaimed the swamp in which I’d languished. I gave birth to my definitive being, but I had to wrench myself out of me with forceps.”

				Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In the last few hours of darkness, it seemed nobody in the world was awake except for Anaa and Ben. Everyone else in their university town was tucked under a thick blanket of snow like the one visible on Ben’s windowsill. They lay on top of the bedcovers in an effort to resist the punctuating pull of sleep. Their legs were tangled together and had been for over an hour. It was how these nights always ended, their bodies drawing closer and closer until they became one. But this night was different. This was their last.

			“What are you cooking in there?” Ben asked, noticing Anaa’s glazed look in the soft white glow of his desk lamp.

			Tears sloshed inside her, but her eyes were painfully dry. She nuzzled her head into his neck, pressing her cheek against his hot skin. Every sensation arrived as if dragging its feet against her heart. She struggled to feel what she knew she was feeling, the awareness of her emotions more vivid than the emotions themselves.

			“Do you remember that Pessoa poem I read you?” Lately she’d been resorting to others’ words since her own seemed to evade her.

			“The poet is a faker / Who’s so good at his act—”

			“Faker?” Ben looked concerned.

			He didn’t remember. Irritation flared in her like the quick heat of a scratched mosquito bite, but she sighed it away. “Never mind. It’s not important.” Her mind rerouted as it usually did when her thoughts banged against a wall shaped like someone she knew. Soon she would be in the city where that incomprehensible poet had become the country’s most revered literary genius. Perhaps there, instead of walls, she would find more doors.

			She pulled away from Ben, shivered faintly, and felt eager to soon be relieved of Canadian winters. He gently tugged her back to him. Feeling his warmth, she burrowed her cold hands under his sweater and spread her fingers against his chest. He flinched at the chill, then pressed her hands deeper into his skin. They locked eyes, and Anaa could feel all her molecules reach out towards him. She tugged one of her hands out from under his and vigorously rubbed at her eye. “It’s late.”

			“We haven’t listened to your playlist yet,” Ben said. They wanted to fit as many of their beloved rituals into that night as they could—listening to Anaa’s latest carefully curated playlist; smoking a joint under the stars on the snowy, deserted playground nearby; dancing in the kitchen while whipping up whatever strange concoction they were craving; singing early 2000s R&B in the shower; drawing each other’s invariably awful portraits; and holding each other as much as possible—so that even at four in the morning there was much left to do.

			Ben turned over to look for his speaker on his nightstand, careful not to untangle their legs. “Where did I put it?” he murmured.

			“It’s okay,” Anaa said, pulling his body back to her. “I made that one for you to enjoy when I’m not around, anyway.” Ben’s face fell. She hadn’t intended to raise the subject of her leaving—they’d been skirting it all night. “I mean, they’re songs I thought would make you feel good when I’m…over there.”

			Ben seemed to consider this for a moment. “But I want to listen to them with you. Here.” He unravelled his legs from hers and got out of bed to search for the speaker under their discarded pants.

			“It’s in the living room under the coffee table,” Anaa said.

			Ben sat back on the bed and looked at her with a furrowed brow. “You just know everything, don’t you?”

			“Unfortunately.”

			“What’s forty-six times thirty-eight?”

			“Easy. It’s math.”

			“Damn, should’ve guessed you’d know that one.” He put out his fist and she bumped it. “Well, you might know where everything is in this house, but I know where you hide your snacks.”

			“I don’t hide snacks.”

			“Not even at the back of your sock drawer?”

			Anaa’s mouth opened in shock. “Okay, I only kept them there when a certain raccoon man was always coming over and eating my expensive vegan snacks.”

			“They’re actually delicious,” he said incredulously.

			“I know.” She leaned over and bit his arm. He watched her, lovingly, as if she were a teething baby.

			“Be right back.” He jogged out of the room.

			Looking around the dim space, Anaa noticed the framed photos of them he still had displayed on his desk. Her grin began to falter. Cold infiltrated her chest where Ben’s warmth had just been. She could feel him separating from her body, evaporating from her life. This is how it will be, she thought soberly. Her whole body trembled.

			A couple of minutes later, Ben came back into the room armed with his speaker, a bag of sweet and salty popcorn, Sour Skittles, two bottles of water, and the fuzzy blanket that Anaa often asked to be swaddled in. He found her shivering, tears falling out of her eyes onto the pillow. He quickly set everything down on his desk and got on the bed, scooping her onto his lap, closing his arms around her. Her nose began to leak and, without hesitation, he used his sleeve to wipe it. A fresh wave of tears crashed through her, blurring her vision.

			“I wish I could—I wish I didn’t—” Her thoughts snapped like dry twigs in her mouth.

			“I know.” Ben kissed her forehead.

			Cocooned in his warmth, Anaa still felt the desire to leave twitch cruelly under her skin. She was suddenly gripped by a suspicion that it hadn’t been her own vile impulse that had flexed somewhere deep inside her, tearing her away from him, but someone else’s. How could she want to leave this safety? She was terrified of what she’d done, already regretful of whatever was to come. She would fail, she would be sorely disappointed.

			What was she going to do alone on the other side of the ocean? Her friends and family had all said it was so unlike her to embark on such an outlandish adventure on her own. She heard their voices echo in her head, felt their doubt morph into her own. None of them had thought this was a good idea—to leave everyone and everything she knew—and she was starting to fear they were right.

			“What if this is a terrible idea?” Her voice sounded small and far away even to herself.

			Ben gently brushed her hair with his hand and didn’t say anything for a moment. “It might be.” She winced at his candour. “I’m just saying, you could put it off for a little while, and when I’m done school, we could go on a big trip together.”

			“But this isn’t just a trip.” They’d already exhausted this conversation, and she repeated the line strenuously.

			“I know. I know.” Ben sighed. “Well, you know I don’t want you to go.” He seemed to swallow the last word like a heavy stone. “But you’ll be even more miserable if you don’t try.”

			“I don’t know…I don’t know what to…”

			“You don’t have to do anything or say anything. Not right now.” Ben’s voice wavered. “You already know the important stuff…You have me, you always will.”

			Anaa wondered if that was true. She shifted out of Ben’s arms to lie back down on her side, and Ben followed, lying down facing her. With her arms crossed over her chest, Ben pulled her in, wrapping her in his limbs again. She let herself disappear into his body, shrinking further with a long exhale.

			Fully enveloped in him, in his fresh laundry scent, his pink lips pressing lightly against her forehead, his incandescence spreading generously around her, she began to rise out of her own tempestuous mind, above the dense clouds where the light was pure and unobstructed. Even if he couldn’t clear the weariness entirely, he was the only one who had ever been able to offer any respite from it.

			“Can I get that in writing?” Her voice was muffled by his chest. They chuckled weakly, then both reached for an easy kiss. It was soft, slow, as if they had all the time in the world. They drew each other even closer again for a long moment, their bodies quaking as they wept softly. Eventually, they returned to deep, even breaths, their inhales and exhales in perfect synchronization, one soft organism again.

			At some point, Anaa retreated back into her body, and Ben felt it. He let go of her and lay on his back.

			“Sorry,” Anaa said quietly.

			Ben was silent for a moment, then turned to her and put his hands on either side of her face. He seemed to scrutinize her expression. She braced herself for yet another one of his attempts to change her mind, another request for her to compromise.

			“I love you a stupid amount, you know that, right?”

			Her consternation melted between his hands. “I honestly can’t imagine ever not loving you,” she replied.

			The plain fact of her words tethered them closer again. They kissed fervidly, with the growing intensity of a held breath. Then Ben tore himself away, letting out a rush of air, part laugh and part sob. Anaa reached her hand up and grazed one side of his face, wishing she could release all the tiny invisible weights that pulled heavily on his eyes and mouth. Her own fingers looked unfamiliar to her, small, pallid, inconsequential. Ben closed his eyes and nestled his head into her hand anyway, his stubble scratching gently against her palm. She slid her hand along the back of his head to the base of his skull and pressed her fingers across the groove there, where he loved to be touched. He smiled faintly, his eyes still closed, revealing his slightly crooked front tooth.

			She tried to remember him like that, to carve his outline in her mind so that she could reproduce it for herself later. She noted the angle of his cheeks, his unruly eyebrows, the curve of his bottom lip, the slight dip in his chin. He was so known to her, there wasn’t any detail she hadn’t already scribbled down in some file in her mind.

			She had seen every combination of muscle movement in his face, could picture him at any point along the entire spectrum of his emotions: glowing and bright, pale and ill, twisted with rage, exploding in laughter, struck with grief, bubbling over with love. He was a book she’d studied every day, for hundreds of days. There was no way she could ever not know him, even as she yearned to know more beyond him. Closing her eyes, she tried to let the certainty of Ben flood through her. But a thousand questions prowled there in the darkness. Why would she abandon everything she knew? Could she even do it?

		

	
		
			One

			Anaa lay on her side, subtly elongating her body in a way she’d seen in paintings, as she watched Tiago’s glistening chest rapidly rise and fall next to her on the bed. The last stretch of evening sun streamed lazily through the window and draped itself over her shoulder. Lisbon’s dense July heat radiated through the walls with a pillowy warmth, holding her from all sides. The sweet smoke of incense laced its way through the dwindling orange light, which had been slowly washing out the colours of Tiago’s paintings on the walls. He ran his fingers through his dark, wavy hair, keeping his gaze on the ceiling as his heart returned to a normal pace.

			“Anaa,” he breathed, relishing the uh-nah pronunciation of her name. He was one of the few people outside of her family to ever insist on saying it correctly. Perhaps it was his naturally nasal-sounding Portuguese accent, but she often felt that he was trying to tease out some detail that had been flattened, not exaggerating but enhancing. It was as though he wanted her and everyone else to know something by the way he said her name, by the way his finger slid in admiration along her brown skin after it darkened quickly in the sun. Usually she was flattered and a little embarrassed by it.

			“You know, we could do that a lot more if you’d just stay over.” He looked at her sideways with a smirk.

			“But then you wouldn’t have any time to see me in your dreams.”

			“I’m more of a realist.”

			“Worse—you’re a poet who thinks you’re a realist.” She nudged his leg with her toe.

			“In that case, you’re probably the farthest thing from real.”

			Anaa pursed her lips. “Probably.”

			“So, what did you think of the show last night? I wanted to ask you, but you ran home early.” While Anaa had gotten used to Tiago’s pillow talk morphing into a critique of some arts and culture event, she had to stop herself from teasing him for trying to get off twice. The night before, they’d gone to a conceptual dance performance that involved a man and a woman repeatedly constructing and deconstructing a garden, wrestling each other in a square of dirt.

			“I thought it was brilliant,” she said, turning to lie on her back, recalling the line she’d formed in her head last night: “Literally and figuratively fertile ground to examine the propagation of power dynamics.” Her own voice echoed strangely in her ears. She pressed her lips tightly together, bracing for his reaction.

			Tiago chuckled. “Well said.” He moved his jaw to one side and back, like he was tasting an idea. “That conversation with João and Madalena after the show was interesting,” he added, name-checking the program curators with the air of detachment upon which most of their conversations floated. “About the value of relationships and all that.”

			Anaa recalled chain-smoking outside the theatre while the three of them discussed the merits and pitfalls of monogamy, with João declaring, The problem with seeking variety with many people is that it usually only brings you the same shallow, repetitive conversations, but when you seek variety with one person, that’s where you can really go deep. “Interesting indeed. But maybe a little unfounded on your part,” Anaa said.

			His expression reflected a perfect balance of offence and intrigue, enticed by the challenge. “Unfounded?”

			Anaa wiggled her spine straighter beneath her, feeling the sheet crease against her skin. “Well, you were very adamant about how time-consuming commitment is, though you also told me you’ve never actually had a long-term relationship.”

			He waved his hand in the air and lifted his chin. “I don’t have to do something to know it’s a poor use of my time.” Turning his head to look at her, he added, “But maybe it’s just that I’ve been waiting to find something actually worth my time.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him playfully. Even when he was being defensive, he still looked beautiful, with his thick, dark eyelashes and his slightly large nose. She’d found him enchanting from the moment they’d met at a stranger’s house party.

			Anaa had been invited to the party last minute by a serious-looking blond girl named Caroline, whom she’d met that very night at a colleague’s dull dinner. They had caught eyes across the table several times as the other guests responded to them with condescending comments like I used to write poetry too, when I was a kid. Before dessert was served, Caroline cornered her in the kitchen with an escape plan, telling her she should join her at her friend’s party. Anaa was prepared to do whatever this cool poet with a mullet cut thought she should, and soon she was in a sea of unfamiliar faces, jointly narrating with Caroline all the gory details of the awful night they’d just fled.

			At some point Anaa had gone into the bathroom for a moment alone. She was sitting on the edge of the bathtub when Tiago pushed open the door and walked in. As he closed the door behind him, he saw her perched on the tub and said something she didn’t understand in Portuguese, a smile creeping through his tone. She immediately forgot the Portuguese line she’d rehearsed to apologize and explain that she was still learning the language, and instead sheepishly asked, English? He quirked one of his bushy eyebrows and said in a low, steady voice, You really should have locked that. Dressed in a linen button-up, he pushed one of his rolled sleeves a little higher as he sauntered to the window, opened it, and took a cigarette from behind his ear. He faced her while he put the rolled smoke between his lips and lit it, his gaze lingering somewhere between invitation and dare. It was like he’d stepped out of some abstract, sun-kissed, Éric Rohmer–directed fantasy. He had that vaguely arrogant air that Anaa hated to admit she was attracted to. She felt transfixed by the way his cheeks hollowed as he pulled on the cigarette, how his lips parted on one side to blow a stream of smoke towards the cracked window. Breaking her stare, she forced herself to say something. Why don’t people knock here? she asked, gripping the tub’s edge. He shrugged and replied with a slight grin, If I had, then you wouldn’t have met me. Cocking her head to one side, she said, And this is supposed to be some sort of honour, then? She tried to slow her words to match his leisurely pace. He seemed to smile against his own will. You haven’t left yet, so I must be doing something right. She laughed nervously and replied, That, or you’ve invaded my hiding spot. He leaned forward. Hiding? From whom? Before she could answer, a guy dressed like a poor imitation of Tiago drunkenly threw open the door. Anaa caught Tiago’s eye and said under her breath, You really should’ve locked that. The man gestured an apology at Tiago then paused to look quizzically at Anaa. You’re Caroline’s new friend, right? he said in a garbled French accent. She wasn’t sure how to respond, equally frightened and delighted by the sudden sharp scent of her own new blood. The guy wobbled on his legs and added, The poet from Canada? She reined in her smile and nodded as Tiago eyed her anew. Of course Tiago’s already after you, the guy said slyly. Yeah, Anaa said with shrug, Canada has that effect on people.

			A week after the party, they ran into each other at an experimental electronic show in the basement of a damp bar that Caroline brought her to. Anaa had hung out with her every day since they’d met—Caroline was keen to introduce her to all the places and people she, as an artist, must know, and Anaa was keen to cling to someone who seemed so at home in Lisbon despite having come from the same faraway continent. Attracted to her self-possession and the respect she commanded, Anaa happily followed Caroline, and her artist friends, wherever they went, and within days they had adopted Anaa into their circle. Descending the bar’s stairs behind her new friends, she immediately spotted Tiago right as he spotted her—sending a jolt through her—though she quickly lost sight of him across the dark, crowded space. Only during the show, as Anaa stood slightly away from her friends and the crowd around them headbanging to the glitchy music, did he appear beside her, almost out of thin air, murmuring, Look at you, out here with everyone instead of hiding in the bathroom. Her stomach fluttered and she replied, Yeah, I’m feeling brave today. He seemed pleased and said, Lucky me. The artist made a show of twisting a knob on his circuit board and the beat shattered into electronic shards for a deafening moment. Tiago looked Anaa up and down and asked, You’re seriously into this kind of music? She pushed her eyebrows together. Yeah—why do you seem surprised? You don’t even know me. Shrugging, he replied, Okay, let me get to know you, then. Can I? Anaa smiled and was about to respond when someone in front of them turned around to give them a dirty look. Wordlessly agreeing to pause their conversation, they stood next to each other and turned their attention, whatever scrap of it they could spare, towards the show. Meanwhile, Anaa could feel every hair on her arm as it brushed against his. A few minutes later, he closed his fingers around her wrist and pulled her away to the back of the musty room, telling her about how the musician was actually an asshole so it wasn’t worth either of their time. So, you can’t separate the art from the artist either? Anaa asked. From there, their conversation expanded in all directions, from music to morality, guilty pleasures and the societal origins of guilt, artists they secretly thought were full of shit. They discovered that they’d both been obsessed with the same early Animal Collective albums when they were teenagers and hated the same buzzy generative art exhibition they’d both seen in New York two summers ago. They talked all night, he told her all about her new friends—who, as it turned out, were his friends too—and introduced her to at least a dozen people whose names she forgot as quickly as they’d forgotten hers, and when she was ready to leave, he said he’d walk her home.

			On the way, he paused at some point and looked at her with that invitation-dare in his eyes again. Her heart was pounding. Then he pulled out a graffiti marker and wrote on a building wall, this is a crime. When he handed the marker to her, she froze for a moment, void of ideas, then added the word not before a crime. He hummed and said, Very Magritte, I like it. They started walking again and Tiago lit a cigarette. So, Anaa, you’re a poet. She felt an empty laugh rise, then stuffed it down. It had seemed silly to call herself a poet back home, but he was offering the title so plainly to her now. I am, she replied. When do I get to read your stuff? he asked. Fear struck through her, and in her hesitation he sighed. Don’t tell me you’re one of those poets who’s too scared to share. The empty laugh resurfaced and she said, Of course not, then overenthusiastically agreed to swap poems the next day.

			She held her breath as he read her words, feeling as if she might pass out in the dense silence, but when he had calmly signalled his approval by tapping on certain lines and swearing under his breath, she found she wanted to do it again. They soon realized their artistic references were very similar, as well as their hunger for them. A couple of weeks later they fell into an easy routine of going to gallery exhibitions, listening to free jazz records, marathoning Soviet avant-garde films and art house horror on weeknights, and having long, indulgent lunches on weekends. And they talked, feverishly; one night Tiago animatedly describing archaeoacoustics and the biological response to drone music, and another evening Anaa extolling the brilliant mechanics of absurdist comedy. Everything known and unknown was fodder for conversation. Tiago recommended existential films—never “movies”—by Bergman and Antonioni, and Anaa recommended metafiction about the process of reading and imagination. During one of their lunches, they nodded at each other eagerly while discussing the elasticity of time and how death is actually a deeply comforting concept. They spoke regularly of humanity’s moral failures and the complete overhaul of consumerism that would be required to save the planet. When Anaa found herself deep in Wikipedia rabbit holes at 4 a.m., she’d bookmark topics she wanted to speak about with Tiago, and she found he was doing the same. They were always searching for more to share, each turning over every piece of trivia they could think of to see what might look shiny to the other. She was secretly pleased to leave him at the end of their nights so that she could begin replaying their conversations in her head, thinking of fresh points to bring up the next day. For the first time in a long time, perhaps ever, she felt as though her opinions were important—necessary, even.

			Throughout her life, she’d been taught that she was most palatable when she didn’t say too much, when she smiled and nodded and pressed her tongue hard against the back of her teeth. Her parents dismissed any idea that contradicted their own and wouldn’t indulge in even healthy debate, brushing her off with a conclusive, You’ll understand when you’re older. And her friends back in Canada weren’t much more open; they preferred the safe, easy comfort of repetitive conversations in which they could liberally express any opinion they’d all previously discussed and agreed upon. She loved her friends—they had been a comfort to each other for years, they’d kept her from sitting alone at lunch, they’d shrieked over their periods together, laughed through their mothers’ suburban dramas, opened their university acceptance letters holding hands, then held each other’s hair back after drinking too much during frosh week—but despite her immense gratitude for their company, deep down she knew they all identified with their surroundings much more than she did, and it lent an increasingly strange taste to their interactions. It became harder to want the things they wanted; she struggled to locate herself within their values, opinions, and passions. Anaa could see she was becoming the downer of their group, she could feel it in the way everyone went silent when she’d offer a dissenting opinion, so she stopped sharing her thoughts, like when her friends all shared their excitement over the news of a fast-fashion brand opening stores in Canada and Anaa opened her mouth to condemn the company’s widely known use of sweatshop labour but instead just bit her tongue.

			Tiago, on the other hand, consistently coaxed her fiercest perceptions out. His eyes seemed to twinkle when she made the argument that Fernando Pessoa’s dozens of heteronyms were a distinctly anti-capitalist approach to selfhood, and his hand squeezed her leg under the table in pride when there were other people around to hear it. Their conversations were a precious luxury to her. She’d needed someone to listen to her, to want to listen to her, and to truly engage with what she was saying. She couldn’t bear the mind-numbing conversations she had with friends from home on switching up social media aesthetics to a minimalist muted palette, nor could she stand the prospect of dating another guy like the one from her first-year Introduction to Narrative class who just stared at her blankly as she spoke, waiting impatiently for her to finish speaking and get naked. It was invigorating to have Tiago ask for, fully receive, and respond to her thoughts and ideas.

			Of course, her conversations with Tiago also eventually led to sex. She couldn’t help it, she’d wanted him immediately, and the feeling of being in front of someone who wanted her in return, especially someone like Tiago, was too delicious to resist. After clawing her way out of the trenches of puberty, she came to understand she wasn’t ugly, confirmed at least by the many unwanted advances she began to attract. She was short and soft, her hair dark and frizzy, her eyes a dull brown, her nose and mouth decidedly average. There was nothing she believed particularly striking about her, and mostly she was just grateful her terrible teenage acne had cleared. But Tiago was the kind of guy who knew he was attractive. That’s why she wasn’t surprised when he’d casually mentioned after they first slept together that, though he liked her, he wasn’t a “relationship person.” She’d pieced together from their friends’ anecdotes that he was something of a Lothario. Anaa had assured him she also wasn’t looking for a relationship, because she knew this was the only response she could give that would allow her to continue seeing him. She insisted it was a good idea to keep it casual since she was starting to feel like an established member of their friend group and didn’t want to mess with the dynamics. He agreed with her, appearing impressed at her response. They’d agreed not to tell anyone about their no-strings set-up, sneaking kisses when their friends weren’t watching, arriving separately but leaving together. No rules, no obligations. It was unlike anything she had previously imagined for herself, but she fit herself into it a little better every day.

			Anaa pulled the sheet up to her neck and Tiago turned on his side, propping himself up on his elbow so he was looking slightly down at her. “You did seem particularly quiet, though, when João, Madalena, and I were talking. But I could see you went somewhere,” he said as he gently tapped her forehead.

			Anaa met his gaze, then looked at the ceiling. “It’s just, I have been in a long-term relationship.”

			“And? How was that?”

			She thought for a moment, then sat up and stretched to one side so he couldn’t see her face. “Time-consuming,” she said definitively. Ignoring a groan in a dark chamber of her heart, she pressed herself off the bed to locate her clothes. When she’d gotten her underwear on and reached for her shirt, Tiago grabbed her wrist and gently tugged her back onto the bed. She sat on the edge, facing him, one knee bent under her, as he lay on his side, his head resting in the palm of his hand.

			“Perhaps it felt that way because it was the wrong person.” He looked at her intently. “You know, Anaa, I was thinking we should talk…about us.”

			Her stomach clenched and her fingers twitched towards her shirt. Her nakedness suddenly felt excessive. “Us?” she said, forcing herself not to redirect her eyes.

			“I’ve never connected with anyone like I do with you.”

			His desire poured into her own and she felt something inside her buckle under its weight, her hard veneer faltering, her spine struggling to hold her up. She’d idly imagined this scene many times over the past couple of months, while daydreaming at work or right before falling asleep; the film reel was practically worn out from use. Sometimes the location changed, or what she was wearing in it, or the intensity with which he would confess his feelings for her, but it invariably ended there, with his confession. It was easy to dream of him because, in a way, she’d always dreamt of him, even before meeting him; he was the greener grass she’d longed for, he was someone she related to, someone whom she admired and respected, and who admired and respected her back. But now that he was here, his dark pupils fixed on her, his vocal inflection colouring in her imagined script, she struggled to form a clear thought. A flurry of words passed behind her eyes. “I…I feel the same way,” she managed, nodding her head as if to help shake the words out.

			Despite the anxiousness in her voice, Tiago had heard exactly what he needed. He replied, as if continuing her own line of thought, “Which is why I wanted to know if you’d be my—well, not my—but if you want to be with me. Actually with me.”

			“But you’re always saying you don’t have the time or patience for a relationship.”

			“Well, when we met, you also said you wanted to spend time alone, but we’re basically a couple already.”

			She had indeed planned to spend time alone in this new place—to develop her craft, pay her dues as an artist, reconstitute herself as a true individual—but she found the person she became by Tiago’s side far more thrilling. “A relationship is different, though. It’s much more…” She parted her lips and let out a small sigh.

			“Anaa.” Tiago sat up so that they were eye to eye. “We spend so much time together, we have so much in common—creatively, intellectually…physically. Everyone would say we’re an obvious match. Why deny it? Nothing would even have to change.”

			“Then why the label?”

			Tiago grinned. “I knew you were going to say that.” He searched for something in Anaa’s face for a moment, then shrugged. “My only answer is that I’m still human. Still flawed and needy.”

			Anaa visibly warmed, her tense joints coming loose. Though there were little mines underneath some of his words, hints of an impulse to conquer and mark territory, she couldn’t help but feel flattered by his admission of needing her. It was terribly wonderful to see herself through his eyes as the person she’d worked so hard to craft.

			She could feel herself merging with this new identity, self-actualizing while this beautiful person whom she wanted so badly to impress told her that he wanted her just as badly, and all to himself.

			“And actually”—Tiago’s voice turned solemn—“even more so, I think I’m finally ready. I admit I had kind of fallen into the worst cliché before, the guy who couldn’t commit unless it was to his own independence…but you’ve shown me that it’s possible to have both. I can be me and still share myself with you.”

			He was saying all the right words, but she was missing all her cues. She could feel his image of her wrinkle slightly like a thin plastic film on her skin, but she drew her fingers along her leg idly, as if smoothing it back down.

			Tiago reached for her restless hand and interlaced his fingers with hers, squeezing them with one quick pulse. “I have profound feelings for you.” His words hung sublimely in the air. She knew it was a simple matter of direct translation from Portuguese, but profound conjured a rain-soaked Regency-era monologue, a black-and-white Hollywood revelation. Profound was the word she hadn’t even known she’d longed to hear.

			He waited for her to say something, but she looked down at their interlocked fingers. They’d never held hands before.

			He abruptly let go, rubbed his neck. “I’ve never felt so comfortable with someone, but ironically, it’s very unnerving.”

			Anaa chuckled and nodded slowly. A soft impression of a face, blurred as if through a curtain of water, surfaced in her mind before quickly sinking back down. “I know what you mean.”

			Tiago grinned. “So, what do you think? Let’s try it?”

			“We stay just like we are?” Anaa knew she was talking along a perimeter, but she was waiting for something in her to strike the core with certainty.

			“Just like this.” Tiago leaned forward, brushing his hand lightly along her leg. “So…?”

			A strand of his hair fell over his forehead, and she envisioned him at fifty, grey-haired and austere, with that same merciless charm. She was suddenly struck by the urge to tell him she would do anything he wanted, but she choked it back down, instead forcing herself to simply nod. He leaned closer and kissed her, then looked her up and down again. She smiled nervously and grabbed her shirt from the bed.

			“We should celebrate. A week of Dionysian revelry,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

			She slipped her shirt on and flicked her hair out from under the neckline. “I have kind of a busy schedule this weekend, and next week.” She located her skirt on the floor and stood up to put it on. “But definitely after that.”

			“Suddenly she’s busy,” Tiago said, theatrically rolling his eyes. He lay back on the bed and watched as she collected her things around the room. “Will you at least invite me over for once?”

			“Soon, I promise.” With her clothes on and her tote bag in hand, she finally paused and turned to him. He looked so pleased, it made her want to scream. She dropped her things and crawled back on the bed to kiss him.

			“Stay,” he said.

			The last beam of sun had disappeared, the orange glow dimming into lilac. Anaa sighed, suddenly exhausted. She looked at Tiago, desire shining in his eyes. “Okay.”

		

	
		
			Two

			The following night arrived as most Friday nights do, dangling at the end of the week like a heavy ripened fruit, plump with potential. Anaa sat with her new friends at a hole-in-the-wall bar, chatting around an ever-increasing cluster of cigarette butts and empty beer glasses. The dense air pressed softly against her skin, swathing her in a now-familiar warmth. It was one of those moments when everything slows down into a jellylike consistency, with no clear beginning, when happiness suddenly reveals itself in its purest, most mundane state. She kept experiencing these moments abruptly, sometimes mid-sentence, and she’d try to hold on to them, squeezing the jelly even as it slipped through her fingers. In its place, a gnawing thought would form, fearful that everything that was extraordinary to her now would soon quietly slip into the realm of normalcy, where the ornate stone roads and sweet aroma of the orange blossoms become too familiar to notice. But even after nearly six months, the glowing quality of her new life remained with a kind of kaleidoscopic focus. Even as she and her friends, all of whom were slightly older and largely more cynical than her, spent yet another night at this dingy bar, it only grew more special in her eyes. It had become their spot, with its low arched ceiling, broken vintage radios, and yellowing political posters along the walls. Empty wine barrels were scattered around without any clear design, the only cohesive element of the space being a dim yellow light gluing everything together. It was so…She couldn’t find the right word.

			Her phone buzzed, the distinct, repeated vibrations burning against her leg. The lick of mechanical heat furled the edges of her reverie, and she shoved her hand into her pocket and squeezed, pressing all the buttons at once. As it went still in her fingers, she unclenched her diaphragm. Tiago’s knee nudged hers under the table and a new heat ignited where they touched. She avoided his gaze and instinctively crossed her legs, reinserting herself into the moment unfolding around her.

			Wallace and Tiago were in their usual uniforms of mostly undone button-ups, wide-legged pants, and suede shoes. Wallace’s long hair kept falling into his face, and dark shadows cut along the sharp bones of Tiago’s cheeks. Caroline, Maria, and Valerie all had on marginally different shades of dark lipstick and wore layers of shirts in muted colours, several thick silver rings, and stone-embedded necklaces.

			The sense of satisfaction Anaa derived from being at that table was twofold: She held a seat as their peer, with a privileged insider’s view of them, but she also took pride in how they all must look from the outside, herself a part of this group of interesting, attractive characters who appeared like the types to throw obscure theme parties, spontaneously cut each other’s hair, take exclusively analog photos, and call each other by strange nicknames. She couldn’t remember when she’d started to take in her life that way, with one foot in and one foot out, but she’d been dipping into this specific form of dissociation quite regularly these days, watching and being watched, eager to receive small nods of approval from a faceless voyeur.

			Wallace sighed loudly across the table, forcing Anaa’s mental weight to shift back into her body. She glanced quickly at Caroline, who she realized had been eyeing her curiously, then tuned back into the conversation.

			“It’s a badge of honour for me personally,” Wallace said gruffly. The women groaned. “What? Is there some unwritten rule that you’re supposed to have your first heartbreak before thirty?”

			“I haven’t had mine broken yet either,” Tiago said, momentarily removing the cigarette filter he’d been holding between his teeth. He brazenly caught Anaa’s eye, but she looked away.

			Where Wallace was soft lines and loose strands, Tiago was coarser and more defined. He was the only one of their group born and baked under Portugal’s generous sun, but as a graduate of translation studies and a self-identified man of the world, he enjoyed keeping foreign artists around him—Wallace from England, Maria from Spain, Valerie from Denmark, and Caroline from the US—though he never seemed to adjust his blunt charm to appeal to other cultures, no matter which language he tried on.

			“You’ve still got a year and a half,” Anaa said, perking an eyebrow and twirling her own thick silver ring on her middle finger. Her friends’ eyes fixed on her and she nervously retracted as if it weren’t entirely normal to look at the person speaking. She scrunched her toes inside her shoes to try to force herself out of her head.

			Tiago grinned as he finished rolling his cigarette. “Somebody better hurry up, then.”

			Anaa’s lips twitched as her phone vibrated again. It stopped after two quick buzzes. Her neck burned; she imagined the content of the messages was written on her face. She shoved it out of her mind again.

			Maria finished her drink, set the glass down with a thud, and said, “I don’t know why you’re all so focused on heartbreak. You have to get someone to love you first, and that’s the fun part.” She placed her hands behind her head and stretched her lean dancer’s body in the stiff wooden chair. It was hard not to admire the strong, slinky animal of Maria. Anaa could only dream of being so assertively embodied, straightening her own posture subtly as she watched.

			“You can still have your heart broken by someone who doesn’t love you,” Valerie added airily, threading a finger through one of her tight curls. She was the quietest of the bunch, but she had the most wonderful way of tying neat little bows with the few words she did contribute.

			The group nodded. Caroline, who had been scribbling something in her notebook, looked up from under her short blond bangs.

			“But,” she began, in her usual way of entering any conversation, “poets need heartbreak, the hard kind, the kind that starts in love. We need that pain. It’s the only thing that justifies our art.” She returned to her page, streaked with ink and ash. Anaa had bought a small notebook after seeing Caroline and Wallace constantly writing things down, but hers remained largely empty except for some Portuguese words she didn’t understand and some doodles of people’s noses on the metro. She peeked at Caroline’s page across the table but couldn’t decipher a thing among the messy lines.

			“However,” Anaa began, “The poet is a faker—”

			“Who’s so good at his act,” Tiago cut in with a wink.

			Anaa’s mouth opened slightly, her stomach fluttered. “Um, exactly. The pain isn’t real once it’s on the page anyway, it’s necessarily faked on its way there. We can only make the flimsy outline of it, which everyone else fills in with their own ideas of pain and heartbreak. That, or we have to write very specific poems about desserts or playgrounds and hope people will assume it’s about our childhood trauma.”

			“Hey, that’s my technique, get your own,” Wallace said, taking a big gulp of beer and leaving a thin trail of foam on his moustache.

			Tiago lit his cigarette and put his arm along the back of Anaa’s chair. She tucked a wavy strand of her dark hair behind her ear and pressed her lips together.

			“Well, that’s unfortunate,” Tiago said. “The poems I’m reading on Tuesday are about desserts and playgrounds. And they’re entirely about my childhood trauma.”

			“Can’t wait,” Caroline said. Her deep voice made everything sound serious.

			The group purred in their usual noncommittal agreement.

			“I’m at the gallery Tuesday, all week actually, but you guys should drop by,” Valerie said. “There’s this queer performance artist’s show on. Called Touching Sound. It’s supposed to be incredible.”

			Another purr of interest. Anaa nervously sipped her drink instead of nodding along. She brought up the poetry commission she, Caroline, and Wallace had to work on for the small literary magazine that would pay them in “valuable exposure,” something Caroline and Wallace scoffed at while Anaa was quietly thrilled.

			The commission was the first time a publication had approached her, instead of her usual route of numerous unanswered emails and a general wearing down of editors, so it was no small point of pride for her. It had all happened the night of her last reading. She was anxious—it was only her fifth time doing a reading in her entire life, and only the third time reading in Lisbon, all three of which were thanks to Caroline or Wallace offering to add her name when they signed themselves up. She’d briefly considered backing out from the reading after being told she was to follow a proper spoken word artist who had the room erupting in laughter and shrieks. Her poem was old, something she’d written the previous year in her final semester of university, and suddenly it seemed like the most childish rumination on basic word sounds, an onomatopoeia of the simplest human instincts. But Caroline pulled her aside and told her she was being ridiculous and that she was better than most of the poets there. I only say most because I’m also reading, she added. Anaa decided to believe her since Caroline was not the kind of person to offer flimsy praise solely to make someone feel better. So Anaa went on stage and read her poem, and as the audience cheered, she felt a high that bested any drug. Even as the audience dispersed, Anaa watched herself meet Alberto, the editor-in-chief of Shared Tongues, and accept his praises with a good balance of humility and nonchalance. She heard herself agree, just eagerly enough, alongside Wallace and Caroline, to write something for his magazine.

			It was exhilarating to perceive herself as someone who was charismatic and outgoing, who knew what to say and confidently greeted strangers as if they were friends. Back home, meeting new people was often a painful experience filled with courteous smiles and stilted small talk. She was deemed the quiet one in her circle, and after years of being ignored or cut off mid-thought, she’d been almost convinced that she had nothing of value to say. But people liked that she listened, they liked that she was a socially low-stakes person to talk to, so they would open up and divulge information they normally wouldn’t with anyone else, and as the keeper of such information she had satisfied herself with some semblance of importance. The snag always appeared, however, when her quietness was mistaken for indifference, like the time in first year at a party when she’d fled to the upstairs bathroom and came down fifteen minutes later trailed by a repulsive frat bro who proceeded to tell everyone that they’d hooked up. Her friends dutifully informed her of the rumour, but she didn’t say much despite her internal rage. They assumed she was merely unbothered, and to her, unbothered seemed to at least have more agency than her silent cage of fury. So she withdrew from everyone, letting people fill in the blanks. They’d be surprised to see her now, leading conversations with strangers who would seem intimidating even to them.

			Anaa’s eyes veered towards a small group of tourists hesitantly entering the bar, the unusual sight catching the room’s attention. The tourists looked around then promptly exited, sending small smirks across the tables. Anaa returned her attention to her friends and asked Wallace if he’d started working on his piece yet, though she didn’t fully care to know the answer. She couldn’t help bringing it up again—she wanted to conjure up the person she was when it happened, over and over, to remind herself and everyone around her that she was just like them.

			Maria, however, didn’t feel like talking poetry yet again. She stretched her arms forward across the table and whined, “When are we going dancing?”

			“Aw, Maria is tired of metaphors,” Wallace said.

			“I’m serious! Next Friday. Level Seven? There’s going to be a good DJ.”

			Wallace and Tiago groaned. “That place?” Tiago scrunched his nose. “It’s crawling with expats. No offence.”

			The bar was on a rooftop in the middle of the touristy nightlife area, and Maria was the only one who ever suggested going there, because it was one of the few places that played music she could actually shake her ass to, as opposed to the terrible Top 40 hits that blared from old speakers along the bar-lined streets of Bairro Alto and the hard techno common in abandoned-warehouse parties. Anaa liked it for that reason as well, but she knew Tiago despised going there because of the so-called expat crowd. It was a strange term, Anaa thought, especially because only some earned it, regardless of how permanent their status, while others were simply labelled migrants or immigrants. She often itched to ask her friends why they used that distinction, or if they were aware of it, but she didn’t want to be the one to bring it up, much less draw attention to the fact that while they identified as the former, she would likely fall into the visual category of the latter.

			“Look, I’ll buy you all drinks,” Maria said.

			At that, the group agreed more sturdily.

			Anaa shifted in her seat. “Actually, my friend will be here this week,” she said, quietly enough to avoid drawing too much attention but loud enough so that she could state categorically that she hadn’t kept it from any of them.

			Tiago jutted his chin sideways a little, sending her a quizzical look, which burned the side of her face.

			“Bring her along,” Caroline suggested, sipping her beer.

			Anaa watched Caroline down the rest of her drink and nodded, her heart hammering against her ribs. She waited for a proper response to arrive at her lips. “Do you guys want another round?” was the best she could do.

			“I’ll get it,” Tiago volunteered. He tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear before getting up and walking to the bar. Heat flared up her neck, the conspicuous gesture making her light-headed.

			Everyone’s eyes immediately fixed on her.

			“Okay…?” Caroline’s low tone ventured.

			Anaa uncrossed and recrossed her legs, not knowing where to look.

			“I’ve never seen him do that to anyone before,” said a wide-eyed Valerie.

			“Wait, so are you guys an item?” Wallace asked, trying to catch up with the girls’ reactions.

			“Animate beings, actually,” Anaa said before pressing her lips together nervously. The air thinned in the ensuing silence. She looked up and saw her friends squint at her, searchingly, as if their eyes were adjusting to a new light that seemed to bring out different features of her face.

			“I knew it. I could smell the sex on you two,” Maria stage-whispered. “Well done.”

			“If anyone, it’s him who’s done well,” Caroline said, an almost imperceptible smile on her lips.

			“You two make a great match,” Valerie added earnestly.

			“How did I miss this happening right in front of me?” Wallace scratched his beard. “It does make sense, though.”

			Anaa uncrossed her legs again. “It’s not a big deal. Nothing’s going to change.”

			They all shared a look while Anaa stared down at her glass. She could feel her seat at the table shrinking, melding with Tiago’s, which seemed closer than before.

		

	
		
			Three

			The airport arrivals hall felt almost unrecognizable to Anaa. When she’d first arrived in Portugal half a year ago, it was a place of infinite unknowns, hundreds of signs accosting her with her own ignorance, a crowd of faces inspecting and dismissing her own as soon as she stepped into the country. It was a place her memory had melded with panic, so she was surprised to find it so joyous and full of warmth now, with the late morning sun streaming through the skylight and tired travellers breaking into huge smiles as they found their people waiting for them.

			Being on the receiving side this time filled Anaa with a sense of belonging, a feeling she tried to hold on to even as she stood among a group of locals—older, professional-looking men holding signs with names of people and companies on them. They all stood facing a long ramp, straightening their posture every time a fresh wave of travellers appeared through the doorway at the top. Wearing a thrifted sleeveless black smock dress, Anaa held her own homemade sign that read BEN. At first she’d held it in front of her chest like the men, but after receiving several charmed glances and knowing smiles in appreciation of her gesture, she began to feel self-conscious. She folded the sign once and held it to her side.

			Twenty minutes passed, and she began to worry that he’d changed his mind. Maybe he never got on the flight. Maybe he got on the flight but was now stalling to meet her because he realized this was a terrible idea. Was this a terrible idea? After another fifteen minutes of darting her eyes around and shifting her weight from one leg to the other, her morning coffee nagged at her bladder. Glancing repeatedly back at the ramp, she strode to the bathroom. She left the sign on the counter, and when she returned from the stall to wash her hands, water splashed onto her dress. “Shit,” she swore, and smiled apologetically at an old woman who walked in just as she awkwardly positioned herself under the hand dryer. Before she could dry her dress fully, her phone buzzed. Assuming it was Ben, she darted out of the bathroom. As she ran back towards the ramp, she pulled out her phone and saw it was only a message from Tiago: Come kiss me.

			She stopped in her tracks and caught her breath. Reading it again, she inhaled sharply, almost able to taste him. For a moment she considered telling him she was at the airport waiting for her friend who she had mentioned was visiting, and who also happened to be her ex, noting it so casually to emphasize the insignificant nature of it, but then she returned her phone to her purse and walked slowly to the arrivals area. She would tell him everything, just not now.

			A larger crowd had gathered in front of the ramp, and people were coming out in a steady stream. The tall, bright space echoed loudly with the sounds of rolling suitcase wheels and cheery greetings. Anaa was craning her neck to get a better view when she felt a hand on her arm. She turned, and there was Ben. A bit dishevelled but beaming, he looked as though he was up early for a morning run in his gym shorts and Under Armour T-shirt. His murky hazel eyes were shot with red veins, he had a hint of a beard, and his curly hair had been cropped short, but his smile revealed that same old slightly crooked front tooth. He looked bigger than the last time she saw him, broader. He was still him, but everything about him seemed somewhat out of place, as if his features were all a centimetre off from where they should be. All Anaa could manage to say was, “Oh, hi!”

			They took each other in with frozen half smiles before going in for a long, tight squeeze. Anaa closed her eyes and breathed in his scent, letting the familiar fabric softener smell gently close the gap of that misaligned centimetre. She suddenly felt minuscule in his embrace, and pulled away. He ran his eyes over her, and she wondered if she seemed slightly askew to him too.

			“Damn, sorry I wasn’t here,” she said. “I was waiting for you, but I had to pee—”

			“I thought maybe you were hiding.” His voice was startling, a second arrival. It was lighter than she remembered, weightless without the static fuzz of transcontinental radio waves from their last call a couple of months ago.

			“I thought you might not have—But…you’re here!” She smiled nervously. “It’s…this is surreal.”

			“I know, very surreal.” He beamed, glancing at her lips.

			Anaa levelled her voice and shifted her weight. “How was the flight?”

			Ben chuckled at the question, parted his lips to say something, closed them again, then said, “It was alright, got some reading done.”

			Anaa looked at him dubiously.

			“Yeah, I read now.” He stuck his nose in the air.

			She widened her eyes. “Uh-oh, are you finally my type?” Shaking her head once, she quickly added, “Where’s your stuff?”

			He had only a small orange-and-blue backpack. With a tired sigh, he told her his travel bag had gotten stuck on the Azores islands where he’d caught his connecting flight, and the airline told him they’d deliver it once they got it back. He apologized and explained he gave them her phone number to avoid long-distance charges. “Hope that’s okay,” he said.

			“No, of course,” she sighed woefully. “Starting a month-long backpacking trip without the backpack…not great.”

			“Yeah…I’d imagined it a little differently.” He rubbed his forehead. From Lisbon he was going to fly to Antalya, then improvise from there. This was his post-graduation find-yourself-during-summer-vacation trip.

			“At least you got your one shitty thing out of the way early,” Anaa said, leading them to the metro.

			“Yeah, hopefully now I don’t get bronchitis in a small village where you’ll have to drag me to get blood tests from some random person on a chicken farm,” Ben said. Anaa pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes at him, flashes of her terrible illness in Laos playing behind her eyelids.

			“And now you can skip the food poisoning from sketchy bus-stop beef that someone advised you against eating,” Anaa replied.

			Ben winced. They’d seen the worst of each other on trips, cranky with fatigue, woozy with illness, humbled by projectile vomit.

			“Yeah, I’ll take the delayed luggage,” Ben said with a hand over his stomach.

			“At least they’re good stories.”

			“Are they, though?” He squinted at her. “Not sure anyone wants to hear about my bodily fluids. You’ve definitely heard enough.” They laughed, momentarily forgetting their nervousness.

			“Oh, I got you a metro pass.” Anaa dug it out from her purse, and as she handed it to him, she noticed a suited man walking by with a small whiteboard in hand. “Shit, the sign! I left it in the bathroom! I had a sign, like the guys—”

			Ben understood immediately. “Aw no.” He raised his eyebrows with a sad-happy look. “I would’ve loved that.”

			“I know, that’s why I—I had a whole plan.” Anaa’s voice tumbled out of her in a way that felt unfamiliar now. “Anyway, here.” She handed him the metro card.

			“Thanks—thank you. You know, you don’t have to buy me stuff here. I saved up a lot this year, especially after cutting my biggest expense…” He glanced sidelong at her.

			She feigned offence and flicked his arm. They watched each other’s stifled laughs settle on their faces, Ben looking at her happily in silence. Anaa broke their eye contact first and said, “Your hair is short. You cut it just to spite me, didn’t you.”

			“I did, yes.” He dragged a hand along the top of his head. “Sorry.”

			“Well, you’ve failed. I actually think it’s nice,” Anaa said, her voice matter-of-fact.

			He looked pleased with himself. Before a smile could break through, she gestured once with her head for them to go, then spun around and started walking, knowing he’d follow.

			

			—

			
				They sat across from each other on the metro, both stealing glances. The train emerged above ground for a minute and the sun poured in, warming their skin. They smiled at each other’s squinting eyes. Back underground, the deafening noise of rolling metal blasted through the metro car and Anaa pretended to say something, to which Ben pretended to be surprised, adding his own mimed comments. They continued the bit until Anaa motioned that they’d arrived at their stop.

		

	
		
			Four

			Anaa and Ben tossed scraps of conversation into the narrow foot of space they kept between them as they walked downtown towards Praça do Comércio, flowing through the stream of Saturday crowds filling the wide pedestrian street. They talked about how they still couldn’t believe airplanes were real, and whether jet lag was worse if you were travelling westward with the sun or eastward against it. Anaa mocked the tourists on e-scooters jiggling violently on the cobblestone, while Ben bent down to pet every single dog that trotted near him. They took turns remarking on things they passed, alternating nervously between cool, beautiful, cute, and so nice. The patterned stone roads were dotted with puppeteers’ shows and wooden crafts for sale laid out on white blankets. Pastel-yellow buildings on both sides of the street reflected the vibrancy of the high noon sun. Anaa walked with pride, as if she’d built this city with her own two hands.

			“Are you hungry?” she asked, trying to lead them to a restaurant patio with an impressive view of the river. “Actually, I don’t know why I’m even asking, you’re always hungry.”

			“I could eat,” Ben said as he studied a silver-painted living statue posed with his chin resting on his closed fist. The statue blinked, and Ben jerked back, smiling and wagging his finger at the man. “I could really use a drink, though.”

			Anaa quietly did the math and realized it would only be 7 a.m. Ben’s time.

			“I’m on vacation,” he said, reading her mind.

			“Alright,” she said, raising her hands. “I know a great spot, their sangria is amazing. They put cinnamon in it.”

			“Oh, that reminds me…” He reached into the side pocket of his backpack and pulled out a single red candy wrapped in plastic: an Atomic FireBall. Anaa loved everything spicy and cinnamon; cinnamon hearts were the only gift she’d accept on Valentine’s Day, which she otherwise dismissed as an exploitative capitalist gimmick. Atomic FireBalls were much spicier and her all-time favourite, but they had been discontinued and were nearly impossible to find.

			Anaa looked at him in awe as he placed it in her palm. “Where? How?!”

			Ben beamed at her, savouring the moment a little before responding, “I found a vintage candy shop.”

			She could see he was proud of himself. He didn’t care to hide things like that, to play it cool. He felt what he felt, and he showed it.

			“I’m going to save this,” she said. She thanked him and tucked the candy in her purse. They continued walking in an electric silence, Anaa wondering if he’d simply happened upon the shop or went searching for it, Ben wondering if he should tell her how hard it had been to track the candies down.

			Soon they reached the giant Arco da Rua Augusta, the memorial white arch framing a slice of pure-blue sky. Its intricate curls of stone branches and flower petals entwined around the ornate clock carved into the top, the massive stone slabs suspended almost impossibly overhead.

			“My god, this is beautiful.” Ben’s mouth opened slightly as he looked up.

			“Isn’t it? You can’t get this back home. It’s not old enough. The stone roads, the elaborate architecture, the colours. The city has so much history. And there’s this slowness that just naturally comes over you here, being immersed in so much beauty—like that slow walk people do in museums.” Anaa could go on forever, gushing about its magic.

			“Yeah,” Ben replied. “It’s insane.”

			Anaa turned her face away from him and brushed a hand across her forehead, sweeping back the feeling of deflation.

			“Do you mind if I’m a bit of a tourist?” Ben pulled out his phone. “My mom told me to take pictures.”

			“Go for it.” She watched as Ben started to take a few poorly framed shots of the arch, then added, “Actually, get in there, I’ll take it.” He handed her his phone and positioned himself in front of the arch. Shifting his weight to one leg and shoving his hands in his pockets, he smiled for the camera. Anaa backed up to capture it all. “You look like a dad,” she teased. “But a hot dad.” She inhaled sharply, wishing she could suck the words back in as easily as they’d slipped out.

			“Not sure if that’s really the vibe I want to send to my mom,” Ben said as he jogged back to stand beside her. They flicked through the photos together and laughed, Ben saying self-consciously, “I don’t know how to pose for these things.”

			“She’ll love it, she loves everything you do.” Anaa handed the phone back and avoided eye contact as his mother’s sweet, rosy face appeared in her mind.

			They started walking again, both silent for a moment.

			“So, um, did you tell them you were coming here?” Anaa asked.

			“My parents? Yeah.”

			“What did they say?”

			“They were supportive…but obviously concerned.”

			“Concerned?”

			“Yeah, you know, they saw me through the rough shit, after we…”

			After they’d broken up, Anaa had sent a meticulous handwritten letter to Ben detailing what he meant to her and how sorry she was that they couldn’t stay together. Since he still lived with his parents, she knew they might see the envelope in the mailbox, but when he called her, sobbing, immediately after reading it, he mentioned that he’d opened the letter in front of his mother, and she’d seen his entire reaction. Anaa had known that letter would make him cry, it was her whole heart spilled onto those pages, but all she could feel in that moment was astonishment at Ben’s carelessness. If it were her, she would have waited for a quiet moment to take it to her room and give it its due privacy and attention. She felt it more respectable to suffer alone, in silence, to turn each feeling over in her mind until she could recognize a path through them. Ben, on the other hand, was like a projector screen, his whole body demonstrating exactly what his mind was labouring over. Anaa marvelled at the way he would sometimes get nauseous when he felt distraught or run a fever when he was frustrated. She often wondered what it was like to not hide your feelings until they’d been synthesized into coherent, logical thoughts. She’d tried sharing her unfiltered emotions with Ben near the end of their relationship, but its end was proof enough it didn’t work.

			“That’s understandable,” she said as Ben trailed off.

			He scratched the back of his neck. “They miss you, though.”

			“I miss them too. I miss talking about Salinger with your dad,” she said. His father was a librarian, and sometimes Anaa secretly felt that, while they discussed literature and trivia about famous authors over dinner, he didn’t understand why she was dating his son, who hadn’t read a book for pleasure in years.

			“Yeah, he loves to remind me of that.” Ben fell quiet for a moment. “Did you tell your family I’m here?”

			“No.” In her periphery, Anaa saw Ben nod at the ground. “They wouldn’t get it,” she added. “And…I didn’t know how it would go.”

			Ben was quiet for a moment. “I was nervous too. The plane ride over here was such a trip. Mentally and physically.”

			Anaa grinned at the wordplay he looked excessively proud of. “It’s not so bad. So far,” she said, nudging her hip into him.

			“Not bad at all.” He nudged her back. “But let’s see, the week is young.”

			“Hope that flight ticket is flexible.”

			“I’d pay the extra fee anyway.”

			They stood in the wide open square beyond the arch, lined on opposite sides by restaurant patios and on the far side by the gently lapping waters of the Rio Tejo. A cool breeze swept across their sun-warmed skin, and Anaa gulped down the freshness of it.

			“So, there was a palace here once, a long time ago, and then there was an earthquake that brought the whole thing down, I’m pretty sure,” she said, shielding her eyes from the sun.

			“I love pretty-sure facts.”

			“Good, because you’re going to get a lot of them. Oh, I think there was also a tsunami involved.” She paused to look at him sideways. “Pretty sure.”

			“You’re pretty bad at this.”

			Anaa flicked her hair back dramatically. “I stopped listening after pretty.”

			They walked a couple of steps in amused silence, then Anaa tugged his arm towards a small kiosk with a bored-looking man sitting inside. “Boa tarde, duas ginjinhas se faz favor,” she said, concentrating all her effort on the still-unfamiliar shapes she made inside her mouth.

			Ben seemed impressed at the new sounds she was making, and the man handed them two shots of red liquid in small chocolate cups. “Wait, really?”

			Memories flew through her brain of all the bars where they’d stood side by side like this, with Ben ordering them shots much stronger than these.

			“Don’t worry,” Anaa said. “It’s cherry, you’ll like it.” They clinked cups and downed the shots, the syrupy liquor coating their tongues. Anaa bit into the chocolate cup and Ben paused, watching her with delight, before tossing the whole thing in his mouth.

			“Okay,” he said as he swallowed, “all shots should be served in chocolate.”

			Anaa smiled and paid the man in the kiosk. “Obrigada!”

			They continued walking as the small hit of sugar and alcohol stirred some energy in them. “So, you speak Portuguese?”

			“Hardly.” Anaa sighed. “I can get by—actually, no, I can really only order food. I can’t hold a conversation.”

			“Still, you could’ve fooled me.”

			“I practised saying ginjinha while we were walking up to him.”

			“It was perfect.”

			“You’ve never heard a word of Portuguese before today, but I’ll take it. Thanks.”

			They turned away from the water and started to walk west uphill, towards the narrower streets.

			“I feel like a fraud not knowing the language of the place where I live,” Anaa noted. “It’s like being a one-way receiver that can listen but never respond.” That was the gentlest way of looking at it. In reality, she often had to fight if she wanted to be heard. It felt like her words were received as unintelligible screeches. The locals would often scrunch up their faces and either respond in English or outright ignore her. She could see the timer begin counting down in their eyes as she struggled to form a sentence, and the quicker their patience ran out, the more desperation reached through her voice like a splayed hand. Sometimes, if no one grabbed it to pull her through, it was enough to make her clam up for the rest of the day.

			“I’m sure most people know at least a little English?”

			Anaa squeezed her shoulders up. “I feel kind of bad contributing to the anglicization of the city. I want to be a good resident.”

			Ben looked at her with admiration. “Of course you do.” When she seemed confused, he added, “That wouldn’t even cross my mind, but of course you care about that stuff.” He was trying to give her a genuine compliment, but she felt disturbed by it. “You don’t have any Portuguese friends you can practise with?” he asked.

			“I do have one.” Tiago’s look of delight when she pronounced a Portuguese word poorly flashed behind her eyes, and she wobbled slightly on her ankles. “But we started speaking in English when we met, so it feels strange to change it up now.”

			“You should ask her to speak in Portuguese even if you have to respond in English,” Ben suggested.

			She nodded, a few words rolling through her mind like tumbleweeds. “Yeah, maybe I’ll ask him,” she said airily before quickly adding, “I’m going to take more classes, though, and then I’ll be able to live here properly, meet more locals, and then I can read Pessoa, Saramago, Queiroz—”

			“You plan on staying?” Ben asked with a furrowed brow, which he tried to mask by looking up at the bright sky.

			“Um, if they extend my contract, yeah,” she said, this time surprised by her omission. She already knew they were going to ask her to stay. The website she worked for didn’t hide the fact that they loved her work. She despised it, pumping out clickbait travel and lifestyle pieces for their target audience of bored, middle-aged, white women, but she was cursed with the inability to do any task halfway, no matter how banal. She didn’t dare complain, though, since the company had sorted her European visa. “I have to make an appointment to get my temporary residence permit soon, then it takes five years, I think, to get citizenship,” she added.

			“Five years,” he said quietly, his eyes looking past her.

			She had been strategically downplaying that amount of time in her mind. High school and university were four years each and both passed by in the blink of an eye, she reminded herself, but five years suddenly sounded like an eternity on his lips. She made a trite remark about how she couldn’t escape the trap of the five-year plan just to skirt the panicky feeling in her chest. Ben didn’t say anything. The steep hills and stone roads leading up to Bairro Alto made the silence necessary, and for the next short while they panted and quietly marvelled at their surroundings as they passed bright pink and yellow buildings with flower-lined balconies, wrinkled women with fluffy grey hair leaning out of their doorways, and the smell of fish frying somewhere in the distance.

		

	
		
			Five

			Anaa repeatedly resisted the urge to point things out to Ben on their intentionally meandering and scenic stroll. She wanted to make sure he was noticing everything, seeing all the same things she saw, but she knew that falling in love with the city was something everyone had to do for themselves, at their own pace. Still, she couldn’t help prodding his attention to an artful arrangement of silk underwear swaying on a clothesline, or a centuries-old fountain tucked into a small praça, hoping he might say something like, Okay, I get it now.

			They finally arrived at the restaurant, situated on the edge of a hilltop that served as a beautiful lookout. Seated on the terrace, they were treated to an isolated view of the glimmering Tejo and the tall red bridge that crossed it. People around them leaned back in their chairs, steeped in sunlight as they sipped their cocktails and nibbled on olives.

			“Wow.” Ben stretched out in his chair, taking up as much space as possible. “Romantic,” he added, glancing at a couple playing with each other’s fingers. “How’d you find this place?”

			“It’s pretty touristy.” Anaa forced lightness into her voice. She and Tiago had stumbled upon it one evening early on in their friendship. At the time, with the coral sunset washing over them, she’d also noted that it was quite a romantic spot, but Tiago had disagreed, stating that it was too manufactured, that it pandered too much to tourists to be truly romantic. Then he’d promised to take her somewhere better, somewhere only the locals go.

			“Well, yeah”—Ben gestured at their surroundings with his arms wide—“isn’t this what tourists come for?”

			“It’s not hard to find places with a view in this city,” she said with a shrug. “It’s all hills.”

			She took out her notebook and pen by habit but suddenly felt silly laying it on the table without explanation, as if she were about to conduct an interview. Opening it, she realized she still didn’t have a single idea of what to write, so instead she scribbled down some sights they’d passed. This urge of hers to catalogue her life, which increasingly filled all the gaping wide spaces of her creativity, made her feel especially ridiculous. She had stacks of notebooks with completely mundane details that she’d never revisit. But she forgot all this when she noticed Ben watching her.

			It was the same searching way he’d looked at her the last time she saw him. She could almost feel the snow falling from the branches above them, the wind howling in her ears, the wet snot dripping from her nose. They had stood outside her mother’s apartment complex after Ben made a last-minute decision to drive three hours to see her before her flight the next day. He looked at her with a smile muddled in emotion, his loving eyes lined in red. Not knowing what to say, Anaa started to apologize. You couldn’t have known you’d get this chance, he said. His voice cracked and she felt it like a nail scratching against her heart. His puffy eyes were pleading and defeated, promising and hopeless. Anaa wanted to fold herself up infinitely until she disappeared. The truth was, job or not, she would have found a way to leave. The painful desire had rung ceaselessly in her restless limbs, the limbs she’d still wrapped tightly around Ben anyway. She had become a black hole constantly reaching for him, swallowing his light inch by inch even as she drifted further away. She’d floated through their last year like that, as an increasingly dark spot unable to escape her own dense shadow. Somehow the anchor of happiness and certainty she’d felt in her first two years with Ben had been suddenly cut loose. Everything depressed her, both the everyday and the things she used to enjoy: the paths she habitually walked, her friends’ laughter, the autumn wind, the asphalt, the smell of fast food, her entire wardrobe, shopping malls, highways. She felt completely detached from all the elements she was supposed to be made of. She tried to rationalize her way back, but she couldn’t find the words to explain what she felt, not even to Ben, who kept asking her what she wanted, begging her to just talk to him, who tried valiantly, and in vain, to cheer her up as she wished he could. Meanwhile, her friends and family continued seeing in her what they wanted to, just as they might walk through their home in the pitch black of night with the presumption that everything was right where they’d left it. And she’d enabled that image, that quiet, obliging shape for them, like a shadow politely matching its contours. The dutiful student, the gossiping housemate, the responsible daughter. Until eventually she dissolved herself in her own darkness, a penumbra parading around as a person. Nothing satisfied her anymore, nothing could quell the panicked tornado of thoughts that tore through her carefully categorized notions and put the wrong feelings in the wrong boxes. She needed to escape.

			And all the while she’d held on to Ben, carved that pained smile on him. She would suggest they go out but then find issues with all his suggestions. She’d ask about his day and quickly grow tired of his answer. She’d invite him over and soon wish he’d leave. When she finally mustered the words, however inadequate, to explain that her feelings had eclipsed him and his place as her partner, she still thought about changing her mind and not breaking up. And even as they said their final goodbye before she left, she’d pulled the zipper of his jacket open and pressed herself inside the fleecy lining, wrapping her arms around his back as he pulled his jacket close around them both—a swift choreography perfected through years of practice.

			So much had happened in the months since, but seeing that look in Ben’s eyes again, she felt it all right there, down to the crunch of ice and salt she’d felt beneath her boots.

			“What is it?” Anaa asked him, unable to bear his look much longer.

			“Nothing,” he said, turning his gaze to the river, then back. “You just seem…”

			Anaa felt the hairs on her arms rise in premature defence. Not willing to risk hearing something painful, she cut in. “Different?”

			Ben thought for a moment. “Yes and no.”

			“That’s a non-answer.”

			“It’s true, though.” He paused. “Do I look different?”

			Anaa tried to take in his face through a new lens. It had obvious changes that were hard to pinpoint. He mostly seemed larger, older. But at the same time, it was Ben, bright and eager, no different from the boy who’d goofily danced up to her in a sticky college bar at the beginning of her sophomore year. His faint beard was still patchy in the same places, his pink bottom lip still had a small dint in the middle. He watched her eyes trace his face, but when she landed upon his steady gaze, she looked away. Her fingers picked at the table’s dark wood varnish, warped and peeling in its umpteenth afternoon of sun.

			“Yes,” Anaa replied. “…And no.”

			“See?”

			She shot him a look, then bit her lip. “I was kind of nervous about that, actually. Seeming different to you.”

			“Why?”

			“Well…” She paused, striking out the first words that came to her. “I’ve been trying to understand why I’ve been less anxious, generally, since coming here.” She twisted her ring to distract her mind from picturing her old, trembling self. “But I think being away from all the people who know me kind of allowed me to seem as different as I wanted. Actually, there was no different. Just seeming. Know what I mean?”

			Ben nodded, parting his lips in that all too familiar way that signalled he did not, in fact, know what she meant. He could see her reading his face and grinned awkwardly before conceding, “Okay, you lost me a bit.” Pressing his eyebrows together with some effort, he tried to earn back her confidence with renewed focus. “Weren’t you always able to be what you wanted?”

			Anaa looked out at the sparkling water, a sailboat cruising under the shadow of the bridge. “No—I’m not saying it right.” She wanted to be careful not to complain or tinge the past with any bitterness, for fear of seeming like the kind of person who was powerless in the face of others’ perceptions.

			She had always been the neat and organized one, by nearly everyone’s account. She was the type to unpack her clothes immediately upon arriving at a hotel. She played board games by the rules and won by pure strategy. She unfailingly had all the notes from the classes her peers skipped. She did her work, met deadlines, and landed on the honour roll every year. Her academic success was so constant that it became a banal reality, even for the family members she had been trying to impress. After the shine dulled and her parents were thoroughly distracted by her flunking younger brother, she continued to succeed out of habit. That was who she was, and everyone knew it. Her family didn’t worry about her career prospects when she chose to study literature because they assumed she would earn her Ph.D. and become a professor. Even her friends grew tired of her exam-season stress because they knew she would score higher than them. So when she began expressing an interest in poetry, everyone looked at it as something sweet, a flower on the garland atop her pretty, well-educated head. They imagined sonnets and villanelles, whatever was closest to structure and numbers. No one cared to read the gory text, her existential cynicism, her violent allegories. And when she surprised everyone by leaving them and everything she knew behind, they believed it was because she’d found a great job—classic Anaa, succeeding even internationally. But really, she’d found a chance. A chance to slip out from this well-defined image tacked to her body. She knew her family wanted the best for her—it was, after all, for that reason her grandparents had brought their children to Canada and her parents had subsequently worked so hard to assimilate—but perhaps because they’d worked so hard for her, they couldn’t understand her desire to go elsewhere, her desire for anything beyond their already sprawling dreams. She felt guilty for wanting more, and sad that, though they did love each other with gratitude, reverence, and obligation, they couldn’t connect in the way she craved. When they criticized her decision to leave, it felt directed at someone who hardly existed. In all her desire to make them proud, she’d ended up living a double life—one for them, one for herself. So she left. She left because, for the first time in her life, she didn’t want anyone to think they knew a single thing about her, to approve or disapprove of it, to think anything about her at all.

			“What I mean is that,” she said, pausing to gather her thoughts, “people often have an idea about who you are, and they draw a line around it, separating what you are from what you aren’t. But, for myself, here, I’ve stopped drawing that line.” She became acutely aware of her beating heart.

			“I get that,” Ben said, surprising Anaa with his certainty. She saw his jaw clench for a second while he cast his gaze across the river. “Was I one of those people? Drawing the line?”

			Anaa inhaled. “I honestly wasn’t sure.” He looked at his hands. “But I don’t think I’ve ever consciously tried to be anything different around you.”

			“And now?” Ben set his eyes on hers.

			The waiter, a visibly stressed man, appeared beside them and asked Ben, “Pronto?”

			Anaa’s expectant shoulders hunched under the familiar slight. “Sim,” she replied emphatically, adding a sweet smile when the waiter turned to her. “Queríamos a sangria tinta, se faz favor.”

			“Tá bem. E mais alguma coisa?”

			Anaa asked Ben what he wanted. He glanced towards the menus they hadn’t touched, realized he couldn’t understand the words on them, and looked up at the waiter. “Do you have sandwiches? Or, like, some bread?”

			The waiter looked to Anaa with an uncertain “Ah…” and Anaa instinctively gave him an apologetic smile.

			“Pão e azeitonas? Se faz favor.” The waiter nodded and left.

			“Compared to a few years ago, I feel like I’ve superseded the person I used to be,” Ben said calmly. It took Anaa a moment to reorient herself in their conversation—she was out of practice conversing with Ben but quickly remembered his tendency to pick up previous topics as if they had never stopped. He didn’t fuss with any refreshers like As we were saying or Going back to what you were talking about; he simply jumped in as if she were always on the same page while she scoured her brain for the still-warm synapses.

			“You certainly have a new vocabulary,” she said, unsure if he was using superseded in the way he intended.

			“Yeah, I told you, I read books now.”

			Anaa rolled her eyes playfully. He saw how pleased she was and smiled at her. She looked down at her fingers picking away at the varnish again. “I’ve seen you change, but you still feel the same,” she said. He leaned forward, putting his arms on the table, his fingers picking at another piece of peeling varnish a few centimetres away from hers. “Just different.”

			“Yes and no.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Anaa looked at their hands, hers darker than before, his lighter, their different climates written across their knuckles. If she stretched a finger out, even slightly, they would touch. The thought raced down her arm, galloping through her blood. Instead, she pulled her hands away and retrieved a bag of loose rolling tobacco and papers from her purse, busying her fingers with some easy work.

			Ben was immediately distracted, concerned about her rolling a joint in public. Soon enough he realized she was rolling a cigarette, and he was glad he figured it out before he’d asked out loud. In his defence, he’d never seen anyone roll a cigarette, and Anaa had only rolled them joints before. That had become their ideal Friday night: they’d get dressed up to go out with their friends, play games with everyone in Anaa’s living room, and then, when it was time to go, they’d yawn and make excuses to stay home while their friends ventured out into the cold to pay too much for drinks and dodge advances from drunken classmates. They both knew their private club was immensely more fun, and on those nights they’d give themselves entirely to the present moment while also wringing it for all it was worth—belly laughs that escalated into silent wheezes, extremely serious hypothesizing about grotesque would-you-rathers, and improvising mock-contemporary dance routines to see who could keep a straight face longer.

			On those nights, Ben felt he truly knew Anaa, and she knew him. It was different from the way he usually related to her, which was more like trying to hold light in his palm, being completely stunned by its illumination but never truly able to close his fingers around it. But when they shut out the rest of the world entirely, they were two hands held in the dark.

			“I just feel like…” Anaa watched as her voice lured Ben’s eyes to her face and away from her hands. “I feel like there are so many moving parts in me, all growing at their own pace, wanting different things at different times. But all equally me.”

			Every time he felt her come closer, she tried to sound further away. “Sounds exhausting,” he replied.

			Anaa chuckled. “Yeah, it’s crazy in there,” she said, pointing to her head. She decided not to tell him about the eulogy that had started constantly playing in her mind, narrating all of these parts of herself posthumously while she went on living. She was fiercely adventurous and never tired of her freedom, it boldly claimed one day, then, She found her greatest pleasures in a quiet cup of tea the next, building as quickly as it demolished.

			Ben waved a hand. “No, I mean, in the past I would have thought that was crazy.”

			“Or just said ‘Whoa, deep.’ ” Anaa smirked as she ran her tongue along the cigarette, securing the paper.

			“Yeah, I don’t know why you dated me,” Ben said with a laugh. He looked at her, but she didn’t say anything.

			She watched his eyes bounce restlessly from her face to her hands, then asked if he wanted to roll one. He shook his head, motioning as if he wasn’t interested, though Anaa knew he couldn’t roll. She had rolled each one of their joints because his large fingers didn’t have a fraction of the delicate precision of hers.

			As she smoked, Ben tried hard to think past the platitudes that came so easily to him, hoping to find something valuable to add to the conversation, though he felt he couldn’t really relate.

			He’d never doubted who he was or what he wanted, and while it seemed like Anaa ached for the same certainty, it also seemed as though she respected him less for it, as if the uncertainty would have made him smarter, more appealing, more interesting. But he didn’t find agony interesting, in fact it bored him to dwell on the negatives, and he never could understand why Anaa continually wanted to press deeper into the darkness when he was right there offering an abundance of uncomplicated light.

			Ben’s gaze rested on Anaa as he disappeared in thought, and she shifted in her seat. “I guess that’s why I ramble on about Pessoa,” she said, checking his face to see if she could find any recognition in it. She’d spoken about the writer several times during their relationship, but Ben’s eyes always seemed to glaze over when she did. “Because he was completely scattered. I mean, he had over seventy heteronyms—kind of like alter egos—each with their own story and opinions, and people around the world celebrate him for that, for being so many conflicting things at once, yet we still insist that our concept of selfhood has to be so narrow and singular.”

			“You’ve never been just one, clearly defined thing to me, though,” Ben reined the topic in.

			Anaa was a little disappointed, but she couldn’t honestly tell whether she had really wanted to talk abstractly about Pessoa with Ben or if she had been merely double-checking what she’d already known.

			“You’ve always surprised me,” he added. “And it looks good on you. Really natural.”

			“Or it’s a dissociative disorder.” She chuckled half-heartedly. “Guess we’ll find out.”

			The waiter arrived with their sangria, bread, and olives, and they dove in while they caught up on news about their old friends, how Ben’s final year of his engineering degree went, and what Anaa’s first office job was like. Though they were the same age, Ben had taken a year off before university in a failed attempt to pursue professional tennis, so Anaa finished before him.

			“Spent any time at the courts lately?” she asked.

			“Not really, no. Been busy.” He looked at her with a flat smile, and she dropped it. She knew he didn’t like it when she brought up tennis, but she quietly felt she was doing him a service by reminding him of his buried passion. Deep down, she still believed he was itching to get back to his dream. The idea that he’d willingly abandoned it baffled her.

			Being behind his peers was still something of a sore spot for Ben, but school and work were less laborious topics for them both, and they soon eased into a natural rhythm of conversation, slipping seamlessly into and out of inside jokes as Anaa asked, “And how are the kids?”

			“Oh, they’re almost off to college now,” Ben replied. “What about the ol’ ball and chain?”

			“Yeah, still nagging me about the kitchen reno. How’s the cottage shaping up?”

			“An absolute pain to get the new deck in, but you know how it is, eh?”

			“Yeah, eh?”

			“Yeah.” Ben’s eyes widened. “Oh, but you heard about the dean’s kid getting arrested, right?”

			They cleaned off the whole jug of sangria in less than half an hour. Anaa pulled out her wallet when their waiter brought them their bill, but Ben tossed his money on the table first.

			“Don’t you dare,” he warned.

			“You’re in my city.” Anaa mocked his serious tone.

			“I only came here to buy you a drink! Let me.”

			Anaa shook her head. “Fine. I’m a little tipsy.” Relief secretly sighed its way out of her wallet. She was earning a local salary, which meant it was much too low to be drinking jars of sangria in central tourist areas with beautiful views of the sparkling river.

			“I could also use a nap,” Ben added.

			“Yeah.” Anaa nodded, though the adrenalin of the day was still bouncing around in her body.

			“I mean, I could probably keep going, but I should lay down. I’m having fun, though. But…yeah. Lots of emotions.”

			“Many.”

		

	
		
			Six

			As they left the restaurant, Anaa fell into shadow step behind Ben without thinking. She used to do it all the time, staying close behind him and moving her legs in perfect synchronization with his, as if there were strings connecting them. Her legs were shorter than his, so she had to walk in a goofy long stride, but she eased into the faithful muscle memory. Ben turned his head slightly when she didn’t appear beside him, but he sensed what she was doing, grinned crookedly, and returned his gaze forward.

			An old yellow tram appeared down the road, the sound of steel groaning up the metal tracks. Anaa pulled Ben towards the stop a few metres ahead as tourists leaned out of the tram’s open windows to snap photos of the view. She stuck her arm out to signal for it to stop. They got on the tram and made their way to the back, standing by the large rear-facing window. As they both admired the historic wooden interior and red vinyl seats, the big metal box screeched back into motion.

			“They haven’t changed these since the fifties, I’m pretty sure,” Anaa said. The tram dipped down a small hill and they both reached a hand out to grasp the wall to steady themselves.

			“It’s like a little roller coaster around the city,” Ben said animatedly.

			Anaa was delighted by the concept. She had often imagined the tram as it might have looked decades ago, filled with people in suspenders and felt bowler hats, smoking cigarettes and reading the newspaper, but she’d never imagined it as a ride, a roller coaster trudging up hills and racing down them at an adrenalin-inducing speed. It made her feel like a kid, the way Ben could turn everything into a playground made just for them. Grocery stores became catwalks, airports became obstacle courses, the tiled floor of the Service Ontario waiting room became lava; nothing was too serious.

			Anaa was contentedly murmuring her agreement when suddenly the tram took a sharp corner. She nearly fell over, but Ben caught her waist and she regained her balance. He left his hand there for a moment, warm against the thin fabric of her dress, and looked at her with glassy eyes, partly tipsy, partly tired, and partly some other feeling that made her stomach twist. She turned around to face the back window and to slip away from his hand, which he dropped to his side. She hadn’t rehearsed how to tell him about Tiago and was annoyed at herself for her uncharacteristic lack of preparation, the reason for which she didn’t even dare ponder aloud. There had to be some combination of words, some way to bring it up that informed without assuming his feelings, that was solid but still breezy. The spot on her waist where Ben’s hand had been itched with agitation. She focused on watching the road unfurl beneath their feet.

			In her periphery, Anaa noticed Ben turn to her suddenly with an amused expression, and she wondered if she’d accidentally said something out loud. Glancing at him sideways, she asked quietly, “What?” She returned her gaze to the road but still felt his eyes on her.

			He turned around to face the back window as well. “I’m so proud of you,” he said.

			She shot him a look of confusion to mask the ripple she felt in her chest.

			“You did this,” he replied. “You moved your entire life out here.”

			Anaa’s tear ducts swelled. As much as she was in love with her life now, and as dedicated as she was to making it seem easy, it had been no steady course. She had felt completely lost in the beginning, constantly bewildered at her own blind courage to move to a new country where she knew no one, didn’t speak the language, and had to start everything from scratch. It was absurd, she’d think to herself while sweating in various immigration offices, why she thought she was capable of doing this. Hardly anyone displayed that happy-to-help customer service energy here, the kind she hadn’t realized was specific to Canada, where people often presented at least the illusion that it was a genuine pleasure to serve you. And it didn’t help that the Portuguese were already jaded in the wake of young English-speaking digital nomads whose culture of takeaway coffee and vegan food was invading their slow espresso, meat-and-cheese tradition. On top of all that, she’d had to find an apartment, get a bank account, register at a health centre, figure out her taxes, and attend to so many other tasks that would have been difficult enough in her own language. Even small things like figuring out the names of items at grocery stores or getting a metro card had left her exasperated. It didn’t help that all of those missions could have easily been turned into little games or even funny tales to share over dinner with a loved one, but they’d felt terribly serious and didn’t translate properly into quick messages to her friends, and since she was never one to call home to complain, instead she would simply sit alone with whatever mishaps and embarrassments had unfolded in the course of that day, waiting for the feelings to wear themselves out.

			And then there were the days when she wasn’t sure she’d made the right decision and wanted nothing more than to go back, to her home, to her people, to Ben. She felt more alone than she ever had in her life. Even the job she’d moved for made her feel like an outsider every day.

			She’d never been the only person of colour in so many rooms before. Even in the bathroom of her office building, someone asked her to replace the toilet paper, mistaking her for the cleaning lady, whose only resemblance was being brown. In the neighbourhoods where she lived and worked, she was often an anomaly in the cafés and gardens, a sensation that at first had just been part of the novelty, but after reading more about Portugal’s colonial history became ever stranger. Within her company she’d quickly become the resident diversity checkmark, front and centre in all the photos on social media but pushed to the sidelines in important meetings. And increasingly she felt like the resident wet rag as her job became informing her team that comparing celebrities to funny pictures of animals and listing historic moments of colonization as “discoveries” weren’t appropriate angles. It wasn’t the first time she had been made uncomfortably aware of her skin, especially since she grew up with mostly white friends, but she didn’t know how to express the way it made her feel, she’d never spoken about it in depth with her family, no one had given her the right vocabulary for it. She especially couldn’t figure out how to talk to Ben about it. The few times in Canada she’d brought up instances where she sensed something off in an interaction, whether she’d felt she’d been overwritten with assumptions or written off entirely, he’d insisted she was focusing on the wrong things, misinterpreting both what was said and what was unsaid. It was hard to fight that logic, particularly because she really did not want to focus on those things at all. She’d also gotten the job right when she and Ben had reconnected following their breakup, and she still got a chill every time she remembered the stark silence on the phone when she told him that she was leaving. To complain to him about all her self-imposed challenges when he hadn’t wanted her to leave in the first place felt ludicrous, cruel even. She didn’t want to push him any farther than an ocean away.

			And yet here he was. So incredibly close. The familiarity of his presence next to her reopened all the old mental space he used to occupy and let fresh air flow through it. She realized then how much she’d missed him.

			“You make it look easy, but I know it must’ve been tough to do it all on your own,” he said.

			“Well, it wasn’t all on my own—” She bit her tongue. Ben waited for more. “I mean, I have made friends here, and they’ve been really helpful.”

			Ben searched for something in her face. “Can I meet them?”

			“Yeah,” Anaa replied too quickly, then tried to revise. “I’ll see if they’re free while you’re here, but they’re usually pretty busy.”

			He gently pinched her chin and made her stop and look at him. “Anaa,” he said seriously. “You did this. You made it. You’re here.”

			She let his light warm her for a moment, and smiled. “So are you.”

		

	
		
			Seven

			Anaa’s apartment was at the top of a steep road and up four flights of stairs, yet even while out of breath and sweating, she couldn’t help but smile whenever she walked through her front door. She was renting a room from an older Portuguese woman called Beatriz, who was at an artist residency in France for the month, and though the apartment wasn’t enormous, it was homey and filled with light. There were old movie posters on the walls, small plants on brightly painted shelves, wax-covered wine bottles posing as candlestick holders, and books on nearly every flat surface.

			“This is very you,” Ben said, browsing her living room. “Or one of the many yous…?”

			Anaa grinned. “It’s mostly Beatriz, the woman I’m renting from. But it’s me in the future, I hope.” She flitted around, opening windows, putting clean dishes away, and doing anything else she could to busy her hands. Meanwhile Ben picked up a book that he recognized from the coffee table, Cat’s Cradle. He opened it and saw passages underlined and Anaa’s pencil marks in the margins, neat and straight as always. She began rambling about how lucky she’d been to find this place, how she’d lived in a bigger apartment when she’d first arrived but the landlord had kicked her and her flatmates out so that he could make more money on Airbnb. Ben tried opening a door and found it locked, though Anaa didn’t notice as she briefly recounted the terrors of a tourist economy, how locals were being pushed out of their own city, and how the cost of living was rising yet the minimum wage remained the same. She explained feeling like she was part of the problem, though making a local salary and paying foreigner rental rates, which brought her back to her original point: that she was extremely lucky to have found this place.

			“Beatriz and I clicked immediately. She said she could charge a lot more, but she’s very selective about the people she surrounds herself with, and she cares more about protecting the energy of her home than making tons of money.”

			Ben had found his way to the other bedroom door and leaned against the frame. “Of course you clicked. You click with everyone.”

			She scoffed. “You must have me confused with yourself.”

			Anaa was relieved Beatriz’s France trip overlapped with Ben’s visit; she could easily imagine how hard he’d try to befriend her.

			Joining Ben at the entrance to her bedroom, she glanced at him before asking how he knew this was her room. He said he just “had a feeling.” She waited to see if he would help himself inside, but he gestured that he was waiting for her to go in first.

			Opening the door, she revealed a large, bright space with a steeply sloped ceiling. Her apartment was on the top floor, so the window was fixed into the slanted roof, and a concentrated current of late afternoon sunlight poured down the centre of her room. Everything in her room was orderly and had its place: two plants and a clothing rack along one wall, her shoes in a straight line beneath the rack, a chest of drawers with a mirror above it along another wall, postcards evenly spaced along the slanted ceiling’s wooden beam, and a double bed topped with a bright white comforter.

			“So, this is where the magic happens,” Ben said, dropping his backpack on the floor. He realized the full implication of what he’d said after the fact and avoided making eye contact.

			Anaa laughed nervously. “If by magic you mean mental breakdowns.”

			He looked at her and smiled a little too wide for her joke, then turned away to change the subject. “Wow, is that yours?” He pointed at a small suitcase record player opened beside her snake plant. Anaa nodded with pride. Tiago had given Anaa her first and only record, Harold Budd’s By the Dawn’s Early Light, for her birthday, despite having no clue whether she owned a record player. That was the second-best part of his gift, the assumption that she was the kind of person who unquestionably owned one. After he gave her the gift, she’d immediately dipped into her savings to run out and buy the most affordable record player she could find, then she dove into research about how the quality of music differed on vinyl, preparing to talk about it in the future, hoping to wholly adopt this new detail he afforded her.

			The thought of Tiago now rose like a howl in the back of her throat, and she pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth so that it wouldn’t escape.

			“Ah-ha, you brought them.” Ben turned his gaze to a pair of neon-orange-and-blue sneakers, gathering dust next to her heels. He was happy to see a gift from him in her space. For Christmas one year, Anaa had made him a scrapbook of their relationship, which featured an illustrated glossary of terms specific to their inside jokes, ticket stubs from when they went to see Kendrick Lamar and Daniel Caesar, Polaroids from trips to the aquarium and amusement parks, and pressed flowers from the many bouquets he’d bought her. The cover was a candid photograph of them, completely absorbed in one another on a night out, smiling into each other’s smile. Ben had read through the entire book slowly, smiling and laughing and crying. Then he handed her a box with brightly coloured running shoes. He said he got them for her because she was constantly turning down his invitations to run with him on the basis that she didn’t have the right shoes. Anaa hadn’t hidden her disappointment well.

			“I haven’t really used them,” she admitted. His smile faltered and she added quickly, “Or the heels. I mean, the stone sidewalks and the hills aren’t helpful.”

			Ben hummed a short response, continuing to look around her room, ducking slightly under the low ceiling slant, before putting a hand on the fluffy white comforter. He turned to Anaa. “May I?” he asked with exaggerated formality.

			“I don’t think I could stop you if I tried.”

			He collapsed onto the mattress face down. The bed seemed much smaller to Anaa with Ben on it, and she stood still for a moment, admiring his shape, so sure in its outline. There were many parts of his athleticism that bored her, but she could appreciate his Grecian-like form as if it were a marble sculpture. She fought the muscle memory of getting into bed with him and instead closed the window shutter halfway. He turned his head so that he could watch her.

			“Are you going to nap?” he asked.

			She bit the inside of her cheek. “Um, no, I should get some writing done.”

			“Do you mind if I nap?”

			Anaa shook her head. “Not at all.” She grabbed a notebook from the top of a stack of literary magazines that functioned as her nightstand. Ben sat up and peeled his shirt off. She averted her eyes, then felt weird about averting her eyes, so she looked directly at him. Contentedly, he watched her hesitation play out as he lay back on the bed. She turned to leave but paused at the doorway.

			“Do you want to go out for dinner after?” she asked.

			“I don’t know, I might have plans,” he replied with a yawn.

			Anaa’s eyebrows rose, her lips parted. They hadn’t discussed Ben’s plans or decided on an itinerary. In the past she’d often been the one to organize trips and outings from top to bottom, so by habit she’d put together a list of the city’s must-see sights and experiences for him. It was detailed enough that he could probably go off and explore without her, but she realized now that she had pictured herself doing all these things with him. She’d also taken the whole week off. Trying now to disguise the panic quaking beneath her assumptions, her tongue tripped over some polite accommodating utterances—“oh, right, yeah, okay, well, you can just let me know”—a half-formed story unfolding in her mind about how he probably had his own plans or knew someone else in town, because of course he didn’t come purely to visit her. That would be best, she realized, since she also hadn’t figured out how she would get away on Tuesday to see Tiago.

			As her thoughts whirred across her face, Ben cracked up, looking slightly bemused by her.

			Her eyebrows fell into a flat line. “Stupid,” she muttered.

			“You’re my plans, in case that wasn’t obvious.”

			“Nothing’s obvious to me anymore,” she sighed. “Enjoy your nap.”

			“Write something good about me,” Ben said as she shut the door behind her.

			Anaa set herself up at the living room table by the tall balcony doors. She opened her notebook and stared at the empty pages that waited there. Usually, she could at least depend on emotive associations with colours, shapes, and sounds to guide her—she longed to call it synesthesia, though in reality it required a lot of effort on her part—but her pen remained motionless against the paper. Her head was swirling, abstract pressures and murky hues surfacing where she willed words to appear, her emotions short-circuiting her vocabulary. She got up and told herself she’d roll a cigarette first and then start. Back home, she’d started smoking in secret, periodically, savouring the secret more than the smoke. But even when she had lost the drive to uphold her squeaky-clean image and stopped double-washing her hands and dousing herself in perfume, no one except Ben had even noticed. Now when she smoked, it was usually because she needed something to do with her hands.

			After taking her time rolling to perfection, she lit the cigarette and took a second look at what was happening inside her mind. Images collided, as if she were trying to see two things at once but as a result could see neither clearly. Or no, not two things to see, but seeing from two places? She shifted in her seat, overwhelmed with sensations that changed their shape as soon as she tried to focus on one. She finished smoking and rolled another, trying to press harder on this thought, force it to flatten out, organize itself. Half an hour later, she’d smoked two more cigarettes, written seven lines, and crossed three of them out. What remained was only:

			
				daffodils and dog shit mingling underfoot, we are

				chewed hearts and fingernails packed tight with soot

				the curled-up end of a rug, if not

				unaligned in our timing to un-hug

			

			As she closed her notebook, her head spun with a strong sense of absence, and certainly too much nicotine. She reopened the notebook and crossed the rest of the lines out. The all too familiar sense of defeat lodged itself in her chest. She’d been unable to bridge the gap between herself and the page for months now. When she wrote, the words no longer rose up from a spout deep within her the way they used to in her university bedroom. Instead, it was as though she was struggling to listen to a dictation obscured by her own ears.

			She flipped a couple of pages, hoping to find something else she’d written that could make her feel like less of an imposter, but instead she landed on a list of documents required for her residence permit application. Her visa was expiring next month and the process of landing an appointment had been nagging at her relentlessly; scribbles of tips and clues were scattered across her notebooks and on scraps of paper around the apartment. Every step was a puzzle, from the simple task of translating dense government language to the documents that required other documents that required asking strangers for things she wasn’t sure how to phrase, reminding her at every turn of her inability to express herself. It made her feel stupid, small. It made her yearn like a child for her parents, for someone to tell her what to do. But even worse than yearning for her parents, if she failed to get residency, she’d have to return to them and hear how they’d warned her that this was a silly idea.

			At least Anaa had all the documents now; she’d collected on paper every necessary piece of evidence of her little, clean, negligible, totally legal existence in the country. All that was left was to call, and call again, and listen to the hold music for hours on end, praying that someone would do the scariest thing and pick up. Tiago had graciously offered to be with her on the call to step in or translate if necessary, and he’d stuck around for an hour as they’d chatted over the hold music, but while his sweet gesture soothed her nerves in one way, it also made her nervous that he would grow bored of her by mere association with such a dull task. As the hold music began now, Anaa promised herself, as usual, that she wouldn’t ask whoever answered if they could speak in English so that she would make a good impression on whichever nameless, faceless phone operator picked up, should that ever happen. After three minutes and six seconds, as usual, the call dropped, and she redialed immediately. She fought the premature relief that momentarily bubbled up from having her genuine effort squashed by forces out of her control—the licence to give up and try again later. The call dropped again and Anaa hit Redial again, slipping into an uneasy meditation to the sound of the buzzing saxophone telling her to hold. She wondered who was responsible for choosing the music that thousands of people were probably being forced to listen to that very minute. She’d read about how the US military used certain songs as torture tactics and wondered if there was any song that wouldn’t feel like torture on the hundredth listen.

			“Boa tarde,” a voice suddenly cut through.

			Anaa’s heart seemed to pump hard in reverse like a cardiovascular record scratch. “Oh!” She panicked, mentally grasping in the dark for the script she’d rehearsed a million times, glaring English words obfuscating their Portuguese shadows. She stammered her way through, her accent twisting clumsily on her tongue, forgetting only the word for appointment. When she’d gotten the most essential parts out, the woman released a stream of words Anaa didn’t understand. “Desculpa,” Anaa apologized. “Pode repetir?” The woman obliged and repeated what she’d said, though at the exact same speed. Anaa started sweating, but in her silence the woman kept speaking. Finally, the woman paused, apparently waiting for an answer, and Anaa’s pride crumbled.

			“Um, desculpa, é possível falar em inglês?” Anaa felt the woman’s irritation through the phone as she paused again, raised the volume of her voice, and switched to perfect English. Wincing the whole time at her own sugary, placating tone, Anaa booked the earliest appointment she could, which was in a month and a half. After she hung up, she leaned back in her seat and tried to force a sense of relief overtop the self-consciousness still writhing in her. She fought the urge to call Tiago. Not many people knew how much of a triumph it was to simply book an appointment. Anaa’s restless fingers reached out to roll a cigarette, but she was out of papers. She sighed, then froze, the slightest smile spreading across her lips.

			She knew exactly who would understand. Quickly scribbling a note to Ben, she dashed out of the apartment and down her street to the corner shop, whose shelves were lined with bags of candy, biscuits, cooking oils, cleaning supplies, and canned goods. The Nepali couple sitting behind the glass counter smiled and greeted her with an emphatic nod. Anaa didn’t know their names, and they didn’t know hers, but they were always happy to see her, despite disapproving of her smoking habits. These days she looked forward to seeing them, though the first time she came into the shop, their prying eyes had irked her. She had known they were going to ask where she was from before they inevitably did, and she’d known they weren’t going to be satisfied when she replied, “Canada.” In the first couple of months after moving to Lisbon, she was easily irritated by fellow brown people’s insistence on figuring out which prescriptive cultural text they could apply to her. They didn’t want to know her, they wanted to know what parts of themselves they could project onto her, she thought. Of course, she was already used to this line of questioning back home, but for most of her life she’d been quite successful at ignoring the fact that people in Canada didn’t view her as someone who truly belonged. It wasn’t lost on her that if she were to go to India or Pakistan, she would immediately be identified as other there too. But at least she was born in Canada, she had citizenship, it was all she knew. In Portugal, however, she had no claim to the country, so for the first time ever she was forced to completely accept the identity of outsider and, consequently, seemingly everyone’s curiosity.

			After the Nepali couple had established that she was, in essence, one of them, they began opening up to her about their experience moving to the country. They had first tried living in Germany and England but felt too isolated, and ended up in Portugal after they had their daughter. They lived in an apartment with another couple and were managing the shop thanks to a friend of a friend. Anaa came to learn that their entire life here was made possible by the community they’d found, a mixture of Nepali, Indians, Bangladeshis, and Pakistanis, who all got to know each other by starting with that first question: Where are you from? After feeling the cold resistance of the predominantly white culture she was trying to immerse herself in, Anaa began to appreciate the easy warmth and genuine curiosity of the South Asian people she met, whom she encountered mostly in convenience stores, kebab shops, and immigration offices. When Anaa once complained to the Nepali couple about the lack of spice in restaurants, they told her about a road where she could find all the masala her heart desired. It was in an area her friends had previously called “dodgy,” so she’d never ventured there, but when she finally did, she found almost exclusively brown people walking the narrow cobblestone street, with shops on both sides selling piping hot samosas, sweet jalebi, racks of powdered spices, and all the flavour she couldn’t find elsewhere. It had quenched something in her that she hadn’t even realized had long run dry. She was so grateful that she’d bought the couple a tin of gulab jamun, and they’d all savoured the syrupy confection together.

			It was then that she realized the paradox of what had happened: The people at the corner shop who she’d believed were alienating her ended up being the people who made her feel most like a local, waving at her every day as she passed, cementing her quotidian existence. She’d needed only to accept that she was an outsider to find belonging.

			Ironically, her struggle to stretch herself beyond her family was only bringing her closer to understanding them.

			As Anaa greeted the couple, the man stood up in anticipation to reach for the rolling papers. “I got my appointment!” she squealed. Their eyes widened and they both congratulated her. They knew what it was like—they had already landed an appointment once but were turned away because they were missing one document, and a community centre was helping them book another. Their recognition alone washed away any anxious residue left over from the call. The man laughed as he put the rolling papers back on the shelf. “Ah, well, I also do need those,” Anaa said sheepishly.

			

			—

			Back in her apartment, she quietly turned the handle of her bedroom door. Ben was still fast asleep, lying on his stomach with his legs splayed, his mouth open, one pillow under his head and the other under his arm. Anaa felt her afternoon’s success settle into a delicious exhaustion and decided to treat herself to a nap. Looking at Ben, she hesitated momentarily, then sternly reminded herself that she was in her own room, on her terms. Lowering herself onto the bed, she gingerly repositioned Ben’s heavy limbs as she was well accustomed to doing. She knew he wouldn’t wake up, even as she stole a pillow from him. Noticing a small circle of drool on it, she sighed, flipped it over, and lay down facing away from him. She closed her eyes and was sinking into a deep rest when she felt Ben stir behind her. Then she felt his body inch close, the heat of his skin radiating along her legs, her back. Her muscles tensed, she held her breath, trying to listen to his breathing to see if he was awake.

			BZZT. Her body jolted as her phone buzzed against the mattress. Picking it up, she saw Tiago’s name appear on the screen. She hadn’t responded to his earlier message asking her to come kiss him, and now he added: Must I put an expiry date on this invitation? Or do I need to sweeten the pot?

			She peeked behind her and saw that Ben was still asleep. Carefully peeling herself off the bed, she made her way to the living room, where she wrote back: Sorry, was just linguistically incapable of expressing how much I’d like that. Curling up in the loveseat, she added, But, out of pure curiosity, what else is on offer?

		

	
		
			Eight

			Sitting in front of each other with no vista to gaze out upon, Anaa’s and Ben’s eyes danced restlessly around the restaurant. It was a warm and cozy space, with candles on the tables and a faint smell of sandalwood in the air. Deep-coloured fabric was draped along the walls and macramé plant holders hung from the ceiling as the eyes of little Buddha statues squinted around the dining room. Anaa found some comfort in the universal aesthetic of vegetarian establishments.

			“Did you get any sleep?” Ben asked. “You look kinda tired.”

			“That’s so sweet, thank you,” Anaa said, pinching her cheeks up sarcastically. “But no—I didn’t want to. I was worried we’d sleep through dinner.”

			“If only there was some device that could wake you up at a time of your choosing.” Ben tapped a finger to his lips pensively before swooping it up into the air as if struck with a genius idea.

			Anaa feigned an impressed look. They had an old game of pretending to invent things that already existed, and they would praise each other lavishly for coming up with these well-established ideas.

			“I’ve invented a lot since we last saw each other,” Anaa said proudly. “Lately, every time I bring my speaker into the shower, there’s a point when I want to change the song, and I think, if only there was a speaker I could command with my voice…”

			“You’re going to be a billionaire.”

			“I know, right?”

			“That’s nothing compared to mine, though. I had a weed gummy last month that was so good I wanted to just keep eating them, but I knew I couldn’t because I’d get too high, and I thought, edibles would be so good but, like, without weed. Virgin edibles.”

			“You…invented food.”

			Ben closed his eyes, nodding triumphantly.

			Anaa put her hand over her mouth in mock awe, then she reached it out to shake Ben’s hand. “Brilliant.”

			The waiter soon appeared at their table. Ben ordered a salad, and Anaa looked at him suspiciously. “You’ve already let me drag you to a vegetarian place, you don’t have to overachieve. Just get the burger.”

			“I’m actually craving a salad. I don’t remember the last time I had one. You know my family.”

			Anaa recalled the first time she went to Ben’s house. His parents immediately wanted to feed her, but, annoyingly, Ben hadn’t told them she was vegetarian, and they looked visibly perplexed as they tried to brainstorm something they could make. She tried not to feel like a typical liberal college girl who went vegetarian after one philosophy class, but that was exactly what she was. Confident in her morals but prone to squirm under interrogation, she had to fight the polite urge to tell her boyfriend’s parents that she’d eat whatever they made. They tried to make light of the situation by joking that instead of meat they’d make her lamb, and because she didn’t get the reference, they all watched My Big Fat Greek Wedding later that night. Anaa reminded Ben about this last detail, and he smiled vaguely, squinting his eyes and looking off in the distance.

			“You don’t remember because you fell asleep in the first five minutes of the movie,” she said.

			“That sounds right.”

			Anaa had ordered the Thai green curry, which she’d been craving ever since Tiago had made it for her a few weeks ago. She sometimes made it herself using a green paste she bought in a tub from the Asian market, but Tiago made his from scratch, never compromising on even hard-to-find ingredients like lemon grass and fermented shrimp paste. She’d watched him meticulously slice, crush, toast, chop, and grind the ingredients together, but she didn’t have the heart to tell him that she didn’t eat shrimp, so she gave herself a pass. It was worth it. She was transported back to Thailand, where she and Ben had feasted on the freshest, brightest, most aromatic food every day, even on their tight budget. Those two discrete experiences now mingled on her palate, secretly enhancing one another.

			Ben’s eyes scanned her face as though trying to read her mind, and she cleared her throat. “I still can’t believe you’re here,” she said.

			“Yeah, I guess it’s a bit…unconventional.”

			Anaa grinned. She relished any opportunity to go against the grain, and even though their relationship looked painfully textbook from afar, they knew they were different.

			“Honestly, fuck convention,” Anaa said, the consonants clacking harshly on her tongue. She wasn’t naturally foul-mouthed; she used to wince when her friends swore in front of their parents, because that kind of language was forbidden in her house. But she later came to recognize the linguistic power of curse words. On the rare occasions where she used them, however, Ben would laugh and ask her to repeat herself as if it were cute. She’d attempt to maintain a stern demeanour, but his laughter disarmed her entirely. He looked at her now with that same old playful encouragement. She took the opportunity to state her case again, though he’d already heard it several times.

			They were doing something important, pushing the bounds of humans’ capacity for love, as Anaa liked to put it. After arriving in Lisbon and trying the traditional route of cutting off contact with an ex, the pain was so bad that it simply couldn’t be right, she reasoned. It didn’t make sense that two people who had been in love for so long had to scrub each other from their lives just because their romantic relationship was over. The idea that they were supposed to simply forget each other was not only impossible but also a grotesquely immature waste of such a valuable investment. Sure, if you’ve been wronged, burn all necessary bridges, she noted. But if life merely pulled you in different directions, there was no need for such drastic measures.

			What she didn’t say was that after establishing her new life abroad, she’d become preoccupied with meeting Ben again as the person she was now. She wanted to see him, and for him to see her, as an individual. Separate. She understood that if they couldn’t relate to each other outside of their relationship, then that would mean she’d only existed in the world they created together, as his girlfriend, a fraction of the person she wanted to be. The idea had risen into her mind one day like an intensely embarrassing memory, and she found herself obsessively wanting to squash it.

			“We’re just trying to find the healthiest way to honour what we had, what we shared,” she said. “And anyway, romantic love will always fade, but why do we have to pretend we stop caring about each other?”

			“ ‘Romantic love will always fade’?” Ben’s tone curled dubiously upwards.

			Anaa shifted in her seat. “I know it’s not the most uplifting sentiment, but I’ve never seen love last, romantically.”

			Ben tried to appear understanding.

			Anaa’s parents had divorced when she was young, and though they’d each quietly had other partners afterward, none had stuck. Ben didn’t blame her for coming to this conclusion—however cynical it seemed to him. He believed in a kind of love that lasted forever. His parents were still together, still in love as far as he could tell. He noticed it in the little things: the way his father would pause to massage his mother’s shoulders while passing through the kitchen, the way his mother would serve his father a second helping of his favourite beef stew without him even asking. Ben chose not to reference his parents now, however, because when he had in the past, Anaa often looked at him in a way that made him feel naive, as if he were telling her a stork had dropped him into their loving hands.

			“There’s nothing wrong with falling out of romantic love,” Anaa continued, “there just has to be…more.” She brushed her hair behind her ears. “There has to be something else we can maintain relationships with—care, respect—or else what’s the point of giving so much every time?” She leaned back in her chair, exhausted by the mere thought of investing time and energy in a new relationship the same way she had with Ben. She couldn’t imagine repeatedly drawing a curtain over entire eras of her life. She wanted to see them all at once, because they were all her, and she put so much of herself into her love.

			“I guess most exes stop talking because it’s painful, though, right?” Ben said, massaging his forearm.

			“Pain is inevitable,” she replied, recalling the few months when they’d cut contact after she left. “But you can move past it, like we did.”

			Ben nodded slowly. “We were really awful to each other at the beginning, though.”

			Anaa chuckled weakly. “The beginning. Of the end.”

			Their faces darkened as memories of their drawn-out breakup slipped out from the gaps under doors they’d carefully closed. Echoes of furious accusations, sobbing confessions, and eerily quiet phone lines washed over them. They had both slept with other people so quickly after breaking up last summer, and not just any people but the sources of each other’s worst jealousies and suspicions, the people whom they’d both denied feeling attracted to during their relationship.

			Ben had once told Anaa about a sorority girl at a bar who’d asked him to go home with her. He’d informed this girl he was in a relationship, but she’d said she didn’t care. He recounted it to Anaa the next day with an air of incredulity and disgust, though she could tell it had excited him—this girl who was nothing like her, who wanted him with enough confidence to disregard her entire existence. Shortly after they broke up, Ben ran into the sorority girl at the same bar and took her up on her offer. This distressed Anaa deeply; she thought, if he could be with someone whom he didn’t even respect as a person, then what did that say about his standards, what did that say about her? She, on the other hand, had slept with a musician Ben had long warned her about. He played in a popular band on campus, and Anaa had claimed she only admired him for his music and clever lyrics, ignoring Ben’s insistence that the musician’s repeated invitations to his shows suggested he had ulterior motives. After the breakup, she went to see him play in Toronto and confirmed Ben’s hunch for herself. They swapped so many acidic insults, Anaa calling Ben morally repugnant, Ben calling her a pretentious hypocrite, that surely it would have been easier for them to cut ties forever. Anger seemed a far simpler emotion to process than sadness, easier to overcome because it was like a fuel, a reactor that releases energy. Forgiveness, salvaging whatever remained, and mutual mourning, however, was a whole other beast, one that completely drained your energy. Still, it was a nobler battle, and they had decided to fight it together.

			“We bounced back, though,” Ben said, turning his head to look across the restaurant. “And then you left.”

			Anaa took in his profile as her neck prickled with heat. They’d agreed, albeit half-heartedly, to stop talking after she left because they both had big life changes to navigate and figured they should give each other the space to do so. Plus, it was just what exes did, and they’d been desperate for any kind of instruction. Ben’s jaw protruded a little as he bit down sourly, but then he cast his gaze past Anaa and his lips formed a slow smile. She followed his eyeline to a waitress walking over with two plates. Incredible, Anaa thought, how he could devastate her and then salivate happily. The waitress had a small, perky nose and bright-blue eyes, and wore her reddish hair pulled into a low bun. Anaa suddenly felt annoyed, though she tried to chalk it up to hunger.

			“Wow, this looks amazing,” Ben said as the waitress put their plates down. Anaa eyed the normal-looking salad as Ben glanced up at the waitress, smile still pasted on, his little crooked tooth peeking out. “Have you had this before?”

			The waitress seemed relieved to speak English. “Not yet,” she said with an Irish accent. “I only started working here last week, actually, so I’m still making my way through the menu.”

			Ben spread his napkin on his lap and forced a chuckle while his voice slid into the middle-aged golf-dad tone that appeared when he was talking to strangers. “Well then, I’ll let you know how it is.”

			The waitress blushed and thanked him, then asked, “Are you studying here?”

			“No, no, just on holiday.”

			Anaa’s eyes darted from the waitress to Ben and back, both of their bodies angled to face each other, as they swapped small talk without a glance in her direction. She fought the urge to shove the table. She wished her feelings could be described as incredulous, but in fact she knew all too well what it was like to be invisible when she was next to Ben. Everyone addressed him first, constantly reminding her that Ben’s presence was infinitely more compelling than hers. Girls flirted with him while she was holding his hand, not even considering her an obstacle. Their mutual friends would invite Ben to events and tell him he could bring Anaa, as if she were merely his plus-one. People would swarm around Ben at parties, and Anaa would escape to an empty room knowing no one would notice.

			“Anyway,” the waitress said, catching the eye of her manager, “enjoy. And let me know how it is.” She smiled at Ben and he quickly, almost imperceptibly, winked at her.

			When she left, he picked up his knife and fork with a self-satisfied flair, then finally looked up at Anaa, charisma still blasting from his eyes.

			“Wow,” she said flatly.

			“What?” Ben asked, his charm flickering. “I was just making conversation.”

			It annoyed her doubly that he knew exactly what bothered her. “Sure—Actually, you know what, it doesn’t matter, because we’re not—you know, so, wink away.”

			“Are you serious?” Ben had a half smile on his face, the familiar one that wavered and gave Anaa the opportunity to decide whether what she was about to say was really worth the trouble.

			She took a breath. “Sorry, sorry,” she yielded. “But it’s not like it’s the first time—it’s just…” The mental noise from earlier returned, and she suddenly despised the sound of her voice. She was being so irresponsibly sensitive, putting her emotional reflexes on blatant display. Like scabs, she picked at old insecurities to watch them bleed. She and Ben had already had many versions of the conversation they teetered on the edge of now. It was always the same, whether it started from a wink or from him giving out his social media handle, or that one fateful confession he’d made around a month before they first broke up.

			They had rented a small log cabin out east in rural Ontario, surrounded by forest. Anaa was visibly worn down from her fruitless job search, and they’d escaped for a weekend, armed with enough ingredients to make whiskey sours for a party of twenty. Ben had offered to book the trip because he knew otherwise she would have turned it down to churn out more cover letters, but Anaa still ended up finding the place after discovering issues with all his options. In the warm summer evening, they sat on Muskoka chairs around a small firepit and listened to the crackle of wood as it laced through the sounds of crickets and rustling leaves. They were bored, Anaa thought with defeat, they just didn’t want to admit it. She suggested they play a game with the dictionary she’d spotted inside, one where they’d each find an unfamiliar word and make the other guess what it meant based on the sound alone. Ben looked around, pretending to consider it, before suggesting Truth or Dare instead. They’d played before and his dares were invariably sexual, so there was no mystery around his love for this game. Anaa was usually keen for a mental challenge; this time, however, she decided she could still make it work. Maybe it was the whiskey that had made her feel more reckless than usual, but later she suspected she’d been angling for something more incendiary.

			She went first and chose Truth, feeling too drunk to get up for a dare at that moment.

			He asked her what her ideal sexual role play fantasy would be, and she laughed because she’d already told him when he asked the last time they played this game, but he seemed to want to bring it up again despite their failed attempt the one time they tried it. Or maybe he forgot. English professor…? she said. He threw his hands up in defeat, remembering when she’d made this confession and cringing as he recalled his subsequent inability to play the part. His failure hinged on the fact that when he was scolding her for not doing her book report, he couldn’t come up with a single book title.

			When it was Ben’s turn, he shrugged and chose Truth. Anaa narrowed her blurry eyes at him. There wasn’t much she didn’t know about him. Without much conscious effort, she asked him if he’d ever thought about someone else during sex. He took a sip of his drink before answering, and Anaa’s stomach turned. As he watched the fire, he admitted that he had, occasionally, thought of one girl, and added the qualifier, But she’s just online. Anaa bit down on the edge of her glass, daring it to break. Then she asked who it was, though she knew before he said her name that it was the tall, stick-thin blond with enormous breasts she’d seen on his feed who apparently lived on the beach, ate only phallic-shaped fruit and lollipops, and didn’t own anything other than tiny bikinis—essentially, the very opposite of herself. It had been the greatest challenge to Anaa’s feminism yet. She was a firm believer that women should be able to look however they wanted, that one woman’s beauty did not take away from another’s, and yet she disproportionately resented this boobed-up, lip-filled, lollipop-sucking avatar. When the initial shock of Ben’s answer faded and Anaa’s stomach settled, she realized something even worse. She realized that the problem itself was not Ben thinking about some online girl, though it certainly didn’t help her self-esteem, but that Anaa herself had recently thought about someone else while they were intimate. But what she couldn’t forgive Ben for was the fact that he’d told her. His blatant disregard for her feelings, the self-satisfying truth bomb that he set off solely to release its weight from his own burden. She was appalled at the lack of emotional intelligence that should have led him to at least lie to her. She hated that he probably felt relieved after his noble performance of honesty, on the first night of their romantic weekend away, and that he still expected they would go inside and have sex again.

			How could she be with someone who lacked such basic forethought? What kind of person did he think she was to have felt so confident in telling her this? Was she the kind of person who would go back inside and have sex with him again?

			The fallout of those moments always culminated in Ben trying to convince Anaa that a wink here or an erection there meant nothing, then Anaa accusing him of always looking for more, and then Ben reassuring her that she was everything to him, all he could ever think about, the girl of his dreams. Though she recoiled at such obvious romantic hyperboles, she knew in the unspeakable twinge of her gut that he’d never truly cross the line. She was so confident in his love, in fact, that she had known even in their happiest moments that it wouldn’t be him who would eventually leave her. Still, something deep and dark within her incessantly tried not only to catch him but even to bait him into error. She had only herself to blame when he followed her there, and when she climbed back into bed with him anyway.

			“Never mind, sorry. Let’s drop it,” she said now.

			Ben reached over and put his hand on her cold fingers. “No, you’re right, that was stupid,” he said quietly. “Sorry.”

			“Me too.” She cleared her throat. “But that’s not what this week is going to be, okay? Let’s be clear, this is new territory: no relationship, no expectations, no stress. Right?”

			Ben nodded solemnly. “Yes, totally. Light and easy.”

			“Good. Bom apetite.”

			Ben dug into his food, but Anaa needed a moment to let her stomach settle. She reached into her bag to check her phone and saw a missed call from Tiago. Shoving the phone away, she quickly felt ridiculous. After all, Ben was just being nice to a waitress, and they were just friends having dinner together.

		

	
		
			Nine

			They entered Anaa’s room sleepy from all the food and wine. Ben flopped down on the bed and Anaa let herself float out of her body and review the lovely day she’d had showing off the impressive city that was now her home. It played in her head like a story someone was telling her, showing only the best bits and offering minor exaggerations. She wanted to indulge in it a moment longer, so she told Ben she was going to take a shower. He turned his head, and as he opened his mouth, Anaa knew what was coming. “Without me?” they both said in unison, Anaa pursing her lips and dropping into the low tone she used when she was impersonating men. Ben had often said it jokingly, though he never turned down a subsequent invitation.

			“Glad we’re on the same page,” he said with a smirk.

			Anaa glanced at him quickly then headed towards the door. “You’re just always on this page.”

			“We have the same brain,” Ben said from behind her.

			“We have the same brain rot.”

			In the bathroom, she turned on the light and inspected her face in the mirror. A little pink from the wine, dewy from the stairs. But there was an undeniable freshness to her complexion, the sweet, splotchy kind that babies have. She put a hand on her cheek, cupping it gently, and realized she hadn’t brought her pajamas to the bathroom. Padding back to her room, she saw through the open door that Ben was scrolling on his phone, still on his belly. His thumbs were zooming in on a photo of a nearly naked woman. Anaa’s tongue unintentionally clicked against the roof of her mouth, and Ben quickly scrolled away. She went to her dresser and tried not to react.

			“Anaa—”

			“It’s fine,” she said curtly.

			Ben dug his face into the pillow with a soft groan and mumbled, “Iwasn’tevenpayingattention.”

			“The zoom-in? Really?” She shut the drawer and pressed her lips into a tense smile, then walked back out of the room. Ben called her name faintly, but she pretended not to hear.

			In the shower, the hot water felt uncomfortable on her face. For weeks she had forced herself to avoid imagining this night, to quell any expectations, but that strict discipline had occasionally bent under the weight of her more debauched desires. She’d resisted it even then, even before Tiago had materialized as a factor to consider.

			Her uncertainty had been enough to help fortify her mind; she wasn’t one for rash, spontaneous decisions, especially when it came to intimacy. Everything was thought out; even if to the other person it seemed as though they’d gotten caught up in the heat of the moment, she had come prepared, put on nice underwear, shaved, moisturized, and put dabs of perfume on all the right places beforehand. Remembering herself now, her careful rules and informed principles, she turned the shower handle and welcomed a blast of cold water.

			When she returned to her room, Ben was sitting up in bed, his back against the wooden headboard, reading a thick book. She couldn’t help but pause to take in the novelty of the sight, biting the inside of her cheek to hide how much it pleased her. He was under the covers, and his clothes were in a pile on the floor. The dim yellow light of the bedside lamp cast his shadow against the slanted ceiling, and it shifted when he saw Anaa. She avoided looking at him as she walked towards the bed. In her white spaghetti-strap nightdress, wet hair dripping, the buttery scent of coconut oil on her skin, Anaa noticed Ben’s entire body hesitate against some powerful thought. She was reminded of the first time she wore that cotton nightdress and guessed he was remembering the same evening. At that point they had only been dating a short while, but they’d already grown so inextricably close that they wanted to insert each other into their pasts to somehow justify their connection, a connection that seemed to outpace time in both directions. They talked about how they wished their first times had been with each other, since neither of them had particularly fond memories of losing their virginity.

			Ben’s first had been an unceremonious one-night stand with a girl he never spoke to again, whose face he wasn’t even sure he’d recognize today. He had gotten into a bar with his cousin’s ID, and many beers later he met a girl, or rather a girl started grinding on him and then he asked what her name was. Drunk and bloated, he decided he should bring her home, where, he assured her, his parents were sound asleep. They snuck into his cold, damp basement, and he blew up an air mattress and put a sleeping bag on top of it. Less than an hour later the whole event was over, the girl gone, and the mattress deflated. She had been eager, but he had the feeling she was just making the sounds she thought she was supposed to. Even though he was literally inside her, he felt alone in his body’s sensations, and the finish line wasn’t nearly as triumphant as he’d imagined. He continued to have sex like that, like a machine fulfilling a function, with girls whose faces never left an impression, until Anaa.

			With Anaa, sex became something of both the body and the mind, a euphoric eruption of the two in perfect harmony, an emotional revelry that was, for the first time in Ben’s life, deeply reliant on his connection with the other person. Even before they slept together, she was insatiably curious about him. She wanted to know what he liked, why he liked it, how he became the person he was, who he saw himself becoming. He told her things he’d never told anyone, things he hadn’t even fully processed himself, and she was still hungry for more. It was only natural, then, that sex between them had also been playful, exploratory, encouraging, safe.

			Anaa, too, had said her first time was clumsy and void of real pleasure, but that was as much as Ben had wanted to hear about her past sexual experiences. He wanted to be her first and only, and he never wanted to imagine her having sex differently from the sacred and irreplicable experience he now knew it to be. Though she lectured him at length about the ridiculous patriarchal double standard and the crude worshipping of sexual purity, most of which he genuinely hadn’t considered, for his birthday she decided to give him a sweet slice of blissful ignorance.

			He’d had an evening class that night but left in the middle as soon as she’d sent him a text that read: Door’s unlocked. He took the steps up to her room two at a time and opened her door. Anaa had mentioned the cheesy ceremony she used to imagine for the loss of her virginity, stretching out the word loss as if it was the most ridiculous word she’d ever heard. And there it was, exactly as she’d described: tea light candles spread all around the room, rose petals sprinkled on her bed, soft R&B playing, and two flutes of chilled champagne. Most important, however, was Anaa, wearing the white cotton nightdress, what she called the most virginly thing I could find. They laughed and pretended to be nervous with each other, Ben asking, Is this okay? and Anaa giving a surprised Oh! with every move he pulled. At one point, his gallantry veered into a patronizing You’ll get better at this, don’t worry. In return, she remarked, Everyone said it would hurt, but I can barely feel it! Many giggles later, as they lay back and caught their breath, Anaa batted her eyes at him and asked, So, do we get married now?

			Over the years, the stark white cotton had turned into more of a cream, there was a wine stain on the hem, and the little bow on the front was falling off, which Ben noticed as Anaa approached the edge of the mattress before spinning to leave the room again. She came back a moment later with a glass of water and asked if he wanted one. He said no, only because he didn’t want her to leave the room again, and she nodded, drinking some more while standing beside the bed. Finally, she put the glass on the floor beside the bed and Ben lifted the covers for her to get in. He was wearing his briefs, a sign of restraint from him that helped calm her nerves a little. She tried to ignore the twitching arrow of her moral compass, tried to convince herself that her nerves were solely about what Ben might do and not her own self-control. After she got in, he put his book aside and lay back, putting an arm behind his head, as if poised to say something. They were quiet for a moment, then Ben turned and pressed his face into the ends of her wet hair, soaking up the smell of her shampoo and sighing with satisfaction.

			His sudden proximity made her freeze. She regretted not buying an air mattress, but navigating how to ask him to sleep on it had deterred her. Too many implications, too much obvious forethought. It was the same line of thought regarding whether to tell Ben about Tiago; perhaps it would imply that this trip would otherwise be romantic. But now it felt too convenient an excuse, especially as her skin seemed to reach for Ben while his breath grazed her neck. Anaa tried to sigh herself into the satisfaction of finally being horizontal. It occurred to her that Ben was the first person she would share this bed with. In an attempt to cut the silence, and physically shake off Ben’s gaze, she adjusted herself on the mattress. He settled back on his own pillow, but his eyes remained fixed on her. She took a breath. “We won’t—”

			“Thank you for—”

			They both paused as they tried to pull apart their overlapping words.

			“Go ahead,” Ben chuckled.

			“No, please,” Anaa said politely.

			“I just wanted to say thank you for hosting me. I appreciate it.”

			She was comforted by the words that grounded them in their current dynamic: host and guest. “Any time.” Her reflexive response hung strangely in the air between them.

			Ben turned his head away slightly, then back to her. She could feel him waiting for her to complete her earlier thought. Instead, she reached over and turned off the lamp. Yawning for good measure, she said, “Sleep well.”

			He inhaled deeply and exhaled a tense, “Sweet dreams.”

			They both shifted their bodies under the covers, Anaa turning on her side to face the makeshift nightstand, Ben turning towards her. They adjusted their heads on their pillows, bent and straightened their knees, moved their elbows and wriggled their toes. Their bodies weren’t touching, but she could feel the pull of his weight on the mattress, tempting her to turn around. They stayed like that in silence for a few long minutes, their open eyes adjusting to the darkness.

			“I’ve been having a hard time sleeping these past few days, sorry if I get restless,” she said, nervously filling the space.

			“You know you can actually will yourself to sleep?” Ben asked, full of energy. Anaa didn’t respond, so he continued. “You can train your mind to turn off. I’ve been learning about it; it’s a big part of accessing your true potential.”

			Anaa shot him a disparaging look over her shoulder, seeing only his outline illuminated in the faint moonlight. “Sounds like the title of a self-help book.”

			“Can you not judge it right away? You haven’t even tried it.” There was a thorn in his tone, which he carefully removed before continuing. “It’s not uncool to better yourself.”

			She sighed. “Okay. What do I do?”

			“First you have to picture yourself someplace where you’re completely relaxed and comfortable.”

			“But I’m already in bed.”

			“Okay, picture here, then.”

			She imagined she was looking down on them from the foot of the bed. Her heart thumped. “Mm, no. Not working.”

			“You’re not relaxed?”

			“No, I am,” she said too quickly.

			“Comfortable?”

			She paused. “I’m just over-exhausted, that’s all. And you’re already hogging the blanket.” She tugged on the comforter, but he gripped it so hard it didn’t budge.

			“Okay, enjoy lying awake tonight.”

			“Oh, I definitely will not.”

			They both grinned in the dark. Anaa closed her eyes and tried to focus on her breathing.

			“It’s—” Ben cleared his throat. “It’s not because of me, is it?”

			Anaa opened her eyes again. She parted her lips to say something, then scoffed. “You wish.” He didn’t say anything. A few minutes later, her eyes still open, she could hear him begin to snore softly.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Anaa awoke with pins and needles in her arm; she wasn’t used to sleeping on her side, but every time she’d woken up on her back, Ben in her periphery, she made sure to turn over again. She looked behind her now and noticed she was alone. As if on cue, Ben slid into the bedroom, wearing the same gym shorts and T-shirt as yesterday, with an energy about him that felt similar to staring directly at the sun.

			“Goooood morning!” he sang.

			Anaa scowled at him. “Why are you up so early?”

			“It’s ten,” he said.

			“It’s Sunday,” Anaa retorted. She did some mental calculations. “And it’s 5 a.m. for you.”

			“Jet lag is for the weak,” he said, striking a pose with his hands on his hips. “Come on, sleepyhead, we don’t have that much time.”

			“You just got here.”

			“And I leave in seven days.”

			“That’s loads of time. God made the whole world in seven days. And he rested.”

			“He didn’t get all that done by sleeping in.”

			“He does seem like one of those annoying early risers,” Anaa said quietly as she rubbed her eye. “Coffee,” she moaned.

			“I’ll do it.” He grinned and sped to the kitchen.

			She called out to tell him the coffee and pot were on the counter. After the prickly sensation in her arm finally dulled, she noticed that the few things Ben had brought in his small backpack were splayed out carelessly on the floor, including his passport, a half-eaten chocolate bar, a sweater, and his book. She leaned over to get a better look at the cover and read the title, Movement: Mobility in Body and Mind. So, it was true: Ben had fallen into the pit of self-help literature. First he’s encouraging her to access her full potential, next he’ll be telling her to manifest her dream career simply by closing her eyes and imagining it.

			She walked groggily to the bathroom, where she found the toothpaste on the counter bent out of shape by Ben’s firm grip, squeezed right in the centre of the tube instead of from the bottom. The cap was loose beside the faucet. She inhaled deeply. Ben was right, she reassured herself as she tucked her irritation away, seven days wasn’t that much time.

			When she emerged in the kitchen feeling marginally more awake, she saw him putting ground coffee into the bottom of her moka pot. “Whoa, not in there,” she said, taking it away from him.

			Ben looked at the parts of the pot quizzically, as if trying to solve a math problem. “It is this thing, though, right?”

			Anaa nodded, but before she could say anything, she noticed a cup of hot water with a dark mound of ground coffee in it. Ben caught her eye and quickly dumped it in the sink.

			She tried to stifle a laugh.

			“You used to drink instant!” Ben cried, pink rising to his cheeks.

			Anaa scrunched her nose. “I know, but this is better.”

			Ben threw up his hands in defeat, stepping away to do some stretches.

			“So, there’s a cool exhibition on today,” Anaa said as she expertly smoothed down the ground coffee just as she’d seen Beatriz do. “It’s this queer performance artist whose focus is on blending the senses, and they apparently use these motion-sensored—”

			“I was actually thinking we could do a little nature hike,” Ben said as he bent forward to touch his toes.

			“A hike?” Anaa couldn’t understand how anyone could come to a city centre as beautiful as Lisbon’s and suggest leaving it right away.

			“I need some exercise.”

			She made a conscious effort to release the tension in her shoulders, suggesting instead that a walk through the city was like a hike because of the many hills. She hated reducing the stunning geography and architecture of the city to a glorified treadmill, but there was simply no way she was going on a hike when they’d hardly made a dent in her list of things to see. Ben countered with a suggestion to visit a park where he’d spotted exercise equipment on their walk yesterday. Anaa didn’t hide her reluctance.

			She retrieved her phone to give herself a moment to recalibrate. After checking the weather app, which was often pointless in this unpredictable coastal climate, she put her phone down on the kitchen counter as steam started to escape the moka pot.

			“Don’t look so sad, we’ll get some good endorphins going,” Ben said as he walked over and leaned on the counter next to her.

			Anaa felt her shoulders rise again as he got closer. She replied flatly, “Oh, no, I’m not doing that.” Of course, she thought it was wonderful urban planning to have free exercise equipment available in public green spaces, but she would never voluntarily spend a Sunday afternoon there exerting herself, sweaty and panting, while people picnicked and relaxed around them.

			“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Ben insisted.

			“Ben.” She wondered how he never managed to give up even though she’d consistently turned down every invitation he’d ever made for them to go to the gym together.

			“Anaa.”

			Anaa’s phone started ringing. He leaned over to glance at the screen, but she snatched it up quickly. It was Tiago. Her rib cage constricted as she silenced the call, reprimanding Ben with a glare for being so nosy.

			“It’s not the airport with my bag?” he asked.

			She guiltily dropped the look and shook her head. “No, sorry.” She had completely forgotten that all his things were still missing. If she were in his position, she wouldn’t be nearly as bright or energetic as he was now, returning to his lateral lunge stretch. She was reminded of his book, and it struck her that Ben might actually be trying to use movement to get rid of some anxiety, though he wouldn’t call it anxiety. He never used terms like that—Anaa knew because he’d encouraged her to stop describing herself as anxious—and though she found his denial to be immature and irritating, he still seemed to manage his anxiety better than her. In the past, when she’d felt the panic begin to tighten around her like a straitjacket, he’d encouraged her to go out on a hike with him, telling her, Just try not to think about it. In addition to dread, she would then feel a prickly meanness rise in her; he was only trying to help, and she was grateful that he was even there to help, yet she wanted to scream at his trite, shallow offerings. Then, of course, the endorphins inevitably kicked in, and she wanted to scream at herself for having been so condescending. Still, despite its effectiveness, she always felt Ben’s approach was too reductive, too simple.

			The espresso burbled on the stove, and she took the pot off the heat.

			“Okay,” she said. “I’ll take you to the park.”

			Ben pounded his fist once in the air and Anaa couldn’t help but grin at how easy it was to make him happy. She figured at the park she might also have some privacy to call Tiago back while Ben busied himself. Her brain pulsed uncomfortably, and she wasn’t sure if it was her caffeine craving or something else.

			She poured them their coffee and added, in an overly gracious, motherly voice, “And maybe, if you’re good, I’ll take you for some ice cream after.”

			Ben raised his bent arms in the air like an excited T. rex, squealing in an octave above his normal voice. Anaa looked at him with a straight face, and they burst into laughter.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Ben could feel the last of his frustration burn into fumes as he powered through his decline sit-ups. Each time he got his head high enough to peek at Anaa, he noticed with a degree of disappointment that she wasn’t looking at him. He wished they could reap the benefits of this energetic alchemy together, transform whatever last night was into something more familiar, close some of the space he felt her putting between them. By now he knew that what made other girls ogle him made Anaa yawn, but she looked so bright in those moments when she put aside whatever hang-ups she had about the deification of aesthetic fitness and just let herself enjoy him. He resolved to simply enjoy himself, since that had once been enough. Surely, she would soon be reminded of how easy it could be.

			By noon the park was already filled with people reading, couples cracking open bottles of sparkling wine, families celebrating children’s birthdays, New Age hippies beating drums and smoking weed, and dogs wild with freedom tearing through the grass between all the multicoloured blankets. Anaa sat smoking on a bench, basking in the cacophony of sounds and smells, while Ben tried to find the most creative ways to use each exercise machine. He’d winced at the bitterness of the coffee earlier, then added three heaping spoons of sugar, and Anaa was patiently waiting for him to burn off all that energy. A wide smile remained plastered on his face as he pressed and pulled his muscles, and Anaa, though visibly bored, was admittedly amused. He continued to reach for her attention, occasionally calling out, “Movement! It’s magic!” and she would nod and give a simple, “Uh-huh.”

			While he was practising his handstands, Anaa’s phone buzzed. It was Tiago: Can I see you today? Craving a whiff of your sweet scent.

			She hadn’t returned his call because Ben had hardly taken his eyes off her and it felt inconceivable to talk to Tiago under Ben’s gaze. Hey sorry, busy with my friend visiting, she wrote back, her hand hesitating for a moment before pressing Send. Still on for Tuesday though x.

			Not sure if I can wait that long, he replied immediately.

			She smirked at her phone, at Tiago’s desire pinging through it. Dozens of flirtatious responses flitted through her mind, but her fingers remained hovering over the screen.

			“Getting back to that primal mobility!” Ben called, deep in a squat.

			“The life expectancy is much longer these days,” Anaa replied distractedly.

			Ben gave a sarcastic “Ha ha” and jogged over.

			“Are you done?” she asked, quickly tucking her phone away.

			“Yes,” he said, panting happily. “Can I have ice cream now?”

			Anaa patted the top of his head and led the way.

			

			—

			
				They made their way through the city, passing from quiet, narrow roads to bustling, wide avenues and back. She took them in a winding path through small streets lined with light-blue, pink, and yellow buildings that held the hazy sunlight between their pastel facades. The fragrant floral scent of purple jacaranda flowers drifted on the breeze. Ben talked more about movement, how it was the most important thing humans could do, how performing certain poses every day had increased his mobility and improved his digestion. Anaa hummed along to let him know she was listening, but really, she had been appreciating the way everyone on the street seemed to float in the summer air, their hair bouncing as they walked, their skirts gliding; even an old woman leaning out of her window seemed lost in some buoyant reverie. Anaa wasn’t entirely bored by exercise, she simply preferred the strenuous sensation in her legs when she climbed the crest of a hill revealing a beautiful vista, or when she was out dancing, or swimming into the frigid ocean water.

			They stopped at an ice cream shop near the scenic viewpoint of Miradouro de São Pedro de Alcântara. Ben refused to let her pay, putting his large elbow in front of her as she tried to hand over her cash, but Anaa gave up easily since the cashier hadn’t even glanced in her direction. They took their fast-melting cones, Ben with his chocolate and Anaa with her pistachio, to the wide terrace of the panoramic lookout where the entire east side of the city rose up from a deep valley and peaked on a hill opposite to them. Tiny human bodies were visible along the top of the far hill, populating the other miradouros that faced the westward view.

			It was Anaa’s favourite place to go when she wanted to feel microscopic, just an anonymous face in a busy cluster of clay roofs and window shutters, all squished under a big, bright, open blue sky. By watching the small people far away, she confirmed that she appeared the same to them, that she too was now a tiny piece of what made this place so beautiful, and it soothed her.

			She pointed out to Ben where they had come from, a park embedded into the side of the hill across the valley, and he seemed impressed as he offered her a lick of his ice cream. She grinned and shook her head.

			“You don’t have to pay for everything, you know,” she told him. Ben had also covered dinner last night, and she was starting to feel weird about it. She had normally tried to pay him back when he footed the bill, which often meant slipping cash in his wallet or buying his next meal since he insisted on treating her. It was a principle she had decided upon shortly before meeting him, fresh out of a disastrous first year of dating in university: She would pay her own way, never owe anyone too much, and, more importantly, never let a guy expect anything from her merely because he threw some cash on the table. Though Ben genuinely enjoyed the feeling of taking care of her by spending money on her, she would often refuse. Still, a part of her appreciated his generosity.

			“It’s my pleasure,” he replied. “As long as you put out.”

			Anaa pinched his side, and he cackled deviously.

			Eyeing the big fountain in the middle of the terrace, Ben took in all the people filling up the benches and strolling languidly along the gravel paths. A busker who had been plucking away softly at his guitar started to sing “Desafinado,” and smiles of recognition spread on everyone’s faces.

			“So, do you usually hang out in places like this, or are you just trying to impress me?” Ben asked, guiding them to sit on a bench. Before she could answer, he added, “Obviously, you’re not going to the outdoor gym, so what else do you get up to here?”

			Anaa brightened at the question. “Well, there’s so many great galleries and exhibitions—like the one you didn’t want to go to today.” She cleared her throat dramatically. “And…I guess we walk a lot, picnic at parks, go to readings, bars, hit the beach as often as we can, see some shows, occasional dancing.”

			“We,” he emphasized.

			“Hmm?” She felt a panic rising and nervously tucked her hair behind her ears.

			“We,” he said again. “Sounds like you’ve made some good friends,” he added stiffly. “We should definitely all go out dancing.”

			Anaa seemed to contemplate her ice cream. “I don’t think this city is ready for our moves.”

			“It would be selfish not to show them how it’s done.” Ben cast his gaze into the valley as he began to recount one of those perfect LED-streaked nights they’d spent on the dance floor, the feeling of loud music thumping underfoot and the thick, mindless heat of swaying bodies.

			Anaa felt her memory stretching out behind her as well, when suddenly she thought she saw Tiago’s shape in the corner of her eye. She quickly angled her head away to hide her face. Ben smiled, thinking she was looking at him, and continued his recollection. Slowly, she eased back to check. It was him. Even though he was facing away from her, she knew it from his sharp posture, the little flip of his outgrown haircut, and his standard uniform of loose clothing that hung from his thin frame. He was with two other guys whom Anaa vaguely recognized, getting beers from the kiosk in the far corner of the terrace.

			A wave of heat shot through her, sweat prickling uncomfortably where her shirt pressed into her armpits. She angled her entire body away but overshot her movement and nudged her knee against Ben’s. He nudged her knee back. She looked up at him, confused at the delight on his face. Then she heard Tiago’s laugh nearby, too close. Usually that laugh felt like a prize she’d won—on rare occasions he’d throw his head back at her jokes and she’d grin with pride—but now it pinched uncomfortably at her stomach. She turned quickly to check again and saw him and his friends slowly walking towards the music.

			The busker’s gentle sliding tone and careful plucking suddenly felt like the suspenseful rising strings of a horror film. Tiago was going to see her—see them. Ben was saying something she couldn’t hear while Tiago’s voice rose in her peripheral ear. She focused hard to decipher his Portuguese and could just barely understand something about going to talk to her. Her shoulders tensed—she’d been spotted. She stared hard at the far hill, seeing nothing, not moving an inch. But he and his friends passed a few metres in front of their bench and continued to the edge of the terrace, their conversation never pausing.

			When Tiago reached the wrought iron fence and turned slightly towards the view, Anaa stood up and suggested to Ben that they keep walking, though neither of them had finished their ice cream. Ben looked confused as she quickly strode off. “Anaa,” he called after her. She turned her head to tell him to hurry, and when she did, she saw Tiago, in the middle of an animated speech, look distractedly around at the sound of her name. His eyes slid over her for a fraction of a second and she abruptly turned away, her heart pounding. She felt sure he’d seen her. All she could do was stand there, frozen. But Tiago continued whatever impassioned argument he was making and Anaa, skin ablaze, grabbed Ben’s arm and pulled him towards the road.

			“But it’s so nice,” Ben protested as they receded from the beautiful vista. He noticed Anaa’s ice cream dripping down her hand. “Is everything okay?”

			Anaa followed his gaze and licked the stream along her knuckles. “Yep.”

			Ben pulled his arm out of her grip easily and stopped her in her tracks. He eyed her suspiciously.

			“Come on,” she said, staging a reluctant smile. “I want some of that movement you can’t shut up about.”

			He looked at her for a moment with concern, then brightened victoriously. She felt a brief buzz of relief before a wave of guilt washed it out. It was so easy to appease Ben, to let him believe that her strange behaviour only extended as far as her unwillingness to admit that he was a good influence.

			She would have dwelt longer on how contemptibly calculating her brain was if she wasn’t also fighting the little worm of disappointment that had wriggled its way in. She was sure she’d locked eyes with Tiago for a moment, and yet he hadn’t even realized it was her. His eyes could see her without actually seeing her. She hated how much it bothered her. Instead of a magnet, or a burning star, her presence seemed to her like an empty screen, only visible when the viewer cast their own light upon it.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			The panic that had flooded Anaa’s body now settled into a low groan in her muscles as she and Ben finally ended their enormous figure eight through the city at her apartment. Throughout their walk, the scene from earlier had replayed on a loop in her mind, dizzying her with its ambiguity. What if Tiago saw us? The question hung at a deliberately unanswerable height in her mind. Even higher: What would Ben think? The thing she knew she should do was the thing she least wanted to.

			Instead, she thought about how her experiences with Ben and Tiago at that miradouro had felt so different. When she’d arrived with Ben, she had felt like a tourist, wide-eyed and awestruck all over again, but when she’d been there with Tiago, she had felt the borrowed coolness of someone who had been granted such beauty as a birthright, who belonged in it without question, who couldn’t tarnish its image because he was part of that image. It occurred to her that if she didn’t exist, there would be no chance Ben and Tiago would ever cross paths. She was the only thing that threatened to draw those two strikingly different figures together. How she could be the kind of person who attracted them both was not only a mystery but, even worse, an unsettling doubt.

			“Okay, you were right. This city is beautiful,” Ben gushed as he kicked off his shoes by the door and zipped past her.

			Those words weren’t nearly as satisfying as Anaa had imagined they’d be. She forced some levity into her voice as she replied, “I knew you’d change your mind once you saw it.” The apartment was stiff with late afternoon heat, and she opened the balcony doors, welcoming in evening’s first swift breeze.

			“I might move here myself,” Ben replied with a wink before disappearing into her room.

			She paused, then laughed weakly before following him.

			In Anaa’s room, Ben watched her from the bed as she hung her purse on the clothes rack, took out her phone and placed it to charge on her dresser, took out her notebook and put it on her makeshift night table. He smiled at her habit of putting everything in its place, as if it were a cute quirk instead of an extremely normal adult practice. He splayed himself out, indulging his own habit, and Anaa stood awkwardly to the side.

			“So, tomorrow I have to go to a café for a bit and write,” she said, clasping her hands.

			“That’s cool, I’ll come with you,” Ben offered.

			Anaa parted her lips and paused. “Are you sure?” she asked. “It’s going to be a lot of sitting.”

			“There’s actually this active seated posture that strengthens your core, and if you lift your legs—” Ben broke into a smile when he saw Anaa’s exasperation. She realized he was teasing her, so she theatrically dug around in her pocket for something and then pulled out her middle finger. Ben stuck up three fingers in the air and replied, “Read between the lines, baby.” Anaa made a fist and cranked circles beside it with her other hand as if winding it, humming the tune of “Pop Goes the Weasel” and making her middle finger pop out like a jack-in-the-box. Ben, after waiting patiently for his turn, put his fist to his mouth and blew on his thumb, inflating his middle finger. They paused, staring intensely at each other but entirely out of ideas, then dissolved in laughter.

			“I think I’ll survive the café, okay? It’ll be hard, but I’ll just read or something,” he said. “Think about life.”

			Anaa nodded slowly. “Okay, it’s just—it’s going to be really quiet. I have to get some work done with my friends.”

			Ben perked up. “Perfect! I want to meet them. You talk so highly of them.”

			“Yeah, um…” Anaa started to look around the room for something, hoping she’d find whatever it was. “We have to work on some poems.”

			Ben nodded, though he felt a cool draft pass through the space Anaa had again put between them. He wondered if, under all that philosophizing, she was embarrassed to have her ex here. He wondered if her new friends would approve of them, whatever they were doing, and why she would even care.

			She told him he could make a decision the next day and offered to give him some sights to see instead so that he wouldn’t get bored.

			“I’m here to see you,” he insisted. “There’s no way I’ll be bored.”

			She doubled down on her effort to find something to do with her hands. “Do you want me to put your clothes in the wash?” she asked, slightly impressed with herself.

			“Yeah, that would be great,” Ben replied. They looked at each other as he hesitated to undress.

			Anaa went to her dresser and retrieved a pair of loose cotton shorts. “You can wear these…” She pressed her lips together with embarrassment and showed him his old university shorts.

			Ben sat up. Shaking his head, he struggled to contain the joy of seeing a piece of himself safeguarded in her underwear drawer across the ocean. Imagining her wearing the shorts, he triumphantly felt the drafty space collapse. It was a cosmic sign, a tiny green light flickering in the dark. It was the reason he’d never asked for any of his clothes back. “Well,” he said, “they’re definitely my size.”

			She tossed him the shorts and went to the bathroom while he got undressed. A warm hum replaced the ache in her body, visible in the flushed face smiling back at her in the mirror. For all her resistance, Ben was right, of course—getting her heart pumping made her feel wonderful. She rinsed her face with cool water, applied some more deodorant, and started to fix her hair. It was frizzy with the humidity, and a little knotted underneath, but she used her fingers to comb the dark waves up into a bun.

			She walked back to the room and found Ben in his old gym shorts, sitting on the end of her bed, with his clothes on the floor. Half a second later she registered that he had her phone in his hand and a serious expression on his face. She froze. He looked up at her, gripping her phone tightly, tensing his lips. Anaa remembered that she had never changed her passcode. Usually when he got upset, it was a big, loud show, but his silent fuming had always worried her more because it meant not even his body knew how to react. It’s Tiago, she thought. He must have seen her at the miradouro but kept his distance, waited to formulate the right words. She wasn’t sure what he would have written to her, maybe some biting, resentful remark about Ben. Her heart thumped hard against her sternum. She was unable to find any words for Ben, unsure if they should be angry and defensive or consoling.

			Luckily, Ben went first. “They lost my bag.”

			Emotions tumbled off her body, an avalanche billowing out into a harmless powder. Ben explained, in monotone defeat, that the airline had called to inform him they’d lost his backpack and there was nothing they could do to find it. Anaa shook her head and apologized. She asked him if there was anything valuable in his bag, and he admitted he’d put his laptop in there, with all his portfolio files, app designs, photos, and everything else he’d been meaning to put on a hard drive.

			“And everything I needed for the next month…” He tossed her phone back on the bed and leaned forward, holding his head in his hands.

			Anaa stomped down the urge to tell him that he should never put his laptop in checked luggage and instead walked over and sat down next to him. She reached her arm around his back and hesitated for a moment before finally placing her fingers against his skin and pulling him into her. He adjusted naturally, folding into her side with one of his arms moving to rest behind her, leaning his head into the space between her shoulder and neck. She felt his breathing grow shaky and quick as her embrace knocked down his already flimsy emotional dam. He let a couple of tears fall but stopped them quickly, and soon his breaths grew deeper. But the two of them stayed like that for a while, or at least it felt that way to Anaa. When their breathing was calmly and firmly in sync, she offered softly, “Let’s order a pizza, get some wine, and watch a movie in bed?”

			Ben pulled his head back, his cheek red where he’d rested it on her shoulder, and gave her a lopsided grin.

			

			—

			
				Later that night, with two empty pizza boxes and two wineglasses on the floor of her room, Anaa sat up in bed watching the end of The Departed on her laptop. It was the third time she’d tried to watch it with Ben, but he still hadn’t seen the end. He was asleep next to her, as he had been for the past hour, but every so often she’d make some comment about the movie and he’d grumble something in response, pretending he was awake, as usual. When it ended, she asked him what he thought, and he shifted around to lie on his other side. She was about to laugh when she saw that his hand had streaked her white duvet with pizza sauce. Sighing, she got up and started tidying the room.

			After failing to get the sauce out of the duvet, Anaa lay down in bed, wide awake. Ben’s eyelids were twitching with dreams. She grabbed a pen and her notebook and opened it to a fresh page, then pressed the ballpoint against the paper and waited for something in her to move it. After a long, still moment, she decided she had to be more intentional. Beginning with one word and continuing in free association, she resorted to an exercise she often used to strengthen the connection between her brain and her hand.

			Beginning with the word stain, she continued: bleach burn stench hair crisp crumble ash sweep dust skin sticky wet. She winced as she read it back—it sounded like the diary of a serial killer. Turning the page, she tried again, but now it felt like too much of a conscious effort. She could feel herself being picky, as if another version of herself was holding the hand that gripped her pen, not letting her move until she found the right stream of consciousness. How could there be nothing useful floating around in her mind? One line, she only needed one good line to reassure herself that she’d chosen the right path, the right identity. For her first few months in the country, she had been busy with the logistics of adjusting to a new place and could easily reason that her lack of writing was simply the consequence of feeling overwhelmed. It was like what William Wordsworth once said, “Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquility.” She’d had a wealth of emotion, but very little tranquility in which to recollect it, much less give it shape on a page.

			But now, over six months in, she could feel the excuse wearing thin. Now, every time she opened her notebook, she fought the gnawing thought that she simply wasn’t able to write the way she used to, that while her skin glowed brighter, her words had dried up under the Portuguese sun. Even the poems she’d written in university felt unfamiliar to her, as if they hadn’t oozed from her own gooey insides but someone else’s. Though she felt closer now to the freedom of thought and action she’d always sought as a writer, she also felt increasingly like a fraud. She could help others, collaborate easily, produce exactly the words Tiago, Caroline, and Wallace were looking for, but when it came to her own work, she lacked the same clear direction.

			The duvet tugged against her as Ben stirred before falling back into a soft snore. She envied the way he could sleep, how he could put everything aside and know it would still be there the next day. He’d acquired objectively measurable skills in a field of secure, well-paid jobs, and never doubted his future’s inevitable success. In her most artistically barren moments, Anaa wanted to kick herself for not pursuing what had been expected of her: a postgraduate degree, a stable job, a good salary. A profession that stirred respect and envy, but not passion. Something that only required a small part of her soul so that she could devote the rest to cleaning her moderately sized condo, cooking balanced meals, and getting enough exercise. Maybe following that path would have, ironically, allowed her the mental clarity to become a better poet. Instead, she lived under constant fear that she was not fit to dream her own dreams.

			Snapping the notebook shut, she unlocked her phone in search of some distraction. She stared at the glowing screen and its colourful little squares promising marginally different hits of the same dopamine, unsure of which infinite feed to tap into. Scrolling social media had lost its appeal months ago, though she had previously clung to it to fill her longest, loneliest nights with the illusion that she was keeping up with her friends and family back home. After a while it had become too sad to watch everyone celebrate milestones, create inside jokes, and have formative experiences without her. It became a visual catalogue of all the familiar comforts she could have had around her. She was missing out on her little brother’s first year of university, her grandmother’s seventieth birthday, her oldest friend’s surgery, her university housemate’s engagement, the wild nights out and the funny anecdotes and all the moments before and after the pictures were taken. She caught herself wanting to crawl back into the very same exacting definition she’d wanted to escape, wishing she could ride the wave of nostalgia all the way across the Atlantic.

			Anaa eventually stopped sharing on social media as the comments on her own updates began to take on shades of defensiveness and sarcasm. Her parents would boast about Canada’s increased wages or harp on Portugal’s destructive colonial legacy in response to her starry-eyed descriptions of Lisbon, and her friends would joke that she’d abandoned them, though with an accusatory undertone. And when she finally made friends and found her rhythm in the city, she sometimes felt sad to feel so good in this place far away from everyone she’d ever loved; the more comfortable she got here, the less tethered she felt there. Time and distance expanded in the blue vacuum between the countries, voices from either side hardly reaching the other anymore. What disturbed Anaa most was that all it had taken was a few months and a lack of physical proximity for the relationships of her past to turn dull.

			But just as there were some relationships time inevitably weakened, there were others that only time could forge. Currently, her new friends were still in that early stage where their individual relationships with her were confined to specific topics.

			Caroline was best when it came to discussing writing or existential dread, though she had a brusque manner of speaking that required thick skin. Valerie was softer, ethereal yet well-educated, often speaking in abstractions and inviting Anaa in airy tones to feast on either sweet pastries or esoteric art. Hanging with Wallace usually involved going out and finding interesting people with crazy backstories; he was superb at reading strangers and dancing to techno till the sun came up, but Anaa’s conversations with him were often fuelled by drugs and alcohol and therefore forgotten. Maria was a taut ball of energy that was unmatched when it came to thrift shopping and gossip, she loved to talk about relationships, but mostly she loved to talk about her relationships, and she had a habit of interrupting you when she was bored. And then there was Tiago, who liked to talk about everything, and whom Anaa called only ten percent of the times she wanted to. He had been her closest semblance to constancy in the past few months; he was the one she could complain to about her job and go to for advice, and he would bash her co-workers and tell her how to respond in the office group chat. He was the only person she’d celebrated her birthday with since she hadn’t worked up the nerve to tell any of her other new friends, much less organize anything for herself. The day ended up being dreamier than even she could have imagined. He brought her to the Palácio de Monserrate in the foothills of Sintra, its romantic architecture and stunning gardens fittingly once a retreat for writers—referenced even in Lord Byron’s poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Anaa noted—and they picnicked under a big tree where they played backgammon and drank white wine. When they returned to the city, they had dinner then saw a film at a local theatre that was putting on a Krzysztof Kieślowski exhibition. At the end of the night, she told him that he’d somehow curated her perfect day. He replied with a theatrical shrug and said, I don’t know what you’re talking about, I just took you to do all my favourite things.

			Anaa opened her chat with Tiago. Earlier that evening, while she’d been thankful that it wasn’t a message from him that had sent Ben spiralling, a small part of her still thrashed with disappointment. He really hadn’t seen her. Ben had an almost supernatural ability to locate her in a crowded room, once even immediately spotting her in their school’s biggest lecture hall while delivering a jalapeño cream cheese bagel to her mid-class. He loved finding her in moments when she disappeared even to herself, completely immersed in something, enjoying her own invisibility. Tiago found her most impressive in the moments she wanted to be visible—showing him a song she’d found deep in a subreddit, providing an eloquent summary of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition of sky burials—whereas Ben was impressed when she least expected it: the efficient way she folded her clothes, how not a single kernel remained when she made stovetop popcorn. Her attraction to Tiago felt like something that was good for her, while her attraction to Ben simply felt good. One pushed, another pulled. Her heart pounded painfully out of rhythm, and she inhaled deeply as she looked again at Tiago’s message: Not sure if I can wait that long.

			Perversely, there was no one she wanted to talk about Ben with more than Tiago, and yet the thought of it was like an electric fence sending her jolting backwards every time she got close. She clicked off her phone and her bedside lamp, then settled under the covers. Looking over at Ben’s dark, sleeping outline, she felt so far away from him that even if she reached her hand out, she might not touch him.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			They woke up late the next day, groggy from the wine. Ben had woken up first but saw Anaa sleeping and decided to stay in bed, taking advantage of the rare opportunity to admire her without her squirming. An hour later, Anaa awoke and saw Ben sleeping, then watched him for a short while before closing her eyes again too.

			As they finally set out under the striking early afternoon sun, the impending collision of Anaa’s new and old lives made her woozy. She hastily applied some maroon lipstick over her wine-stained lips while Ben strode happily beside her in his freshly laundered gym clothes. She was acutely aware that they looked like they were going to very different places.

			“Um.” Anaa squinted in Ben’s direction. “So, I should tell you that my friends don’t know, by the way. About…us.”

			“Oh?” Ben looked at her quickly, glancing down at her lips, then returned his gaze forward.

			“Yeah, I just…didn’t really want to hear their unsolicited opinions.”

			“What kind of opinions?”

			“The opinions most people have about exes.” She shrugged. “That you should cut off all, you know, relations after the…relationship.”

			“Ah.” Ben nodded. “Right, okay. Yeah, that makes sense.”

			Anaa breathed a little easier.

			“So, they think we’re…friends?” he asked.

			“We are friends.” She nudged him gently with her shoulder. He didn’t look at her, but his lips forced a small smile. “Aren’t we?” She could see him catch a thought between his gritted teeth.

			“Of course.” After a moment, he added, “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.” They continued in silence for the rest of their walk.

			Anaa had planned to get some writing done during her week off with Ben, though now that he was here, she found herself craving some time away from him to straighten out the jumble of thoughts and sensations ricocheting inside her skull. She hoped the established dynamic with her friends would help; with them, she knew who she was, or who she needed to be. But with Ben there, the noise in her head was only growing louder.

			

			—

			Reaching the café, Anaa took in a tight breath as they entered the large, cool space, its dark-grey walls lined with plants, abstract paintings, and burlap coffee sacks. It was a bit too digital nomad-y for her liking, but it was one of the few cafés that had good vegetarian options and, most importantly, air conditioning. She led them to a large wooden table where Caroline and Wallace were already seated with cups of coffee and their notebooks and laptops open on the table.

			Wallace noticed them first, looking up through the strands of hair that fell into his face. “Hey, hey.” The swoop in his voice sounded too intrigued for Anaa’s liking.

			Caroline squinted her eyes at them and straightened her posture. “Anaa, and Anaa’s friend, welcome.”

			Anaa had warned them earlier that her friend was coming, but she felt something slightly taunting in Caroline’s tone. After she made introductions, Anaa watched Ben give her friends fist bumps. She smiled apologetically and kissed their cheeks as usual. They sat down and Anaa pulled out two notebooks and a pen while Ben pulled his large book from his backpack and plopped it on the table with a thud. Anaa spotted her friends eyeing the cover.

			“So, you’re from Canada?” Caroline asked, her deep voice only vaguely rising with the inflection of a question.

			“Yeah,” Ben said, leaning back in his chair with his knees spread out to the sides. “The same town where Anaa went to university.”

			“Oh yes, we’ve heard about that desolate place,” Caroline said with a subtle grin.

			Anaa crossed her ankles tightly under her chair.

			She had described the town to her friends as one that had once drawn artists from around the country in the seventies but which had since deteriorated into an industrial hotbed for drug abuse and poverty, buried under the well-regarded name of their school. Vibrant remnants of a rich late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century life remained in some of the beautiful brick manor-type homes downtown, but in recent decades the city had become a wasteland for transient student populations who fuelled the monopoly of major franchises over mom-and-pop establishments, and the campus was the only well-kept grounds for miles, besides only the new copy-paste, self-contained suburban neighbourhoods that were cropping up and eliminating any sense of identity the town once held.

			Ben looked at Anaa a little confused, though smiling. “It’s not bad.”

			“You still live there?” Wallace asked.

			“Yup. Same house where I grew up.”

			Caroline appeared fascinated. “And what do you do? For fun, I mean. I hate when people ask what job you have right away.”

			Anaa hummed in agreement and added, “Occupation only in the most literal occupying sense.” She wasn’t entirely sure that she’d communicated her thought clearly, but Caroline nodded sternly.

			“I don’t mind,” Ben said. “But yeah, um, I play a lot of sports. I don’t know, regular stuff. I’ve been playing a lot of video games recently, if we’re being honest.” He turned to Wallace for reinforcement. “Black Ops 4?”

			Wallace looked to Anaa, confused, then back to Ben. “Oh, I don’t really play video games.”

			“Ah, that’s cool,” Ben said. “Any sports? Anaa’s no help.”

			Anaa shared a sideways glance with Caroline. She was embarrassed by Ben’s chromosomal instinct to connect with other men using blatant stereotypes of masculinity, as if trying to distinguish themselves from the women in the room or gain an advantage before anyone ever said it was a competition.

			“Anaa’s more into mental gymnastics,” Caroline said. Anaa chuckled and nodded reluctantly.

			Wallace told Ben he liked to swim, and Ben gushed about how the low-impact movement was great for mobility while toning your muscles. Wallace agreed but explained that he mostly swam as a form of meditation. “It helps me drown out the other thoughts—excuse the obvious metaphor.” Wallace grinned. Ben chuckled with his artificial golf-course charisma and offered another fist bump.

			Anaa saw Caroline and Wallace exchange a look as if visually bookmarking the moment to come back to later.

			“Oh, Caroline, I finished that book you mentioned,” Anaa interjected. It was a queer sci-fi novel Caroline had casually recommended in conversation around a month ago, and Anaa had been excited to finish it so that she could talk to Caroline about it and show her that she’d remembered, that she valued her taste.

			Caroline’s face warmed in a rare eye-crinkling smile. “The one in the caves? Amazing, how did you like it?”

			“She built such a comprehensive world, there was no detail left unturned.” Anaa enunciated the line with careful enthusiasm. She had enjoyed it, but she was surprised to find that Caroline, who was often bluntly informing her of clichéd tropes and metaphors in her writing, would praise a story that had an it-was-all-a-dream ending. Still, Anaa recited the remarks she’d memorized from the top reviews she’d read online.

			Caroline proudly noted that she’d known Anaa would love it. Her faith in Anaa’s character felt so empowering that Anaa worked up the courage to recommend a book in return. They had been discussing the use of fragmented, patchwork narratives recently, which Caroline had been wanting to explore in a chapbook format, so Anaa recommended a multi-generational story about a family in Kolkata, which used dreamlike vignettes from various perspectives to paint a larger portrait of difficult subjects like the caste system, forbidden love, and the inheritance of trauma. It had won literary awards, so it was a safe recommendation, but Anaa was still banking on impressing her based on the fact that it was not very well-known.

			“Oh, yeah, I think I’ve heard of that,” Caroline said. “Pretty heteronormative and patriarchal, right? Marriages across classes and all that.” She pinched up her nose for half a second.

			Anaa wasn’t sure whether Caroline was criticizing the book itself or actual heteronormative, patriarchal classism, but her neck suddenly felt hot and she nodded nervously, shrinking back in her chair. “The writing is really good,” she offered weakly.

			Caroline nodded, took a sip of coffee, and picked up her pen. Anaa hoped she might scribble the title of the book on her page, but instead Caroline wrote down the date and proposed that they get to work on their poetry commission.

			Ben cleared his throat and asked Anaa if she wanted a coffee. Her neck burned as the second wave of embarrassment hit from realizing that Ben had been witness to her humiliating rejection. She wished he hadn’t come, she wished he was capable of spending a couple of hours alone, she wished he wasn’t so insistent on infiltrating every part of her life, she wished—she stopped herself. It was too easy to take it out on him. It was too easy to assume that Ben’s presence had somehow changed her friends’ view of her, that they’d inferred something about her through him which now made her less convincing.

			“Sure,” she replied, watching Ben as he got up. He took a step towards the counter then turned back.

			“Americano, right?” he asked, self-conscious from yesterday’s coffee debacle.

			“Yeah.” The relief on his face was balm enough for her nerves. “Okay,” Anaa said, uncapping her pen and forcing mental blinders on, suddenly wanting to get this session over with as fast as possible. “Shall we?”

			They were tasked with creating a series of short poems for the magazine based on the theme of water, and they soon started scribbling away, occasionally asking each other for synonyms or their reflex interpretations of certain images. As usual, Anaa mostly helped Caroline and Wallace with their poems while she struggled to produce any clear visions, writing and rewriting lines from various angles in case something caught.

			At one point Wallace sighed and shifted his notebook over to Anaa, pointing at the end of a stanza that wasn’t working. Ben peeked over the top of his book to watch as she analyzed Wallace’s text for a moment. “Hmm, classic,” she said with a degree of pleasure. “You have a kiki word here, when you need a bouba.” Ben looked like he wanted to laugh, unsure if she was joking. Wallace asked where and she pointed to the word elliptic. “The images in these two lines before are blue and round—the Voyelles’ ‘o’ if we’re being generous—so you could try something like oblong instead.” Wallace tapped his temple, pointed at her, and thanked her, but her pride in helping him was quickly countervailed by Ben’s expression, which regarded her as though she’d just spoken in a foreign language. Readjusting in her seat, she focused her eyes back on her page, unable to read even the few words she’d scribbled there.

			Ben started to get antsy after about fifteen minutes of reading. Anaa saw him bobbing his knee up and down, stretching his neck to the left then to the right, adjusting his posture in his chair. When Wallace asked the girls what connotation the word sodden stirred in them, the three of them got into a conversation about how wetness, “public wetness,” had been, at some point, deemed objectionable, and Ben poorly concealed a grin as they enumerated several examples beyond the one that first came to his mind: Tears were meant to be shed in private, even if the sorrow hit you in public. Sweat became something that had to be hidden, so much so that an entire industry was dedicated to clogging up your armpits with aluminum. If you showered, you were supposed to dry your hair before leaving the house. Even breastfeeding became essentially forbidden in most places, “the release of life-giving sap exiled from public view,” Caroline said, before she scribbled something down. The three of them pitched ever-stranger facts about the oppressive and hypocritical attitudes of the patriarchy in regard to wetness, breasts, and women’s general sopping existence in a sort of twisted game to see who could tease out the most absurdly true phrase. When Caroline eventually landed, as she unfailingly did, on her favourite refrain, “Men are completely terrified of women,” Ben got up and bought a few pastries.

			When he returned, they had all gone back to their pages, and in their silence he crunched away at the table, buttery flakes and sprinkles of powdered sugar falling around the perimeter of his plate.

			At some point Caroline looked up and appeared to stare at Ben, who paused mid-bite. But she’d spotted a guy behind Ben who had just walked into the café talking on his phone, wearing all black except for a thin strand of pearls around his neck, holding a weathered copy of Crime and Punishment. Anaa followed her eyeline and recognized, with a degree of uneasiness, that it was Pedro. He was one of those people who was around at every underground music event, a reminder of how incredibly small the city could feel when the sparkle of newness dulled. For Anaa, there was nothing like recognizing and being recognized by others in this new city; it was the radiance of belonging, and it still glimmered around her daily. But in the case of Pedro, no glint lasted past their first interaction. Caroline lifted a hand at him, and he waved back. Wallace turned and gave him a nod, which he returned before glancing quickly over at Anaa and then walking to the back terrace where he could smoke.

			“You’ve met, right?” Caroline asked into the void of Anaa’s greeting.

			“Unfortunately,” she replied. Ben twisted his head to better observe Pedro. Then he, Caroline, and Wallace all fixed their eyes on Anaa, and she immediately regretted saying anything. “He’s just…weird around me.” She sighed. They kept staring at her, urging her to continue. “When we were at that party across the river, I went to the bathroom and he was waiting in line behind me, and he, you know, tried to flirt or whatever.” Anaa ignored Ben’s hand gripping his napkin nervously. “But he started going on about how I’m so exotic.” She waited for a reaction, but they all kept waiting for the rest of the story. “And, yeah, I sort of called him out and walked away, and ever since then he just gives me this icy look.”

			“He probably didn’t mean it like that,” Wallace said. “It’s likely a translation thing. Exótica is used here all the time, even for gardens with plants from other countries.”

			“That’s technically what exotic means,” Caroline added. “Something that originates in a foreign country.”

			“He’s a good guy,” Wallace said, shrugging. “I’ve spent more than a few nights out with him. He wouldn’t want to offend you.”

			Anaa understood where this was going. “Yeah, no, I didn’t want to imply that he was intentionally offensive or anything, but—Yeah, you’re probably right,” she said, shaking her head.

			“No, it was weird of him to say,” Caroline said firmly. “But just ignore him.”

			Anaa wanted to believe that her friends intended to soothe her, that they simply wanted to save her from adding any unnecessary weight to a situation that might very well be all in her mind. She glanced at Ben, but his attention was on Pedro, and she could guess he was more concerned with the fact that Pedro had tried to flirt with her than the way he’d made her feel. It wasn’t dissimilar to an instance in university when Anaa told him that a guy had said she was cute for a brown girl and Ben was more upset about the fact that he’d only left her at the bar for a moment and someone had already pounced on her.

			An uneasy silence hung over the table until a light bulb suddenly flashed in Caroline’s eyes and she began scribbling something on her page, a moment they all respected as something not to be interrupted. Anaa and Wallace also returned to their pages, and Ben had a faraway look in his eyes as he twisted his napkin between his fingers.

			

			—

			Nearly half an hour later, Anaa hadn’t written anything she remotely liked. It was all words and no rhythm, no real meaning pulling one line to the next. Caroline peeked over at the vague symbols on her page, and amidst Anaa’s panic she hoped maybe Caroline would see something there that wasn’t intentional but that she could run with anyway. Caroline hummed, then said, “You’re having a red wheelbarrow moment.”

			“So much depends upon it!” Wallace waved his ink-stained hand in the air.

			“It’s a white chicken, isn’t it?” Anaa sighed dramatically.

			They laughed, and Ben joined in faintly, though it was clear he didn’t understand what was funny.

			Caroline noticed his discomfort and said, “Sorry, you’re not a William Carlos Williams fan, are you?”

			Ben shook his head and Anaa hoped he wouldn’t say anything. She checked the time and said they had to leave. Ben perked up. When Caroline asked why, Anaa explained that they had to go buy Ben some clothes, and he leaned back into his seat heavily, remembering all the things he’d lost. He filled Caroline and Wallace in on what had happened with his bag, and they expressed their condolences.

			“You should never check your laptop,” Caroline added, shaking her head.

			“I’m surprised they allowed you to check it, actually,” Wallace added.

			The relief Ben had started to display quickly disappeared, and Anaa could hear his tone sour. “Yeah, well, I didn’t plan to, but they said there wasn’t enough space in the overhead, so what else could I do? They said I had to check it.”

			Anaa cut in and announced that the flea market would close soon. Packing up her notebooks, she said, “The muse isn’t with me today anyway. She’s off running errands, buying milk, taking out the trash.” Ben had been cleaning up his crumbs but paused to watch her as she said this, and she turned her head to avoid his eyes.

			“She’s here one day and gone for ten,” Caroline said.

			“She’s a tease, which is, unfortunately, exactly my type,” Wallace added.

			They all laughed and Anaa blew her friends a kiss and said tchau as she started to lead Ben away. He delivered a short goodbye and Anaa watched her friends return to their pages in silence, no taunting or intrigue left in their tones or gazes.

			She wondered if, after getting to know Ben a little, her friends had ruled out the possibility that someone like her would have ever dated someone like him. She couldn’t imagine them telling Tiago anything scandalous after that uneventful meeting.

			Ben zipped past her out of the café. They walked in silence down the steep road, his formerly light stride now a laborious flump from one leg to the next. She feared what was going on in his mind, what he thought of her friends, of her, what his mood would be for the rest of the day, the rest of the week. Should she have stood up for him? Did she give him enough attention? Did she sound strange to him? She felt all the things she could say to him, the things she wanted to say and the things she didn’t, tumbling like critters crawling over one another at the base of her lungs.

			As the road curved out of sight from the café, Ben reached his arms out, stretched his neck, and finally said: “They really know how to kick a man when he’s down.”

			Anaa scrunched her nose and apologized. “Sometimes they don’t really pick up on people’s feelings,” she explained. Anaa liked Caroline and Wallace for their strong personalities, the way they never wavered in their opinions or said they liked something when they didn’t. It was so unlike herself, and she wanted so badly to be described in the same way. But occasionally she was put off by their unwillingness to bend, and she could see why she had always been so accommodating and gentle in the first place. She could see how, in even these small moments, a lack of pliancy and compassion could really impact someone.

			Ben remained stone-faced as they continued walking. “Pretty insensitive for the poet type, no?”

			Anaa laughed. “Yeah, I guess it’s a bit strange.”

			“And what the hell was that about the William Williams guy?”

			“William Carlos Williams.”

			“Yeah, who is he?”

			“He’s a famous modernist poet.”

			“And the wheelbarrow?”

			“It’s his poem.” She put on as ridiculously profound a tone as she could muster and recited: “so much depends / upon // a red wheel / barrow // glazed with rain / water // beside the white / chickens.”

			Ben waited for more. When he realized she’d finished, he said, “Wait, that’s it?”

			Anaa nodded, finding much pleasure in his distressed expression. She knew exactly how and why poetry could seem like a load of garbage to some people, but she also felt well equipped to speak to the mechanics of its brilliance, to defend its eloquence. With Ben there, however, she found it much easier to simply laugh at the eccentricity, plain as it was.

			“But what does it mean?” Ben asked.

			Anaa grinned. “I have no idea.”

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Anaa finally had a moment to herself while Ben was trying on clothes in a small curtained booth. She’d been coming to this weekly flea market religiously, mostly just to thumb through the old books, but as she strolled now along tables of jewellery, antique knick-knacks, cork souvenirs, and mismatched clothes racks, she felt her body lose its sense of direction, hesitating with every step. Moments from the café whirred through her mind, the fresh past already warping in the tense grip of her memory.

			Everything around her felt so familiar, yet somehow changed. The city was the same, she wore the same clothes, walked the same speed, had the same hands, but the sky and the streets had opened wider. And it made her feel small, small like she used to feel all the time.

			She noticed people staring at her. Of course, people in Lisbon always stared. It had made Anaa squirm during her first month, though she tried to avoid ruminating on what it was about her that drew so much attention. In Canada, besides the fact that there were plenty more people who looked like her, everyone usually kept their eyes down, and if someone glanced at you and you made eye contact, they would avert their gaze. Here, however, people let their eyes linger wherever they pleased, and Anaa had learned that it was generally less inquisitive or confrontational, and more simply habit. She got so used to it that sometimes she’d stare back without even feeling her heart pulse faster. As she waited for Ben by the makeshift changing booth, however, she felt as though she had a bright light emanating from her forehead. She flicked through some hanging shirts, trying to ground herself by focusing on the screech of the metal hooks sliding along the rack, but her mind whirred louder.

			She shouldn’t have introduced Ben to her friends. Her thoughts emoted in doubles, on top of one another, like anxious echoes from the dim cave of that café, now spotty and confused in the sun. No, she thought, the dizzying quality was…familiarity, old feelings layered on top of crisp ones, her body’s off-kilter déjà vu. She felt sensitive to things, seemingly at random—tangles of fuchsia beaded necklaces, the passing heat of a stranger’s breath, the smell of an old wooden clock. She struggled to separate her thoughts, the beginnings of which swallowed their own ends.

			Introducing Ben to anyone in her life had never frayed her nerves like this before. She remembered taking him home to meet her family for the first time, during the holidays, how contagious his eagerness and confidence had been. She only briefly wondered if his lack of nerves actually signalled a lack of care, but she soon understood that it was simply his extraordinary power to express his nerves as excitement rather than fear. Anaa was suspicious of unfounded optimism because confidence was something she’d only ever experienced through hard work and preparation, never through mere belief. On the rare days when Ben’s blanket optimism didn’t feel oppressive, it felt like a shiny toy he offered to share with her. And he had the skills to sustain it. Within five minutes of meeting her mother, he’d completely enchanted her, telling her that he now understood where Anaa got her good looks. Anaa had closed her eyes to restrain herself from groaning. With similar speed, Ben won over her little brother using his vast knowledge of video games, and he quickly earned her father’s respect as he indulged him in conversation about civil engineering, which Anaa’s father had studied, even though Ben was studying software engineering. Ben also somehow managed to get Anaa’s reserved grandmother up dancing, and he even disarmed her grumpy grandfather by sneaking him extra servings of dessert. He demonstrated great sportsmanship as her uncles and aunts repeatedly asked him if the food was too spicy, and he earned their gratitude with the great lengths he went to in entertaining their young children. He fit in so well that Anaa didn’t even have to worry about making sure he felt comfortable.

			At one point after dinner, Anaa was talking to her mother about the poem she had recently published in her school’s literary journal, specifically how they’d italicized the words she’d underlined even though there were other words that she’d italicized, and her whole point had been the different way those two emphases would sound—a creative distinction the editor had complimented her on—but now it was all messed up in print. In the middle of her exasperated monologue, her mother looked away, clearly not listening. Following her mother’s eyeline, Anaa saw Ben holding her newborn cousin, swaying the baby gently. There was no apprehension in his body, he was completely at ease. It was so unlike the way Anaa felt when she held a baby, rife with trepidation at the risk of dropping it, at the various fluids that might leak from its body, or at the probability that it might take one look at her and instinctively wail, knowing it was in unreliable hands. Ben was softly murmuring something to the baby boy, and Anaa immediately knew, against her will, that Ben would one day make the best kind of father: gentle, loving, communicative, emotional. Even her aunt felt comfortable enough to leave Ben on his own to grab a snack. As if hearing her thoughts, Ben looked up directly into Anaa’s eyes. He smiled steadily, strong with certainty, persistent with desire. He signalled her over with a slight tilt of his head, and she crossed the room slowly. She mentally readied herself to be handed the baby, but Ben shook his head at her open hands. Just a little longer, he said. Then, in the same steady, loving tone, You want one? Anaa laughed for lack of response. God no, she managed, I want to actually enjoy my twenties. He dropped his playful smirk and looked at her sincerely, nodded. I can wait. He’d said it with such tender inevitability. Though she would never admit it, his confidence in her was intoxicating; throughout that holiday she even began to hallucinate herself as the kind of person he envisioned her becoming, succumbing to the tempting idea that no matter which path she took, she would end up in the same warm, safe place.

			Ben knew his future, and as nauseatingly traditional as it was, she envied him for it. She even found herself wanting to be part of it, particularly as she watched him integrate himself seamlessly in her home, keeping the conversation flowing with her family, bringing up details he’d remembered about them at exactly the right times to make them laugh, offering to pick up groceries, to help with the cooking, to wash the dishes. He was showing her how easy it could be, how easy it already was. But as the holiday came to an end, she began to feel irritated, deceived, as if she’d been lured into someone else’s dream. She stuffed the feeling away; she couldn’t be mad at him, he’d been the perfect guest. His presence had even made her family more visibly loving towards her—even almost proud—and she found, in a way, she could claim some credit for everyone’s enjoyment by virtue of having invited Ben. After that holiday, she never stressed about introducing him to the people in her life, never worried over whether he’d fit in. But, somewhere along the line, something had changed.

			It’s funny, she thought, all his skills and interests that were a success with the people back home no longer worked here. She wished she could blame it on the distance, a regional gap of biological fitness, but the real difference lay at a deeper axis, one within her. With a sudden great effort, she tried to release the afternoon with her friends from her mind, to let go entirely of the responsibility she felt for Ben’s impression on others, good or bad. It simply wasn’t hers anymore.

			Ben emerged from the changing booth, and Anaa immediately disembarked from her anxious train of thought. He’d already tried a few things on but had found problems with everything—the sleeve length was off, the logo was weird, the material too scratchy. It turned out that Ben, despite never really claiming a distinct style, was still a very picky shopper. He would come out from behind the curtain and strike various “casual” poses in the mirror to see what he would look like to everyone else. He’d stand facing away from the mirror then turn his head quickly, as if someone had called his name, to try to glimpse himself “just wearing” the clothes and “not modelling” them, as he put it. But as he stood in front of the mirror now, his eyes slid over to Anaa, awaiting her opinion first.

			She took him in. He wore cream shorts, which cut off mid-thigh, and an olive-green short-sleeve button-up, rolled up once at the sleeves the way Anaa used to do for him. It was criminal how suddenly charming he appeared, as if he were about to invite her on a bike ride through the countryside.

			“Wow,” Anaa heard herself say.

			The owner of the small clothing booth, an older, heavy-set woman wearing at least eight necklaces, came over to see Ben, clasping her hands in approval. “Maravilhoso!”

			Anaa nodded in agreement. “Tens across the board.”

			Ben beamed. “Is that surprising?” he asked distractedly as he tried to see what he looked like from the back.

			“And so humble, too,” she added.

			The woman approached him from behind and brushed her hands along his chest, smoothing down the faint wrinkles of the shirt, smiling at him in the reflection. “Assenta-te que nem uma luva.”

			Anaa stifled a laugh. “Sim! Alright, let’s buy this stuff before she asks you out.”

			Ben looked at her again in the mirror. “You really think this looks okay on me?”

			“Yeah, you look…yeah.”

			He smiled, then disappeared into the change room again.

			Anaa started browsing through other shirts, mostly to feel the fabric against her fingers. “I’ve hardly seen you in this kind of stuff,” she said just loud enough for him to hear. “Non-sports stuff.”

			“Well, I’ll need a new wardrobe if I’m ever going to date again,” Ben said.

			Anaa’s fingers froze, and she cleared her throat. It hadn’t occurred to her that she was dressing him for someone else. The thought pinched at her ribs, and she inhaled tightly. His blithe delivery irritated her. She wished she could see his face; it was hard to read whether he was intentionally prodding her into jealousy or simply reminding her of the distance now between them. Or perhaps it was neither. She decided to take the bait. “You haven’t gone on any dates?”

			Ben was silent for a moment. “Nope.”

			She braced for the question in return. Her body tensed, as if prepared to bolt. But he didn’t say anything else. “I see.” She felt a petty reflex arise, and blurted, “But you plan to? With your new wardrobe picked by your ex-girlfriend?”

			“Would that be weird?”

			She thought for a moment, imagining Ben dating other girls who shared the same taste as her. She could only imagine these girls as tiny, translucent shapes, mere fractions of her own opacity, impossible to compare. But the levity of that thought dropped like an anvil down through her body as she started to wonder whether Ben would think the same way about Tiago.

			Ben opened the curtain, still wearing his new clothes. Noticing her expression, he added, “Maybe I’ll just burn everything at the end of this trip instead.”

			Anaa thought for a moment. “Incredibly wasteful—but do what you gotta do.”

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			After an exhausting afternoon accompanying Ben to several huge retail stores that Anaa hoped she wouldn’t be spotted in—her friends would curl their lips even catching a whiff of the unethical fabric—they sat cross-legged on her bed eating Chinese food and drinking beer, Ben in his old shorts and Anaa in her nightdress. It was cheap beer and mediocre food, but they ate their spicy tofu and tipped back those cold bottles as if they were the best things they’d ever tasted.

			That was one of the parts of their relationship Anaa had loved most, that they could enjoy even the most ordinary experiences so much more through the other’s enjoyment of them. They would rhapsodize generously just to show each other how much they were enjoying themselves enjoying this ordinary thing together. Listening to music in the car wasn’t ever merely a way to pass the time—it offered the chance for one person’s finger tapping to turn into the other’s head bobbing, which then escalated into a full performance with eyes closed in passion and elaborate hand gestures, drawing attention at the red light.

			Ben had no reservations about expressing his delight. He would jump up and down, whoop and moan enthusiastically. This type of loud, unadulterated expression was so different from how Anaa’s new friends conducted themselves, most of whom would play it cool even during the chorus of their favourite childhood song. She had to admit that their nonchalance was effective, particularly in the way it won them her respect and made her tone down her own childish exclamations around them to emulate the same aura of mystique. But she also didn’t feel that pure, unfiltered excitement should be relegated only to children. In fact, she knew Ben’s way was better, healthier for the spirit. Yet that didn’t stop the echoes of disdain in her head as Ben mm-ed again at the completely unremarkable food. She wondered, Could one have good taste and still enjoy everything to the fullest?

			“I mean, it’s not the best I’ve had, but it’s hitting the spot,” she said.

			Ben looked at her as if she’d betrayed their unspoken pact. “What, you mean this cheap takeout isn’t the best you’ve ever had?”

			She exhaled sharply and quickly added, “Remember that place we got takeout from in New York?”

			“Oof, okay, yeah, that was the best.”

			Anaa put her chopsticks and food on the nightstand and stood up to get some cash from her purse, but when she handed the money to him, he shook his head. Sitting back down in bed, she waved the bills at him, and he turned his head away, scooping the rest of the noodles into his mouth using a fork. While his hands were occupied, she attempted to slip the cash into his shorts, but he caught her and gently smacked her hand away.

			“What do you think I am, some discount stripper?” He reached back and placed his container down on the floor.

			“If only.” Anaa tried again to put the money in his shorts, adding, “Come on, this is a pro-sex work household!”

			He was too prepared, though, she didn’t stand a chance. She laughed and gave up, putting the cash down beside her. She sat back against the cool wooden headboard and looked around her room, Ben’s form next to her on the bed as it had been so many times before, their smiles lingering as they’d lingered for hundreds of hours before. For a moment, she forgot she was in Lisbon. It didn’t necessarily feel like she was anywhere. It could be any room in the world, she thought suddenly. Outside these walls felt wholly irrelevant.

			“So, where are we going tomorrow?” Ben asked, reaching across her to grab her unfinished food.

			“What, you’re not impressed with the view right here? Look, you can see our unique landscape,” she said, pointing to the slanted ceiling, then the small window in it. “Notice the ancient architecture.”

			He raised his eyebrows in appreciation. “So true. It’s basically a World Heritage site.”

			“It is actually a protected site.” She put up her fists to prove it.

			“I love the authentic local cuisine too,” Ben said as he held up the Chinese food container. “You just can’t get this back home.”

			“And you’re really getting a rare, intimate experience being guided by an almost-certified local who is definitely on her way to maybe one day knowing the language.”

			“And who is pretty sure about a lot of facts.”

			“Being a local means spreading informed rumours.”

			“I’m going to go back home and tell everyone that the locals are all short and nerdy.”

			“A better synonym is gorgeous.”

			Ben smiled and started to form a thought that looked, from the stillness of his eyes, like it was going to be joke-stoppingly sincere, so Anaa was relieved when her phone buzzed. She picked it up and saw a message from Tiago: Meet me before the reading tomorrow? I want to talk.

			Anaa felt the weight of her body gather in her stomach. There was nothing worse than advance notice of a talk. She hadn’t been giving him enough attention, she knew, but it had only been a couple of days. Was that really enough to warrant an argument? Or had Caroline and Wallace mentioned something? A sneaking suspicion arose that Tiago might have intended to worry her, but she squashed it down with her thumbs on the screen. Busy before, let’s talk after?

			“What’s up?” Ben asked, watching her chew her lip.

			Another message arrived: I feel like you’re avoiding me. Prove me wrong?

			Anaa was suddenly aware that her face was betraying her. “Nothing,” she said with affected coolness.

			“We’re going to play that game?” He put the container on the floor and took a sip of her beer. “Come on, Anaa. I’m right here. You know I’m always here for you. Talk to me.”

			She could just tell him. Now was as good a time as ever. Wobbling faintly, her heart knocked at her ribs. There was no reason to make it sound any bigger than it was, because it wasn’t that big anyway, was it?

			She feared that whatever she said it was—casual or…otherwise—might quickly become the truth. But that little urge to lie made her change her mind about telling Ben at all. Not now, not yet. Responding quickly to Tiago, Tomorrow, I promise, she lowered herself down to lie on her side, propped her head up on her palm, and squinted her eyes at Ben, buying some time by changing the subject. “Always here to talk, hmm? I do remember once hearing that and proceeding to spend the entire night awake by myself in our tent.”

			Ben watched her earnestly. Each time they got closer to feeling like them again, something pulled her away so abruptly. Her mood flipped from one moment to the next, he could hardly keep up. But he knew something was weighing on her, and her burden saddened him almost as much as her reluctance to tell him about it. He was sure if she just explained it, he could help her. There was no use trying to pry it out of her, though. She didn’t work that way. He needed to play along, to surreptitiously ease her back to comfort, back to him. “Homebound Fest,” he replied. He leaned back, adjusting so that he sat facing her with one of his legs folded in and the other stretched out diagonally across the bed.

			“I was really tripping in the tent, verging on an anxiety attack, and you told me not to worry and that you’d stay up with me as long as I needed, talk me through it, and you went on and on about how you’d always be there for me—”

			Ben shifted his weight and looked up at the ceiling for a moment, fighting back a guilty smile. “Okay, I know what—”

			“—and then you passed out, like, immediately?”

			“That was different!” he cried.

			Anaa lowered her eyelids. “Mhm.”

			“The rest of the festival was so great, though,” Ben said, smiling at her narrowed eyes.

			The three-day music festival happened to align with a three-day heat wave in Ontario, and the event entailed standing in huge, sweaty crowds under the sun all day. He’d insisted on organizing the entire trip since Anaa initially turned the whole idea down on account of how busy she’d been interning at a local newspaper. She’d warned him about the weather and sent him lists of everything they’d need, yet they arrived at the festival thoroughly unprepared. Their tent was too small and Ben hadn’t brought anything to combat heat absorption despite the links Anaa had sent for reflective tarps; he forgot to bring pillows, so they had to rely on their rolled-up sweaters; he hadn’t reserved any shower time slots in advance, and the lines were endless; and he’d packed meals in glass jars, which weren’t allowed on the campground, so they’d had to fork over eye-watering sums for food. Anaa maintained a stern silence with every bump, biting her tongue every time they encountered a problem she’d warned him about. Worse than being disappointed, she had expected things to go wrong. Ben was generous but often didn’t think beyond the initial high of giving a gift. It wasn’t a bad trait, and Anaa was grateful that he’d bought the tickets, that he’d wanted her to see the artists she loved without her going through the trouble of planning the logistics. But by sunset on the second day, they were exhausted and rank-smelling. To make up for it, for what neither wanted to say aloud, they indulged a little too heavily in the drugs that Ben had remembered to bring.

			On the second night, they were on their way to see an artist Anaa was obsessed with when Ben suddenly felt his legs turn into jelly, his feet squishing beneath him, his vision distorting. He’d tried to pull it together, but even while standing still in the packed audience, he’d felt his body was somehow falling. Anaa could see in his eyes that he wasn’t going to make it. They went back to their tent, and as he started to mellow out, he realized she was shivering, the high finally kicking in for her. She was hardly speaking, he could see her retreat somewhere inside, and though he tried to comfort her, he could feel his consciousness melting off him. He didn’t even remember most of what he’d said when Anaa recounted her horrible experience the next morning. He only remembered being thankful that his body always forcibly did what was best for him, namely putting him to sleep. It was so different from Anaa, whose endlessly whirring neurons seemed to short-circuit her mind-body connection and override the simplest solutions. Ben could see her brain warp the same chemicals that he’d ingested into a completely different beast, one that agitated her to the end while it put him straight to bed.

			“The sweat and the stench I could’ve lived without,” Anaa said, “but the last night was nice.” The Killers closed the festival, but instead of packing into the massive crowd, Ben and Anaa decided to ride the Ferris wheel on the far end of the field.

			Their skin was still warm from the long day of sun, and the night breeze offered a gentle freshness that cleared away the grime of the past three days. Sorry this weekend has been kinda rough, Ben said, kissing her forehead. I just wanted to do something nice for you. I want to do so much for you. Anaa looked at him and saw intense desire tangled with fierce remorse; that someone could feel such powerful emotions about her completely assuaged her. She wanted to wipe away his pained expression in the same way his words had wiped away her frustration, so she drew her hands over his face and replied, Thank you. I love you for trying, honestly, but I will be planning our trips from now on. He laughed, and she was relieved to see his expression lighten. When their carriage slowly reached the top of the wheel, fireworks exploded into the sky. Pink and green sprays, golden sparkles, and crackling silver streaks illuminated the contours of their faces, the tips of the trees below, and the thousands of heads bobbing to the music. If Anaa had had any energy left, she would have laughed at how ludicrously romantic their luck was, but instead she let it float down around her, leaning all her weight against Ben, allowing herself to believe, only for a few seconds, that the world could align for them in such a perfect, untouchable moment.

			Ben seemed lost in the memory, and Anaa started collecting the takeout containers and empty beer bottles, the sudden movement chasing away their silence. He intercepted and took the garbage from her, packing it away in its paper bag. “You clean when you’re nervous,” he teased.

			“I’m just a clean person,” Anaa replied. She crossed her legs on the bed, watching him get up and place the bag by the door. “I might be a little nervous,” she said quietly.

			He slowly lowered himself back onto the bed in front of her and sat cross-legged as well, so that their knees were slightly touching. “It’s just me, Anaa,” he said with a serious expression, leaning forward and forcing her to make eye contact.

			“Yeah, but it’s me, Ben,” she replied, leaning forward to mimic him.

			“But we’re Benanaa,” he replied. They both said automatically: “Nutritious and delicious.”

			They broke into big, goofy smiles and, almost without thought, Ben closed the gap between them. With one hand gently along her jaw, they kissed with such immense familiarity that Anaa felt like taking a huge gulp, and she could feel he wanted the same. But her mind quickly caught up to her lips and she pulled away.

			With some hesitation, they leaned back and looked at one another. Then a small smile spread on Ben’s face, and Anaa realized she was smiling back. They had kissed a million times before, but never had she felt such an overwhelming sense of ease locked away behind his lips, their entire world safeguarded right there, where nothing had ever changed. She felt as if she’d briefly opened a door to a fantastic party clanging with the sounds of laughter and easy happiness, then closed the door and walked away. She couldn’t stay. Looking down, she picked at her hands. “We shouldn’t…”

			Ben was visibly deflated but straightened his posture. “Yeah, no, of course.”

			Anaa bit her lip. Her insides broiled and she felt suddenly parched. Longing throbbed painfully in her body, but her throat was filled with hot, dry air, the rest of her explanation evaporating there.

			All she could think of was what Tiago would say, how with a phrase or two he could demolish everything they’d built, everything she’d been building. The rest of what she wanted to say to Ben remained trapped under that imagined rubble.

			Craving the obscurity of the dark, she suggested they get some sleep.

			They both lay awake for a few minutes, acutely aware of each other’s bodies. Ben, of course, fell asleep first—Anaa knew from the way his breathing started to scratch gently against the back of his throat. About an hour later, or perhaps three, she couldn’t tell, she still lay in the same position, unable to give in to the exhaustion she felt. She slowly turned her body to face Ben. He looked completely at peace, completely comfortable, completely unaware.

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Anaa didn’t remember when she’d finally closed her eyes, but when she opened them, she expected to see Ben there, asleep in the same position, with his mouth still partly open. Instead, there was only an empty space illuminated by stark white morning light.

			She got up quickly, too quickly, and her vision blotted as her head swirled with questions. Was he upset? Did she ruin everything? What exactly was she worried about ruining?

			She padded out into the living room and found Ben doing a handstand against the wall.

			“Good morning!” Ben said, still upside down. His face was red from the rush of blood, but he was beaming.

			Anaa nodded at him and walked to the bathroom. She avoided her own eyes in the mirror, feeling silly for worrying about Ben’s mood. No matter what he was upset about, all he needed was either a good night’s sleep, a big meal, or to expend some energy.

			She looked down to grab her toothbrush and saw the tube of toothpaste, which she’d straightened out the day before, once again deformed with the shape of a clenched fist, the loose cap now in the company of discarded clothing tags. She sighed.

			

			—

			
				They went out for a late breakfast at a quieter miradouro tucked away on a residential street. To get there, you had to follow a long, curved path that intersected with the sidewalk so inconspicuously that most people simply walked by the turn. Anaa herself had passed it a few times before Caroline took her there. The panoramic terrace hugged the hill and had stone benches with a pergola overhead, vines lacing through the wooden beams. A large stone slab looking out onto the view of Lisbon’s central valley featured a tiled painting of exactly the same view, which always made Anaa laugh.

			They sat outside a tiny orange café, a box that was smaller than Anaa’s room, and feasted on sandwiches and coffee in the sun. Ben wore some of the new clothes he’d bought, navy blue shorts and a beige short-sleeved button-up, and Anaa wore her cream linen shorts and a white tank top. She noticed a few young women, obvious tourists, staring at them, which inevitably happened when Ben put on real clothes. Tourists often stared when she was with Tiago as well, but she imagined the two of them were fulfilling some preconceived fantasy of what the locals must look like. She wondered what she looked like to these tourists now, next to Ben.

			He, of course, was oblivious to the effect he had. He could look so irresistible if he wanted to, Anaa thought with a pang of desire. She was giving herself up to the ebb and flow of her emotions, letting the nervousness, attraction, and caution cross and flash in the background of her mind like the cars passing through the grid of roads below.

			“You look good,” she said, trying to sound matter-of-fact.

			Ben seemed surprised, then gave her a coy smile. “You think so?”

			She nodded casually, as if she’d said it might rain later, though her heart pumped a beat faster at the way his gaze upon her warmed, precisely as she’d hoped it would. “So, I’ve made a list of things you can do while I go to this poetry thing tonight.”

			Ben raised an eyebrow. “Poetry thing?”

			“Yeah, I told you about it.” She didn’t actually remember if she’d told him about it, but his memory was reliably spotty, and after years of quarrels accompanied by Anaa’s damning receipts, he had made fake-remembering his default response. He nodded slowly, and Anaa continued, “It’s just a couple hours. I’m not going to ask you to go, don’t worry.”

			He rolled it around in his mind for a moment. “I could go.”

			“It’s going to be Caroline, Wallace, and that crowd,” Anaa said, hoping they wouldn’t actually show up; she could already imagine Tiago’s face if they asked why Ben wasn’t there.

			It was enough for Ben to hear those names. “Ah. Okay.” He’d been eager to meet Anaa’s friends at the café, but it hadn’t gone as he’d expected. He was usually good at meeting new people. It was something he hadn’t even realized was a skill until he met other engineering majors who were brilliant in school but suffered in their social lives. Ben, on the other hand, found it easy to bond with strangers. It was like his superpower: he was far from being a top student, but all his professors loved him; he had a good relationship with everyone who worked at the tennis club, from the managers to the maintenance staff; and everywhere he went, people remembered him and made an effort to say hello. Once he’d recognized this was a strength that very few people had, it became foundational to the way he saw himself. But it seemed like the more he embraced this trait, and the more widely he used it, the less impressed Anaa became. She seemed to value a more exclusive energy, like how a cat’s guardedness made its exposed belly feel so much more special to witness, and her friends appeared to prefer the same.

			He’d felt them eyeing him curiously only until they could categorize him to their own satisfaction, then they’d dismissed him. He was outside their realm of importance, overlooked before they’d even given him a real chance to win them over. But Ben wasn’t ashamed of what he liked, where he was from, or how he chose to interact with people; it had worked thus far, and he wasn’t going to change it now for some people who lived their lives by entirely different standards. He wanted to believe Anaa thought similarly, but the way she had picked at the skin around her nails and nervously tucked her hair behind her ears when they were sitting at the café had worried him. She wouldn’t respond well if he told her outright how he felt about her friends, so he hoped his decision to avoid seeing them again would send her the right message. That depended, however, on how much she still valued his opinion.

			“So, what are my options tonight?” he asked.

			The victory was perhaps a little too quick for her liking, but Anaa was mostly relieved. She pulled out her phone. “Okay, sent you the link.”

			He opened the document and whistled. Looking at her, back at the phone, and then at her again, he asked, “Are you going to be gone a couple hours or a couple days? Wow, and organized into categories, too.”

			“I know, sorry, I just wanted you to have a good selection.”

			“I might just nap,” he replied, scanning the list. He looked back up and caught Anaa’s offended expression. “Kidding.”

			

			—

			That afternoon, Ben suggested they walk to the bridge and back, craving the infinite stimulus of moving through space. He knew that every time he slowed down, every moment his thoughts weren’t distracted, his mind would gravitate back to their kiss. The fresh memory filled him with vigour. Even though he’d felt Anaa holding herself back, through the palpable force of her restraint he’d also felt precisely how much she’d wanted it.

			Descending into the city’s valley, they walked down the wide Avenida Almirante Reis and its outlet shops and tiny restaurants, through Martim Moniz square, where children splashed around in fountains, past Praça da Figueira, where skateboards slid against the rare smooth concrete, down past the ornate bank buildings and through the wide open Praça do Comércio, until they reached the water, where they turned west and began a long, straight line to the bridge. The concrete edge of the city was lined with people sitting with their partners and families, or alone wearing headphones, drinking corner shop beers or sipping piña coladas out of pineapples from a nearby cart, the river lapping gently just beyond their feet. Everyone seemed to be luxuriating in the sun, the holiday energy particularly potent outside on a Tuesday afternoon. The lack of hustle in the air seemed to expand the sky, allowing the sun’s beams to pamper their shoulders ever more lusciously.

			As they walked along the clubs that dotted the waterfront, Ben and Anaa’s dawdling conversation carefully stepped around the potholes of their shared memories. The only opinions and experiences they spoke about were those that had taken shape in the months after they parted. In various ways, they talked about their loneliness without ever naming it.

			“Sometimes I feel like the more people I meet, the more people seem the same,” Anaa said. “I feel like I’m meeting copies of people I’ve met before. Like, I noticed someone I met at this party had exactly the same weird falsetto voice as my family doctor back home. And one of my co-workers is annoying in exactly the same way and uses exactly the same gestures as my high school biology teacher.”

			Ben looked at her amusedly. “It’s never the good stuff that’s copied, is it.”

			“Exactly, it’s always the same grating qualities.”

			“People are more similar than you think, no matter how far you go.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure I’ll meet tons of yous.”

			“You wish.” They smirked at each other sideways, then Ben carried on without missing a beat. “I’ve also found that people stay the same. Like, I love my friends, but…I don’t know, I haven’t really been interested in going to raves lately or spending eight hours straight gaming anymore.”

			“Do you feel like your friendship is only based on those things?”

			“I didn’t think so, but maybe? I don’t know. I feel like I’m being left behind.”

			“But you’re leaving them behind. It’s different.” Anaa tried to suppress her relief. His friends had long been a source of her uneasiness, largely because she imagined herself with the kind of partner who would never subject her to hanging out with that type—the type that repeated the same five jokes, used slang they shouldn’t, and made sex noises in public for the thrill of it. Anaa knew Ben would eventually outgrow them, but she couldn’t speed up the process and encourage it or else he’d resent her. So she’d kept her dislike of them to herself, and she still did, because she believed it ultimately didn’t matter what she thought if Ben didn’t come to the conclusion himself. And, of course, a voice from the back of her skull quietly reminded her, it didn’t matter anymore.

			“Still hurts, though,” Ben said quietly.

			“I get it,” Anaa said, explaining that she felt similarly about her friends back home. She started speaking about how difficult it was to make new friends as an adult, but how important it felt.

			“You have tons of new friends here, though,” Ben said.

			“I was lucky enough that Caroline introduced me to everyone and they sort of absorbed me into their group, but we’re still not that close. And I do still want to meet more people, on my own. I’ve been trying to work up the courage to talk to this girl at this feminist book club I’ve started going to. Everything she says is so smart, but for some reason it feels so hard to ask a stranger out to coffee.”

			“You’re really into that stuff?” Ben asked, looking straight ahead.

			Anaa’s eyebrows drew together. “What stuff?”

			“Like, feminism and all that,” he replied.

			“Yeah.” She strained a nervous laugh. “I guess you could say I’m into equality.”

			“I never really heard you talk about it until you met these new friends.”

			Anaa pressed her brows up high as if she were onstage and needed to display her incredulity to the back rows. “I’ve always been a feminist. I’ve always wanted equality. Maybe you just weren’t paying attention.” She hadn’t always known all the terms to express her feminism, but she and Ben had certainly had enough arguments spring up from instances where their experiences of the same things were drastically different.

			“Who’s not treating you equally, though?”

			A knot formed at her centre. She had heard this line of questioning in viral interviews between right-wing, toxic-masculinity-championing, white-privilege-denying men and the liberal women forced to speak with them on television for better ratings. The men would ask atrociously ignorant questions that triggered an emotional response while also putting the women on the spot, pushing them to recall deeply painful truths, truths that the men would then try to invalidate. It was as if someone were pressing a blade painfully into your neck and telling you to speak in order for them to remove it, and if you bled, it would only be proof of your weakness. Anaa knew from experience that the sharp responses and pointed examples she could all too easily recall in private would never come so readily or eloquently under pressure. In her past university seminars, she used to sweat in the spotlight as guys who often quoted Kierkegaard demanded that their female peers name adequate personal experiences to prove what were already known facts. But now, here, she was not going to step into the same trap. It just stung more because it was Ben.

			“You think women and men are treated equally?” she asked back.

			“I mean, I know women are objectified and men can be disgusting, but…everybody has their obstacles.”

			“No, this is not an everybody has their obstacles thing. Women are paid less for doing the same amount of work. Women are not given the same liberties or opportunities—purely because they’re women. Women are literally being killed at an insane rate because they’re women.” Anaa could feel her throat tighten, and she despised the tears she felt rising. She forced them down, for the sake of all women. “We can’t afford to not acknowledge the power imbalance. We all have to be feminists, or else we’ll get nowhere.”

			Ben took a few steps in silence, then squinted his eyes almost imperceptibly.

			Anaa saw it. She stopped in her tracks. “Are you not a feminist?”

			He raised his shoulders and looked up at a plane dragging a white line across the sky. “I just…don’t like labels.”

			Anaa opened her eyes wide, as if she could somehow seek out some other reality in which this was not happening. Then she cooled suddenly. She exhaled sharply from her nose and said in a low tone, “I really told myself I’d never be with someone who said they weren’t a feminist.”

			He shook his head in her periphery. “That’s…” He trailed off. “It’s my own decision, and…it’s not like we’re together anyway. You don’t have to take it personally.”

			She scoffed. “It is personal. It’s about me. It’s about my life. It’s doubly worse for me because I’m a woman of colour. If I don’t care about my own equality, then who will?”

			“Sure, but I never saw you as that. That stuff doesn’t matter to me. I like you, Anaa.”

			She couldn’t bear to dig deeper into what he meant by “that stuff,” much less “as that.” She was already so tired of this conversation and wanted to tell him to get on the next plane out. The intensity of that thought scared her, though, and she shook her head to try to find a better approach.

			After all, she guessed his idea of feminism, whatever had made it so unappealing as a label, had come from people who weren’t feminists. She took a breath and asked in a level tone, “Don’t you want me to have the same freedoms, the same respect, and the same safety that men have?”

			“Of course, Anaa,” he replied, exasperated.

			“And you want me to be paid equally, given equal opportunities?”

			“Yes, of course I do.”

			“And you want me—”

			“Anaa, yes! I want all of it! For you and for all women, obviously.”

			“Then you’re a feminist!”

			“No, I—” Ben stopped himself. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you about this. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			It was an empty apology, one that regretted the expression of an opinion and not the opinion itself or its effects, but Anaa silently accepted it. She knew feminism, particularly mainstream feminism, had its flaws, and she didn’t ever want to be the kind of person who forced her own beliefs onto others. But, as much as she wanted to deny it, she realized she still felt some kind of ownership over Ben. She felt he was still, to a degree, a reflection of herself. She scolded herself for thinking that way; it was foolish to stress about him, or his beliefs, because they were entirely separate people on obviously different paths.

			They reached the bridge and fell silent under its surprising height. Cars whizzed by overhead and the sound of metal rumbled low and steadily around them.

			“This was actually called Ponte Salazar at first, after the dictator,” Anaa said quietly. “But they renamed it in honour of the day of the Carnation Revolution, April 25.”

			“You’re pretty sure?” Ben said with a perked eyebrow.

			“No, I’m sure,” she replied, her tone light but firm.

			They decided to keep walking so that Anaa could show Ben the gentle white wave of the Museum of Art, Architecture and Technology building, and so they could avoid heading home and retracing their steps too soon back into the site of their conflict. Conversation trickled in again slowly, a little begrudgingly. They skirted wider potholes that consisted of anything real that they’d actually experienced, sticking instead to vague hypotheticals about things like developing technology that would change the future and the countries that had climbed high on their travel bucket lists.

			Meanwhile, the waterfront rolled along them as their legs quietly did the work.

			

			—

			When they finally veered back into town, and the bustle of people and cars filled the increasing moments of silence between them, Anaa had the idea to visit the exhibition Valerie had mentioned. She felt the urge to be around people of a shared sensibility, to be in a space where she was ideologically in the majority. After finding the most convoluted way to describe the non-binary artist’s work, which blurred the lines between sound and movement as a symbolic deconstruction of traditional gender boundaries, Anaa assumed Ben would tap out, but he listened patiently and then said, “I’m down.”

			Fine, she thought, it would also improve her mood to see Ben’s prized social skills thwarted once again.

			The gallery was tucked in the hairpin turn of a steep road. The tall red doors revealed a large open space with a glass ceiling. Valerie was on the phone at a small desk near the entrance, but she waved when she saw Anaa. She wore a white silk blouse and used a stern voice, which was always surprising to hear because outside of her job she tended to be soft-spoken. The artist was busy in the middle of the space, with a handful of people standing around and watching as they stretched and flung their body to interact with various theremins and motion-sensored sculptures that released loops of different sounds into the echoing space. Anaa had seen quite a few exhibitions here, ranging from the traditional white-cube gallery style to short film screenings and provocative performance pieces. It was where she often went to get out of her own drought of creativity and bathe in the years, days, and hours of someone else’s mind.

			“Hi!” Valerie got up and hugged Anaa. She smelled sweet, like candied roses, and greeted Anaa without even a glance at Ben—a feeling Anaa secretly revelled in before finally making their introduction. “Oh, you’re the friend from home,” Valerie said. Anaa tried to ignore the surprise in her voice.

			Ben opened his mouth then closed it into a tight grin, his thoughts obviously snagging on the word friend.

			“Are you meeting Tiago here?” Valerie asked Anaa.

			“What?” She felt her eyes widen.

			Valerie looked to Ben quickly, then back to Anaa. “Oh—no? He said he was going to come by this afternoon too, so I thought…”

			“No.” Anaa shrugged. “Just a coincidence, I guess.” Underneath her light tone, her heart pounded hard in her throat.

			Valerie nodded and they were all quiet for a moment, the sounds of the performance in the background. “Well, I have to make a couple more calls. Our next exhibition pulled out, so we’re scrambling, but please go enjoy.”

			Anaa and Ben smiled politely at her and walked into the large room. The artist was between two phallic sculptures, and depending on which way they moved their hips, different sounds would barrel or ring through the air. But Anaa couldn’t focus, she kept turning to look at the entrance every time a passerby cast their shadow through the doorway. Ben watched the performance with a perplexed expression, his arms crossed in front of him.

			“Hey, we don’t have to stick around,” she whispered to him. “I just wanted to come support Valerie.”

			Ben shook his head slightly. “I like this. Let’s stay a bit.”

			The room suddenly felt too hot and far too bright. Anaa kicked herself for succumbing to the childish urge to do something she thought Ben wouldn’t enjoy. Now he was engrossed in an acclaimed piece of contemporary art and she was focusing on holding her arms away from her body so she wouldn’t sweat so much.

			Of course she and Tiago were in such troubling sync, she thought. It made her want to see him more, to show him how in sync they were. But her feelings were jumbled with Ben there, a hulking fear hovering around the idea of both of them being in the same room. They would certainly use each other to make assumptions about her, and, as such, seeing one another would irrevocably warp the way they saw her and the person she was to each of them. It was like how characters who time-travelled weren’t supposed to interact with people from the past or else the linear thread of time would knot into itself and the very fabric of their existence would cease to exist. Her past life might undo her present one, and vice versa.

			The agony stretched on for nearly fifteen minutes, until the artist folded their body into a motionless ball and ended the cacophony of sounds, then stood up and went out for a smoke break. Anaa checked the entrance yet again, releasing her breath only when she saw it was clear. Putting on a casual voice, she suggested they leave because her feet were sore. Ben seemed giddy, exhilarated from witnessing something so completely beyond the normal scope of his daily imagination, but he obliged. “That was so cool. Think we can go see some more art tomorrow?”

			Anaa blinked. “Um, yeah, I can check what’s on.” She quickly waved goodbye to Valerie and hurried them onto the street, allowing herself to relax only when they’d turned the corner. Then she peeked at Ben’s content face squinting in the sunlight. He looked pleased, practically bouncing from one foot to the next.

			Noticing her, Ben glanced over and laughed. “What?” he asked.

			Anaa pressed the corners of her mouth into an upside-down smile that captured both her pleasant surprise and its undercurrent of bitterness. She’d wanted Ben to be enthusiastic about art for so long, and now that he finally was, she was upset about how long it had taken. “Nothing,” she replied.

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			In the evening, Anaa walked into her room wearing a loose black halter dress and cherry-red lipstick, her hair in a low, messy bun. She purposely kept her gaze down to avoid seeing Ben’s face as he watched her from the bed. She could feel his eyes following her as she flitted around the room collecting her phone, notebook, and purse.

			“Wow,” he said plainly. “You look hot.”

			Anaa peered down at her dress and shrugged, hoping not to reveal the jolt of energy he stirred in her. “Everyone there looks like this.”

			“Highly doubt it.”

			She finally glanced at him, at his open, unabashed stare, and warmed a little. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

			Ben picked up his phone. “It’s probably going to take me the amount of time you’re gone just to read through all of these places.”

			“They’re all great. Just close your eyes and pick one.”

			“Okay, okay.” Ben yawned. “What time will you be back?”

			“In a few hours,” Anaa said, standing ready in the doorway. “I’ll send you a message when to meet me back here.”

			Ben subtly looked her up and down before she walked out of her bedroom. “Have fun poet-ing.”

			

			—

			The event was at an artists’ association hidden down an alleyway, open to anyone connected enough to know where it was. You had to pass through an inconspicuous gate and go up a narrow flight of stairs, but once you were through the front door, the space felt impossibly large. Flea markets were usually held in the vast warehouse space, though the clutter of vegan products and hand-crafted jewellery was now replaced by beer-drinking artists with micro-bangs in all-vintage outfits perched on huge wooden tables and worn-looking couches. Posters of various events were pasted overtop each other along the walls, with discarded furniture, musical equipment, and theatre props piled in the corners. Metal lamps hung from the tall ceiling, illuminating the space that buzzed with chatter. At the far wall there was a red curtain over a small doorway to the back room, and there were stairs to the right of the entrance that led to a second floor with a spacious dance studio, which was also where Anaa and Tiago had escaped one night to make out during a concert.

			They’d come to the venue to see Tiago’s friends’ band play their first-ever show, and to Anaa’s surprise, she hated it. The band members all looked the part, like vitamin D–deficient musicians who would inevitably break your heart while they continued to profit off songs they wrote about you, but the music itself was disjointed and haphazard, dissonant elements glued together in a semblance of composition. Anaa hadn’t particularly enjoyed every show Tiago had brought her to, sometimes even the ones he loved, so she tried to keep her comments to herself until she gauged his feelings on it. When, in the middle of the show, he leaned over and whispered into her ear, I’m ready to leave when you are, relief blew down her neck. Do you want to go somewhere? he asked. She nodded, and he tugged on her shirt to sneak away somewhere private. They slithered out of the red-curtained room, and he led her upstairs to the dark dance studio lined with tall mirrors. They could still hear the terrible music thumping from below, but he pulled her in to slow dance to it. Suddenly she felt the music wasn’t so bad after all.

			Scanning the wide room for Tiago, Anaa slowly walked towards the red curtain in the far corner. Her legs stretched out ahead of her with the carelessness of belonging. She was an element of this atmosphere now, no longer a visitor. Before reaching the curtain, she saw Caroline’s blond mullet in her periphery. She was in a corner of the room sitting on a Victorian-looking side table and chatting with someone whose face Anaa couldn’t see. Wallace was beside her, and a couple of other poetry regulars were standing with them in a loose circle. Anaa pivoted to go say hello but stopped when she saw Pedro with them. She felt a petulance boil inside her. After debating whether to go up to them and ignore him or to avoid him entirely, she turned back to the curtain and pulled it aside.

			The next room was a fraction of the size and much darker, with people starting to crowd around a small stage situated along the wall. Bartenders at the makeshift bars on either side of the long space distractedly filled people’s cups, and the air smelled faintly of cigarettes and hash, diluted occasionally when someone opened the door to the small garden along the back wall. Numerous lamps lit the already warm space with an orange light, and Anaa admired the crowd, whom she reaffirmed really did look like her, dressed in toned-down formal wear like silk dresses over old T-shirts, long skirts paired with combat boots, and blazers three sizes too big.

			Her chest tightened as she spotted Tiago, wearing a loose white shirt and a brown, unbuttoned vest over it, smoking by one of the lamps along the wall. Though he appeared dashing as usual, he seemed different, a little less sure of his own posture.

			Tiago noticed her approaching and seemed to remember himself, standing up straighter as he drew her in to kiss her cheek, then paused halfway through the muscle memory and instead pressed his lips against hers.

			Anaa pulled away first, casting her eyes around the room. “You’re alone?” she asked. “Caroline and Wallace are here.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, they’re just with some people I don’t particularly care for, and I wanted to keep a good, clear mind—”

			“Pedro?” It came out much too enthusiastically, but she wanted to ask before he changed the subject.

			Hesitating for a moment, he looked quizzically at her. “Did something happen with Pedro?”

			She pressed her lips together tightly before saying, “No.” But Tiago kept staring at her, his eyes holding the button down. Anaa sighed. “It’s really nothing. He called me exotic once at a party and I kind of had a reaction and now it’s weird,” she said in one breath.

			Tiago’s head jerked backwards and his dark eyebrows drew together. “Exotic? Fucking hell, what an ignorant prick. I’m sorry.”

			Anaa blinked, unprepared to receive such support. She was undone by the overwhelming relief, unsure of how to express the bolt of gratitude that struck through her.

			“Foda-se.” Tiago shook his head. “I’m going to go talk to him.” He started to move towards the curtain, but Anaa stopped him.

			“No! No. It’s fine,” she said, suddenly wishing she’d never brought it up. “I’m completely over it.” In truth, she hardly ever got over anything and could still remember dozens of ignorant comments made by men who’d probably long forgotten her, but she was willing to say anything to prevent Tiago from causing a scene. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “But thank you. Really.”

			He nodded and squeezed her hand back.

			“So”—Anaa steeled herself—“what did you want to talk about?”

			He looked around her face for something. “We can save that for after.”

			“Oh, okay. Sure.” A shiver sprung painfully along her skin. Saving it for after meant it wasn’t something they could quickly clear up. They couldn’t simply get it out of the way. It meant it had the potential of going badly, of ruining their night, or more.

			A moment later, he leaned down and whispered something in her ear.

			“You missed me?” Anaa replied. They had never spoken to each other like that, it sounded strange in his mouth, his lips pulling with the words.

			“Yeah, I’ve never heard myself say it either,” he said with a grin.

			“I…missed you too,” she said, relieved that it felt true.

			“Why does it sound like you’re losing an argument when you say it?”

			“Sorry,” Anaa laughed. “I really have been thinking about you a lot. I wanted to call, but I…didn’t have the time.” She tried not to let the image of Ben surface in her mind in case Tiago would see it on her face.

			“Anaa.” Tiago’s voice was suddenly very serious. Her stomach tightened. “Are you implying that I’m…time-consuming?”

			She exhaled some tension. “I don’t suppose you’d disagree.”

			“Not at all.” He looked around with a little smile playing on his lips. “I love being right.”

			“Surprise, surprise,” she said, enjoying the way her voice curled sensually out of her and feeling herself click back into the figure that fit best beside him. “So, what did you do all weekend, besides all the yearning?”

			He seemed pleasantly surprised by her tone. “Well, yearning took up a lot of time, as did wistfully gazing out of windows, but I got outside a bit.” He smoothed down a piece of her hair. “And you? What were you so busy doing without me?”

			Everything she wanted to say gathered at the back of her tongue, and she faltered before blurting, “Me too. Got outside, I mean. It’s been a lot, actually.”

			“Yeah? A lot how?”

			Anaa’s lips parted, she looked away. “Um, just a lot of tour-guiding. It’s bringing me back…getting to see the city with fresh eyes again. I guess I didn’t realize how different everything could look once it became familiar.”

			“It’s a pretty mutually beneficial arrangement, then. Your friend gets a free tour guide, and you get to experience it all over again, through her eyes.”

			She nodded, pressing her lips up into a tight smile.

			Someone started ringing a bell to signal that the reading was about to begin. Tiago put his hand on Anaa’s lower back and guided her towards the stage. He moved her slightly in front of him and brought his mouth to her ear again. “You look beautiful, by the way,” he whispered.

			

			—

			
				In Anaa’s room, Ben was looking around at her things, admiring the various pieces of evidence of her existence as if they were precious fossils. He picked up concert tickets with a band name he’d never heard of, he tried on her rings, which would only fit on his pinky fingers, sprayed some of her perfume on his wrists. He stepped towards her notebook a couple of times but shook his head and pivoted away. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what was in there. He ran the risk of getting upset over nothing again. It had happened at Anaa’s second-ever public reading, which was the first time he’d ever heard her read her poetry, and the last.

			They had already been dating for a while, and she leveraged the fact that she’d been to his tennis, hockey, and Ultimate Frisbee matches so that he would come to an art event with her. He remembered walking into the university-run tavern on campus and being surprised at how many women were in there; he couldn’t think of any other event he’d been to where he’d seen so many women in one place at the same time, unless they were all waiting in line for the bathroom. The evening included poetry readings, musical and dance performances, and some other performances Ben didn’t really know how to classify. Anaa seemed to enjoy them all, cheering along with other people in the audience. He liked seeing her so vibrant, almost actually vibrating, and he started to really enjoy himself too, though he disagreed with some of the generalizations that were being made about men for the sake of a laugh. Then Anaa went up to read her poem, and all he remembered was that it was extremely graphic, vividly describing her body being crushed, her bones snapping under the weight of lovers, but, in a disturbing way, also asking for it. He felt sick to his stomach, and when the audience cheered, he went outside to get some air. The pain in his gut persisted, and he endured the rest of the night in silence.

			On their walk home, she asked him, bubbly and intoxicated from the beer and attention, what he’d thought of her poem. He darkened, shook his head, and told her he didn’t understand  why she wanted him to hear about what other men had done to her body. She stopped in her tracks. What the fuck are you talking about? she asked. She grew furious, accusing him of completely missing the point and ruining the whole night, yelling at him for getting upset over nothing, telling him he always made everything about himself. Ben apologized almost immediately, he hated seeing her upset, especially when he was the cause, but he remembered still feeling justified the whole time. He really believed that Anaa was trying to cover her tracks. It was only in the following days that he started to consider that perhaps he’d really misunderstood, perhaps she really was just that good.

			But Anaa never invited him to another reading after that, and he never asked to go, either. Which is why now, instead of getting himself into another mess, Ben avoided Anaa’s notebooks entirely and simply lay back on her bed, inhaling her sweet scent and relishing the feeling of being in her space.

			

			—

			
				Anaa was un-scrunching her eyebrows as a tired-looking man in his sixties finished up his poem. “A heart in pain, it has never known / In the depths of anguish, I stand alone,” he recited, seemingly bored with his own anguish. He didn’t even look up as a small round of snaps spread through the room.

			“You should be up there,” Tiago murmured in her ear. “You’re better than all these guys.” She grinned. “Even you?”

			“Well now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” He kissed her on the cheek. “But you know you’re my muse.”

			Muse was a generous term for what she was, which was essentially a very well-read native English speaker and human thesaurus who happened to be adept at estimating synesthesia-like experiences of poetry. Tiago would read some of his work to her and she’d tell him that one section was a bright yellow and could use drier, energetic vowels, while another was hard steel and needed colder consonants that slid more smoothly. He immediately wanted to learn this foreign language, and she helped him access it. She always had the words he couldn’t find, and she always found the best way to arrange the words he had. In those moments, he looked at her with such awe, as if she were a mystical force guiding his vision. She began to enjoy working on his poetry more than her own.

			With him, she felt the channel between herself and the well of inspiration ease open, though more often she became the channel. Still, that proximity to the pure act of creation filled her with fervour. Whether it was a quick call on her lunch break at work to ask her for some help on a stanza or an hours-long session stretching from dinner through dessert, she was thrilled to take on the mantle of Tiago’s muse, and he was unsparing in his delegation of it. When she was helping him, she could easily forget the torment that lay waiting for her on the pages of her own notebooks. It was easier to find for others what she couldn’t find for herself.

			

			—

			
				Ben’s back pressed into the cool floor as he lifted his left knee towards his chest and gently pulled it closer. He had his phone in his other hand and was scrolling through Anaa’s list of sights, all labelled with their respective neighbourhoods and in order of proximity. Switching knees, he swiped the document away and opened his message thread with Anaa, scrolling way back and stopping at a random spot to see what they had written to each other—one of his treasured secret pastimes. On November 23 the year prior, after a few days of silence, he had told her he was listening to one of the playlists she’d made him, and she replied in the same minute: I was literally just about to message you! Had the craziest dream about you.

			

			—

			Anaa was slowly tuning out of a heavily pierced woman’s monotonously angry poem when a sarcastic line reached into her brain and shook it: “so much depends upon a man’s few choice words / wheelbarrows and chickens / so much I could kick him.” Some people chuckled politely, but a guttural laugh exploded out of Anaa, and she closed her mouth around it as if trying to swallow it back in. She could feel Tiago and others look at her, but she didn’t take her eyes off the poet glittering with metal hoops, even as the woman directed the rest of the piece at her.

			

			—

			Ben had finally made it out of the apartment, drawn by the sounds of people chattering animatedly, as well as a pang of hunger. The air had cooled down pleasantly, and the street lamps had started to drain all the colour out of the buildings, replacing the light pinks, greens, and blues with an incandescent orange. He looked left and right, unsure of where to go since he hadn’t actually picked a place on Anaa’s list. A group of young women with beer bottles in hand and long hair swinging behind them were laughing and striding down the steep road to his left, seemingly headed somewhere fun, so he decided to go in the same direction.

			

			—

			
				The silence during the readings was quickly replaced with redoubled chatter after Tiago closed the night with his poem. Anaa had heard the piece before, she’d helped him rewrite the second half, but that secret knowing only made her heart flutter even more when he looked directly at her after reciting the last word. Coming off the stage, he was soon swarmed by people trying, and inevitably failing, to both lavish praise on him and impress him with an air of coolness. There were two women, one about Anaa’s age and the other some years older, trying to get Tiago’s attention as he shook hands with the guy who ran the event. No one noticed Anaa hovering nearby, or if they did, it was only with confusion as to why there was this obstacle standing in their way to Tiago. She took out her phone, a regrettable nervous habit, found Ben’s name, and typed, Sucks to be you, you missed more William Williams tonight. She put her phone back in her purse as Tiago turned to greet the two women, both of whom, she noticed with a shade of soreness, reached out to touch his arm. Anaa knew this could go on for some time, and she wasn’t taking her usual pleasure in watching him accept compliments from people he’d later make snide comments about, so she decided to go find Caroline and Wallace. But right when she started to walk away, she felt Tiago’s fingers catch her wrist. She stopped and turned to him, and he smiled at her sideways as he continued what he was saying to the women.

			“By the way, have you met Anaa?” he added onto the end of his sentence. “My girlfriend,” he said, smirking at her. “And also a poet.” They seemed to notice her for the first time, as if she’d appeared out of thin air, and said hello. Anaa smiled graciously.

			The women turned back to Tiago and continued their conversation, and Tiago released her wrist to push his hair out of his face. Anaa tried to participate in their conversation, nodding and smiling along, but none of them glanced her way again. My girlfriend, the words flashed brightly behind her eyes, and also a poet, a dim afterthought.

			

			—

			
				Ben’s sneakers pulled a little on the sticky cobblestone streets of Bairro Alto as he somehow found himself flowing in a lazy river of drunken foreigners down narrow roads lined with tiny bars, each blaring its own music and boasting cheap cocktails. It was loud and chaotic, and people kept brushing past him, but he loved the energy throbbing in all the bodies around him. He felt intoxicated by it, and he hadn’t even had a drink. A man, who upon further inspection was merely a teenager, came up close to him and murmured, “Marijuana, hashish, cocaine?”

			Ben was impressed by the service but shook his head. “No thanks, bud,” he said, tapping the guy on the shoulder.

			A curly-haired girl standing at the entrance to a bar with colourful lights spinning inside smiled at him, and he smiled back. “Free shot on the house?” she offered.

			He figured a shot wouldn’t hurt. As he entered the small bar, which had pirate flags, feather boas, mini disco balls, and bras hanging from the walls, he didn’t feel his phone buzz in his pocket.

			

			—

			Anaa and Tiago passed through some people milling about outside the exit, smoking and releasing the dense, hot, prosaic gossip of the night into the cool, fresh air. She felt his hand gently rub her hip as he said, “Everyone had their eyes on you tonight.”

			She couldn’t help but scoff. “What?”

			“It’s true. You don’t notice because you’re off gallivanting in your imagination most of the time, thinking brilliant, secret thoughts. But you should know, you’re radiant.”

			Anaa didn’t want to tell him she was very far from having any brilliant thoughts lately, so instead she only shook her head and exhaled with amusement.

			Tiago put his hand on her back. “Come on, I’ll walk you home.”

			She dug around in her purse for her phone and said, “Oh, it’s not far, you don’t have to—”

			“I want to. We can talk.” He stared at her with a sombre expression, which suddenly made her nervous.

			“Right, okay.”

			

			—

			After the shot, which tasted of strawberry cough syrup, Ben’s hunger stabbed in full force. He thanked the girl at the door, who hadn’t spoken to him inside but said with a pout, “Oh, you’re leaving already?” and found his way out of the mess of tipsy tourists, in search of the nearest place he could get food. The noise of the bars faded just a few streets away, and the roads became silent except for the occasional braking and acceleration of cars. He eventually found a doner kebab, and as he took big, messy bites out of it, he was certain it was the best he’d ever had, charging him up instantly with delicious energy. He was excited to see Anaa later and decided to take her out dancing.

			

			—

			Anaa felt the muscles in her legs strain as they slowly pulled her up the long, steep hill of her street. She was very aware of her low panting, which sounded loud next to Tiago’s total silence. He was thinking very hard about something, his usual sharp stature now gently hunched over, his gaze fixed on the ground.

			“Do you still want to go on a road trip?” he asked abruptly.

			It was a shared daydream of theirs that had started as a joke when Tiago teased Anaa about not having her licence. She hadn’t felt she needed one back home because she had Ben, who was enthusiastic about driving her anywhere, and anyway it wasn’t like her family had a car lying around for her to use. Tiago, on the other hand, had his own car, which he’d bought for only a couple of thousand euro—and which looked like it. The fact of owning a car seemed an incredible feat to Anaa, who couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a couple of thousand in her bank account. Tiago jokingly complained that he’d have to do all the driving on their road trips and proposed that in exchange Anaa would have to organize every bit of them. She feigned reluctant resignation, as if organization wasn’t her second nature. After that, she began sending him beautiful spots around Portugal to add to their itinerary, all of which seemed easy enough to get to since the entire country was only a third of the size of her home province. But that was as far as she ever took their plans—a little joking, a little dreaming, and occasionally using those itinerary additions as conversation starters when she wanted to talk to him but didn’t have a reason to reach out. Tiago had never brought it up seriously either, until now. She’d assumed that dreaming about something meant she unquestionably wanted it, but this sudden materialization sat strangely in her.

			“Maybe,” she answered coyly. She didn’t know how not to be coy with him, they’d kept up their non-relationship through a careful balance of irony and innuendoes. But now, as he focused his eyes on her, she realized coyness wasn’t going to cut it. “That would be nice,” she added.

			As they reached her building, she scanned the street, searching amidst the halos of orange lamplight and fringes of dark-purple shadows for any human figures. She stood on the curb in front of the door and Tiago faced her on the road, so she was slightly closer to his height. For a moment he turned his head to the side and smiled, and he suddenly became himself again, all charm and certainty. Then he put one hand on her waist, straightened his face, and said in a serious tone, “My friend has a place up north that’s free this weekend. Do you…want to go?”

			She realized how nervous he was, and relief swirled through her. This was what he’d wanted to talk about. It was almost farcical to see how his body physically struggled against this small act of commitment. He really hasn’t done this before, she realized. She wondered what he would be like to travel with, if he knew how trip exhaustion could change a person’s mood, or how quickly things could get boring or gross. She wondered if he’d be patient with sharing the bathroom, or compromising with excursions, or if he’d be able to read the signs when she needed a moment alone to recharge. By now, she and Ben were well versed in travelling together, but it had taken a long time to teach each other. Having to do that all over again seemed like a near-impossible task.

			The image of Ben now stark in her mind, her swirling insides seemed to drop down through the soles of her feet. She stood there, hollow and unsteady. “I can’t this weekend,” she said weakly. “My friend is here.”

			Tiago dropped his hand from her waist and brushed his hair back. His expression was cool as he caught his own reflection in the door behind Anaa. He turned his head and peered down the hill. She could feel him receding. “Is this…something you still want?” he asked without looking at her. “I don’t know, these past few days have felt strange.”

			“I do want this.” She swallowed hard. “Sorry, it’s me, I…” She sighed. “I don’t know how to say it properly.”

			

			—

			
				Ben scrunched up the wrapper of his kebab into a ball and tossed it into a garbage pail as if he were hitting a three-pointer. When he made the shot, he quietly roared, emulating the sound of a cheering stadium, jogging ahead with his hands in the air, humbly accepting his own praise. He made it to the bottom of Anaa’s street and immediately spotted a tiny Anaa-shaped body way up the hill. He started to smile until he saw she was with somebody, a man. Then she turned her head, seemingly stopping at exactly where Ben stood. He instinctively ducked behind a parked car and felt his heart bang hard in his chest. He leaned out so he could see them, but he was too far away to decipher what was going on. They were standing close, intimately close, which was the only thing that stopped him from running over to rescue her.

			

			—

			Anaa felt a howling wind thrash inside her as she anxiously adjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder. She noticed the sharp shadows cast on Tiago’s face, catching slightly in his stubble and hanging beneath his unsmiling lip.

			“Anaa,” he said, emphasizing the soft, low vowels. “Tell me.”

			“It’s just…” Tears buzzed in her nose like a bow pulling hard on a string. Her hollow sympathy violin. “You remember when I told you about that thing I sometimes feel in me, that heavy thing that made me feel all contorted inside?” The thing that twisted and dragged under her skin, like a shadow you can touch, a dense memory in your muscles.

			“Of course. That night by the river…I think that was when I realized how much I cared for you.”

			Heat gathered in a knot at Anaa’s throat.

			A couple of months earlier, shortly before she and Ben had formally decided upon his visit, she had sunk dangerously low into a swamp of melancholy, a mixture of regret and longing congealing like thick mud around her. It caught her by surprise; her heart had felt like it was overflowing with everything this new city affirmed in her, then, as if she’d suddenly fallen ill, her breath began catching in her throat, she could hardly eat, she barely slept. She felt locked behind a dense smokescreen of emotions that she had no voice to express. Walking through the city at night in a state of near panic, she crossed paths with Tiago, strolling with a friend after dinner. As soon as he saw Anaa’s wet eyes dropping tears into the creases of her chewed lips, he sent his friend on his way. And when Anaa had no explanation to offer him, he hugged her tightly anyway. After they exchanged very few words, he stopped in a corner shop to pick up wine and cigarettes, then took her to the river, where they drank straight from the two bottles and chain-smoked until they could hardly see their own feet dangling over the water. All Anaa could say was that an overwhelming feeling of loss had taken control of her—loss of perspective, loss of interest in her own life, loss of the past and the future it once held. Tiago didn’t seem surprised, or worried. In fact, he encouraged her to stay with those feelings. She confessed that she felt evil for not being able to truly appreciate the beautiful things she’d been offered. She wanted to feel happy with the mere fact of existence, but she always seemed to get in her own way.

			I knew you had something going on under that composure, Tiago said. I could see it. He told her that she got in her own way because she, much like him, didn’t believe in happiness the way others did, with their phony, shallow symbols and markers. He told her she would be encouraged by the world to see her struggle as overthinking, but that thinking was precisely the way through. In thinking, you could create a great distance from the artifice of the world, a distance that itself would feel close because it was your own. It worked like a charm for him, he said as he took a swig from the half-finished bottle. Anaa told him he sounded like Bernardo Soares, and he winked at her. Exactly.

			Stay with the disquiet, the darkness, embrace the cold solitude, the harsh separateness of herself and the world, and her art would benefit, he assured her. Because no half-decent writing ever came from comfort and safety, or belonging, and certainly not from a squeaky-clean heart.

			But what about love? Anaa asked. She was moderately drunk, swaying along with the lights on the water’s rippling surface. She told him she feared that she was forever doomed to be unsatisfied with love. My last relationship—she began, teetering above her deep-end confession. But before she could unravel the heart of it, Tiago cut in. It’s like Soares said—he slurred his poorly paraphrased reference to The Book of Disquiet—we never actually love anyone, we just love the idea of them, our own concept of them, thus: ourselves. Anaa was usually starry-eyed when Tiago quoted Pessoa, and she knew he enjoyed that power, but in that moment it suddenly felt unwelcome. She was deeply bonded to his particular brand of energetic gloom, but beneath that, she still ached to be loved, not as an idea or a reflection. Tiago powered on, however, reminding her that everyone is alone in this world. And that’s a good thing. “Benditos os que não confiam a vida a ninguém.” Blessed are those who entrust their lives to no one.

			Anaa downed the rest of her bottle and suggested they go somewhere warmer. They went to an old athletic club, drank aguardente, and smoked through all their tobacco. At some point she began to feel like she was flying, her conversation with Tiago soaring over so much ground, their shoes nudging each other under the table, his hand grazing her leg. Her earlier despair had vanished, she’d thrown it in the river and could sense it floating downstream to diffuse along the wide, watery horizon. She laughed when she recalled how terribly her night had started, it felt like so long ago, like a different life. Tiago congratulated her on finally having arrived, but she answered with a puzzled look. He explained that having a breakdown in the city that was completely unrelated to the city meant that she was no longer a visitor. Because she’d been so focused on her downward spiral, the city had quietly moved into the background, just like where it was for everyone else who lived there.

			Anaa quieted her urge to confess that she’d actually been keenly aware of how lovely they must have looked at the river against the glittering lights of the bridge, and instead decided to believe him. She felt completely at ease, like this was exactly where she was meant to be, exactly who she was meant to be.

			The next morning, she had woken up feeling like hell. Her teeth fuzzy, her stomach rancid, her head ringing, her breath foul even to her own nose. But, for the first time, she woke up thinking of Tiago instead of Ben.

			“It was a beautiful night,” Anaa said, nodding at Tiago’s eager eyes. “But I feel like I have to tell you…”

			

			—

			Ben pulled out his phone and opened Anaa’s chat. His fingers throbbing and clammy, he wrote: On my way back. How’s it going?

			

			—

			Tiago interlaced his fingers with Anaa’s and squeezed her hands with some urgency. “I have my doubts too, of course. I never do this—ironically, I’ve never wanted to with girls who always wanted more. But I’ve shared things with you that I’ve never shared before, personally and artistically. You made me feel like I can. What we have…it doesn’t come around very often. At least not for me.”

			Her mind tumbled in loud loops. She saw the two of them from above, two people who had once bonded over spurning love, now trying to start a relationship. “Not for me either,” she heard herself say defensively.

			“I can’t do this halfway,” he said. “If I wanted that, I could get it elsewhere, but I don’t. I thought you wanted this too.”

			“I do,” she said, though she couldn’t remember when she’d said so. “I think I’m just…I’m really tired. I think I need to sleep.”

			Tiago dropped her hands and gave one abrupt nod. He stepped away from her, and she felt the urge to pull him back.

			“Yeah,” he said softly. “I guess we’ll talk when you’re not tired or busy. You let me know when your schedule opens up. I’ll just be here.”

			She nodded, choosing to ignore his shade of sarcasm, as her phone buzzed in her purse. Her hand flinched.

			

			—

			
				Ben felt the kebab turn in his stomach as he watched Anaa step towards the man and press her lips against his. The man then started to descend the hill as Anaa pulled out her phone and hurried inside the building. Ben picked himself up from his hunched place between two cars and started walking up the hill, his eyes locked on the figure approaching. When they got close, right before passing each other, the man caught Ben staring at him. Ben noticed the distraught look on the man’s face, though it gave his pounding heart no relief. His lips parted to say something, but he turned his eyes to the road ahead and continued quickly up the hill, a thin layer of sweat collecting on his back. When he reached Anaa’s building, he had to sit down and catch his breath. He rested his head on his knees and forced air into and out of his lungs. His phone buzzed, and when he pulled it out of his pocket, he saw a message from Anaa: Just got home. Where are you?

			Steeling himself, he wrote back, Be there in 20.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Anaa had quickly showered and gotten into bed with a book before Ben knocked lightly at her door. She told him to come in, and he did, slowly, his eyes on the floor. With an exhausted arm, he tossed her spare key on the bed and closed the door behind him.

			“Wow, you finally look tired for once.” Anaa put her book down, though she hadn’t read a single word. “What did you get up to?”

			“Uh, just walked a bunch.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah, it was good. Much needed,” he said, digging his fist deeper into the pocket of his sweatpants.

			“What’d you see?”

			“Lots of stuff.”

			She shot him a suspicious look, which he avoided by searching for his shorts.

			“I think the jet lag is kicking in,” he said, forcing a casual tone.

			Anaa looked unconvinced, particularly since his jet lag should make him feel more awake at night. “Okay. Well, we can just sleep.”

			“Sounds good. I’m going to brush my teeth.” He glanced at Anaa’s confused face and swiftly left the room.

			In the bathroom, he squeezed the toothpaste so hard it squirted out into the sink.

			He sighed and carefully squeezed out more, then started aggressively brushing his teeth. The scene he’d witnessed kept replaying in his mind. His skin grew itchy and hot, his eyes began to water.

			The first time he’d ever felt that way was also because of Anaa, a few months into their relationship. The night had started off well; they’d each brought their friends out dancing at the same bar and were enjoying watching one another socialize in the wild, as Anaa put it. Ben sat with his friends, hammering back an unholy amount of Jägerbombs and watching as Anaa danced with her friends, whom he began to dislike as the night went on. They all wanted to shake their asses for random guys who would approach them from behind and start grinding on them. Anaa seemed to be having fun, knowing all the words even to songs he knew she hated, but while she was swinging her hips and throwing her hands in the air, she hardly noticed a guy press in from behind her until he put a hand on her waist. She stepped out of his reach, but when she continued dancing, he moved again and stayed behind her, and then she didn’t do anything. Ben remembered only seeing red, then stumbling towards them, pushing through a group of people who pushed him back. He yelled, FUCK OFF, at the guy’s blurred, sweaty face. It had the effect of lighting a match in a gas leak; suddenly the guy’s friends appeared, and everyone was shouting and arms were reaching in every direction, to grab, to restrain. Then somehow Ben and Anaa were outside in the alley, where a few people were smoking cigarettes. She was yelling at him, and he was yelling at her for not telling the guy off herself.

			She started crying, then laughed in a way that really scared him, and then completely shut down. He accused her of having no regard for his feelings, among other, meaner statements he didn’t remember anymore, though he did recall at some point wondering why Anaa was the one crying when really, he only wanted to punch that guy in the face. He wanted to feel his fist connect with the guy’s jaw, to stomp the hand that touched Anaa’s waist until the bones turned to mush. He was so scared by his own feelings for Anaa, and he’d made her suffer for them.

			Sobbing with sudden lucidity, he began apologizing, but soon one of Anaa’s friends came outside and, upon seeing her state, took her home. The next morning he woke up in his room, a spotty recollection of the night pulsing itself through his banging headache, turning his stomach so violently that he puked in the hamper by his closet. Anaa didn’t speak to him for a full twenty-four hours—the longest they’d ever not spoken—and only when Ben drove himself over to her house and begged her to accept his apology did she break her silence. Never again, she said with an eerily calm finality. It was the first time Ben had felt so out of control, and it wouldn’t be the last, but that finality in her voice had shaken him so deeply that he knew he had to get a handle on himself or else he would lose her.

			Ben spit the minty foam into the sink and collected a pool of water in his hands. He submerged his face into his palms and stayed there for a few seconds before rubbing his skin vigorously as if washing away the unwanted memory. He didn’t even have her now, he’d already lost her, but he felt so close to losing control again.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			The next morning, Anaa quietly eased her bedroom door open and found Ben still asleep, though he’d somehow managed to wrap the entire duvet around his body. Dressed in a cropped T-shirt and calf-length skirt, she knelt on the bed and peeked at his face. He looked so sweet with his mouth slack, so much like a swaddled infant with his deep sleeping breaths.

			“Ben,” she whispered. He didn’t move. She brought her face so close to his that she could see all the crust in his eyes, his eye boogers, as he called them. “Wake up, sleepyhead!” His eyes shot open, and he jumped a little, knocking their heads by accident. Anaa sat up and said in a mock-Ben voice: “Why are you sleeping in, come on, we don’t have that much time!”

			Ben groaned groggily, then rubbed his eyes with one hand. Before she could see it coming, Anaa received a pillow to the head. She gasped, grabbed the pillow, and whacked him back, but he quickly wrestled it out of her hands and pinned her down on the bed, throwing his dead weight diagonally across her body to keep her down. She laughed and wriggled underneath him before giving up. With his face pressed into the covers, he said in a mock-Anaa voice, “Coffeeeee.”

			“Touché,” she laughed, then tried to push him off her again. “Oh shit, you’re actually so heavy.”

			His mouth still muffled by the duvet, Ben replied, “It’s muscle.”

			“Yeah, yeah, we get it, you’re fit.” She pressed her hips up and almost pushed him over, but he tensed his muscles and pressed her back down. “Release me! Come on, we’re going to the Algarve.”

			Ben finally lifted his torso up and inspected her face with a stifled smile. “Wait, really?”

			She beamed at him. “Uh-huh.”

			His lips parted to say something but faltered, and he looked away, flipping himself off her to lie on his back.

			Anaa pressed herself up on her elbows and watched as he appeared to catch his breath. “Everything okay?”

			“Yeah, just got kinda dizzy for a second.” He swallowed, then added, “I, uh, I thought you didn’t want to leave the city. Why now?”

			Anaa was taken off guard. She had expected him to jump at the idea of a beach trip. “I guess I figured it would be nice to do some stuff you like for the short time you’re here. And I haven’t been yet, so it’ll be new for both of us. I got everything sorted, the train leaves in an hour.”

			She seemed like herself again, Ben thought. The eager, enthusiastic girl he’d fallen for. It sent his head spinning.

			“Is that okay?” Anaa asked, trying to locate where he’d gone in his mind.

			“Yeah, that’s okay.” He lifted himself into a seated position against the headboard and hugged a pillow across his bare stomach, seemingly debating what to say next. He looked at her, squinted his eyes, then said, “You know we can still talk about everything, right?”

			Anaa wondered if he was referring to their kiss, which neither had even alluded to since. She wasn’t ready yet.

			“Yeah,” she said breathily. “Sorry to change the plan without telling you. I know this is your trip, and you probably wanted to see everything on that really thoughtful and thorough list I gave you,” she added, perking an eyebrow, “but we’ll be back Friday.”

			“A couple things, yes,” he replied, grabbing a pillow and whacking her with it again.

			“You better watch yourself or I’m going on this beach vacation alone,” she warned.

			“Then who would rub your SPF 5000 on your back?”

			Anaa burst into laughter. “You know I bring that for you, right?”

			

			—

			
				On the train, they each took one of Anaa’s earphones and listened to her music. She was carefully curating a playlist on the spot to include only songs she knew Ben liked. He loved sexy R&B like Miguel, and all the easy listening of Drake, as well as old Chicago house music that repeated the same words with shifting levels of energy throughout. They bobbed their heads together as they watched the olive trees and grassy hills glide by them, but soon enough they were lip-synching and attracting both amused smiles and annoyed glances from the passengers around them. She queued up some more mellow music, which made a great soundtrack for the passing farmland. After about an hour, they took out their earphones and started to talk about whether they’d be able to live on a farm far away from a city. Ben said he could do it for maybe a month if he had his friends with him. Anaa said she’d be able to do it for half a year, easily, all by herself. He looked at her strangely while she envisioned herself seated at a wooden table, sunlight pouring in from large windows. “I’d write all through the morning, then feed the horses in the afternoon, maybe take them for a ride.” The fantasy disintegrated as soon as it came out of her mouth, replaced by the memory of the only time she’d ever gotten close to a horse, a draft horse in Montreal, and how she’d tried to feed it but freaked out when it swung its massive head towards her and bared its teeth. Reality could really get in her way sometimes. Ben asked her what she’d do if she got lonely out on a farm, and the thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. “Do you think they have wi-fi?” she asked.

			

			—

			Around four hours later, they were finally in the old beachside town. They arrived at their budget inn, a building situated at the end of a small street, and were greeted by an old Portuguese woman who wore an apron and smelled of fish. She shook her frizzy, grey halo of hair as she sped through the necessary information about the inn and led them up a creaking wooden staircase. She mentioned something that seemed potentially dangerous about the kitchenette, which they would be sharing with two other rooms, and Anaa nodded along while understanding very little—a troublesome habit she’d developed when faced with someone speaking Portuguese much too quickly. She silently resolved to avoid using the kitchenette entirely.

			Their room was small and strangely shaped, with uneven dimensions that fit the narrow corner-shaped building. It had windows along the two corner walls, a double bed against the longer one, a tall antique wardrobe opposite the bed, and a small ensuite bathroom, with all the wood and cloth furnishings of a spare room in a grandmother’s house. The woman placed the keys in Ben’s palm, squinted her eyes in a poor imitation of a smile, then hurried away.

			Ben dropped his bag and jumped onto the bed, scooting his body towards the window to let Anaa join him on the mattress, which was hard and unyielding to their bodies. Still, they both grinned as they lay side by side, looking up at the stucco ceiling.

			“You should let me chip in,” Ben said.

			“You’ve been paying for everything,” Anaa replied. “Plus, you probably wouldn’t guess from how luxurious this looks, but it’s actually the cheapest one I could find.”

			“How sweet.”

			“And the closest to the beach,” Anaa said, hopping up to get her towel.

			“Bed is also nice.” Ben yawned and stretched himself across the whole mattress.

			“Oh god, you sound like me.” Anaa threw the towel over his face.

			

			—

			They descended the stairs along the red, rocky cliffs that insulated the beach, the sounds of children squealing, adults laughing, and several songs playing from different speakers all sifting in through the steady lapping of the ocean. The hot beige sand was sprinkled with brightly coloured towels, umbrellas, and bathing suits. As they walked along the shore with their sneakers in hand, they heard several shivering people remarking on how cold the water was. There was hardly a free spot to sit on the beach, but Anaa spied a small hole in the far cliff face that stretched out into the water.

			They ducked through the natural stone archway and found another beach on the other side, with fewer people, most of whom were lighter-skinned tourists seeking shade from the sun’s heavy heat. Ben and Anaa spotted yet another tunnel through the rock face on the far side of that shady beach. They glanced at each other and crossed through onto the third beach, with even fewer people but much more sun. Anaa could feel there was a symbol there to be explored—something emblematic of the human condition, something important to say about the rewards so many don’t reap from fear of being unable to see what’s on the other side of a narrow passageway—but she left it alone; the late afternoon sun felt too luscious on her already darkening skin, and she liked the way the heat warmed the long strands of her hair that tapped lightly on her back in the wind.

			As they chose a spot to set down their towels, they both noticed a group of topless women hunched around a game of cards and a pile of snacks, another topless woman applying oil to her glistening chest, and an older topless woman listening to music underneath an umbrella a little farther back. Ben and Anaa’s polite Canadian sensibility had trained them to take people in without staring, so they noticed the women without letting them or each other know. Meanwhile, they spread out their towels and peeled off their sweat-damp clothing.

			Sitting down in their bathing suits, tired from the effort, they basked in the cool breeze sweeping across their shoulders.

			“This is gorgeous,” Ben said, squinting at the great glittering pool in front of them.

			“I can’t believe we thought that gross riverbank by campus could suffice for a beach, when this has existed the whole time.” She took a bottle of sunscreen from her bag and started to apply it to her legs.

			“I like that river,” Ben said lightly. He lay back and spread himself out on his towel. “But this feels good too.”

			Anaa envied the obvious comfort he felt in his body, half-naked in a new place, closing his eyes without a hint of apprehension. She watched as the slight hairs on his chest and forearms turned golden in the sunlight, and his deep-pink lips curved into an easy smile.

			“I don’t mean to bring it up, but I’m so impressed with you,” she said. He opened an eye to look at her inquisitively. “You have full licence to be in a shit mood, but you’re really not letting it get in the way. If it were me, my whole trip would be ruined.”

			Ben raised his eyebrows then scrunched them, appearing confused. He pressed himself up onto his elbows. “Oh, about my bag?” He squinted out at the water. “Yeah, I mean, it sucks—thank you for the reminder—but I can’t do anything about it now, right? Why ruin this short amount of time we have?” He watched her struggle to rub sunscreen on her back. “Here, give me that.”

			Anaa handed him the sunscreen and turned her back to him. She swiftly unhooked her bathing suit top and lifted her hair up. He swallowed, then started to apply the thick white lotion to her shoulders.

			Feeling his fingers press generously into her, his thumbs tracing her shoulder blades the way she liked, Anaa cleared her throat. “Sorry, you were saying?” He hesitated, apparently forgetting where he’d left off. “You don’t want to ruin the time we have left?”

			“Yeah, and, uh, that’s kind of why we’re doing this trip anyway,” he continued. “Not to worry about the past, but to just enjoy everything right now. Live in the moment.”

			“I hate that I want to cringe when I hear that. Live in the moment. It sounds cheesy—like I’m sure I’ve seen it stitched on pillows—but, if you think about it, it’s kind of the only thing we have.”

			Ben hummed in distracted agreement as he finished rubbing the sunscreen into her lower back. There was a thick blue-white sheen across her skin, but he said, “All done,” anyway and quickly removed his avid hands from her.

			He eyed her bikini top, waiting for her to put it back on, but she put it aside, grabbed the orange tube, and applied the lotion to her chest. When she finished, she paused and inhaled, then turned around, facing him on her knees.

			She watched his eyes intently, almost daring him to look at her breasts, which he had always insisted were the perfect size—he’d cup them and confirm they were B cups, B standing for Ben. But he didn’t turn away or break her gaze. Rather, his expression dared her to see something else entirely. She glanced down at his lips, which were tensed with restraint, and his unwavering eyes seemed to answer what her own wondered. Suddenly she became very conscious of what she was doing, how she looked, what they were both thinking. “Your turn,” she said. “Turn around.”

			Ben wordlessly shifted his body and she started to apply sunscreen across his back, a much larger canvas to cover than her own. She watched the muscles of his shoulders and upper back squeeze together and grinned to herself, thinking he was really appreciating the massage. While she was pressing her fingers into his warm skin, however, Ben was glaring at a group of loud American guys in board shorts and blue sport sunglasses who had walked onto the beach and were ogling Anaa in turns. He pushed his jaw into a scowl and lowered his eyelids in an attempt to appear as threatening as possible. They settled their towels near the group of topless women still snacking away. Ben realized his pulse was racing.

			Anaa finished and admired her masterpiece, his broad back glistening. She lay down on the towel while Ben stayed there, unmoving, for a few seconds too long. When he finally turned back, he’d replaced his scowl with forced geniality. He thanked her, but his restraint faltered, and his eyes flicked to her breasts.

			She stuck her chin out and tried to steady her voice. “Yes, I’m not wearing a top,” she said, her tone somewhat sterner than the blasé she’d aimed for. “You’re not either.”

			“No, I know, it’s…great,” Ben replied, easing himself onto his elbows.

			“Don’t be weird.” Anaa squinted into the sky. “Look around, boobs everywhere. Saggy, perky, wrinkled. It’s normal.”

			“It might be normal here, but it’s still…you know…Not everyone here is European,” Ben said. Anaa shielded her eyes with her hand so she could shoot him an annoyed glare. Ben kept his gaze on the dark-blue horizon line. “Okay, that sounded bad,” he yielded. “I don’t care—it’s not even my place to care.”

			“You care a little,” she said matter-of-factly. “You always did.”

			“I did not,” he said, knitting his brows and tilting his head to the side to face her.

			“Oh please, you would always make some little comment. You hated when anyone looked at me.”

			Ben turned his head away in protest, but without even wanting to, his eyes stole a glance at the group of guys he’d spotted earlier. “Okay, I know I had a tendency to be territorial. I’m sorry. I just know what guys are like.”

			She’d heard that line a million times and rolled her eyes emphatically to remind him of that. “It’s always ‘I know what guys are like’ until a woman says, ‘Men are trash,’ then suddenly it’s ‘Not all men.’ ”

			Ben nodded emphatically to remind her that he’d also heard that line from her a million times. He watched a young boy, probably preteen, plant himself a small distance ahead of their towels and lie down at enough of an angle to be able to sneak a peek at Anaa. Ben steadied himself and set his eyes on her.

			“Okay, sure,” he continued, “obviously it’s a bit distracting, but your confidence is hot. It’s not easy. And I truly do believe in freeing the nip. I’d personally love for women to be topless more often.”

			“I’m sure you would,” she deadpanned.

			Ben shrugged and smiled slyly. “But, for real, Anaa, I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable about something that’s already hard for you to do.”

			She took in his genuine expression, then reflected it back at him. “Thank you. That actually means a lot.” For a moment she marvelled at how they could speak so easily like this now, the way they used to. Maybe it was easier for her to get her point across when she wasn’t on a righteous tirade. Maybe she was indeed speaking differently now because of her new friends.

			The boy peeked backwards again and this time Ben couldn’t resist. “Okay, he probably feels like the luckiest boy in the world, though.”

			Anaa laughed and the boy turned away. “At least he’s seeing boobs in a non-sexual environment,” she said. “He won’t be so ravenous about it later.”

			“That’s true,” Ben said, trying not to let the word ravenous stir him so much.

			The boy looked back at Anaa, and she started putting her bikini top on.

			“What is it?” Ben asked.

			“I don’t know, feels a little weird now,” she said with an uncomfortable smile.

			“Want me to tell him to fuck off?”

			Anaa laughed and shook her head. The way she could vehemently state her case for showing her breasts and then immediately cover them up felt like a luxurious duplicity she was being allowed. It was a strange feeling she found herself savouring lately, when deeply held morals and lived experience clashed in real time. “I’m going in the water anyway—my nipples are going to be rock-hard.”

			Now Ben found some amusement in the hypocrisy. “So everyone can see your nipples, but only when they’re soft?”

			“Baby steps!” She ran into the water and shrieked at the sudden blast of ice shooting up through her body. Ben smiled watching her, then remembered he had legs and ran after her.

		

	
		
			Twenty

			The balmy evening air swirled above the heads of sunburnt tourists swathed in cotton summer dresses and Hawaiian shirts. The slow-moving hordes strolled the cobblestone streets and tucked into restaurant terraces to drink wine, eat seafood, and smoke cigarettes while the sky deepened into night. Anaa and Ben sat in a restaurant patio situated where two parallel roads converged, with a ceiling of string lights criss-crossed above them and people passing on both sides in a sun-tired daze. They perused the menu, which was a vague mix of Portuguese and Italian cuisine, as the clatter of forks and knives filled the space around them.

			Ben closed his menu and placed it on the table. “Know what you’re going to get?” Anaa asked. He was wearing a white T-shirt with the olive-green dress shirt overtop, which he had slid on after seeing Anaa come out of the bathroom in a similar-coloured summer dress with straps that tied into little bows atop her shoulders. He’d always loved matching outfits with her, as if somehow the colour coordination strengthened something about their connection, projected it outward. Anaa herself could appreciate the aesthetic value of the coordination, but something about it had always made her feel cartoonish.

			“Spaghetti,” Ben said with total certainty.

			“Seriously? You should try something you can’t usually get.”

			“I want spaghetti,” he said simply.

			Anaa closed her menu. “I thought you’d retire spaghetti forever after those huge batches you used to make at my place.”

			“That wasn’t spaghetti, that was calories.”

			Anaa immediately recalled the huge buckets of protein powder, the constant food-tracking app alerts, the perpetual stink of his gym bag. “The gains.”

			The waiter, a cheerful middle-aged man in a white short-sleeved dress shirt with a red apron around his waist, came over to their table. He held a notebook in his hand and asked, “Pronto?” He looked at Ben, and Ben looked at Anaa.

			“Sim,” she replied, sitting up straighter when the waiter turned to her. “Queria a beringela, se faz favor.”

			“Tá bem. E para ti?”

			Ben opened his menu again and pretended to consider his options before saying, “Yeah, I’ll have the spaghetti?” He hunched forward and started scratching just below his knee, an old nervous tic of his that Anaa was surprised to see only now.

			The waiter gave one quick nod. “Spaghetti.”

			“E uma garrafa do vinho tinto da casa,” Anaa added.

			“Muito bem,” he replied as he scribbled on his notepad.

			“Obrigada,” Anaa said as he picked up their menus.

			“Oh-bri-gah-doe!” Ben said with new confidence towards the waiter’s retreating back.

			Anaa tried not to smile. “Red wine is okay, yeah?”

			“Yeah, perfect,” Ben said.

			“I love getting to see your wine face.” Anaa smirked.

			“I don’t have a wine face,” he replied, making the idea sound as ridiculous as he could.

			“Oh, you definitely do.”

			“That’s just my face.”

			“Yeah, when you drink wine.” She feigned a sip from her empty glass with a grimace, squinting her eyes and gulping down hard while pulling the ends of her lips down. Then she laughed. “I’m still not certain you actually like wine.”

			“Anaa, we’ve cleaned off so many bottles between us.”

			“Which is why I know the wine face.”

			He threw his hands up. “I like wine!” A family at the table next to theirs giggled, the mother giving him a thumbs-up. He cast his eyes down at his lap and shook his head, smiling.

			“Whatever you say,” Anaa replied dubiously.

			“You’re infuriating,” he said, looking up at her with a face that said something entirely different.

			Anaa noticed the waiter coming their way with a bottle of red.

			Years before, when she was still a teenager, Anaa had made a pointed effort to learn to love wine. It didn’t come naturally, and in fact the smell used to repel her. Her first sip was terrible. The sharp alcoholic vapours hit the back of her throat and she immediately felt ill and started coughing. For a long time, she stuck to sugary coolers and ciders, until she noticed the kinds of people at her university who loaded up on them and blamed all their horrendous behaviour on their drinks. She wanted to separate herself from those people as much as possible, and little by little she did exactly that, with the places she went, the clothes she wore, the words she used, and even the sophisticated wine she consumed. Charmed by the idea of a night of reading and writing with a refined buzz, she stole a few bottles from her mother, but she didn’t like the fuzzy quality it gave her thoughts. Once, she tried to drink it in a bath as she’d seen in movies, but the combination of the hot water and the dehydrating effect of the alcohol made her dizzy. Only when she started taking an interest in cooking did she find its real magic. She’d put on French pop music from the seventies or American jazz from the sixties, stirring and singing and sipping, feeling what surely countless others had before her, though she couldn’t place her finger on where exactly she’d inherited this image that had become so emblematic of a woman enjoying her own presence.

			The waiter now swiftly opened their bottle while Anaa and Ben shared a quiet, competitive smile. Holding the bottle in one hand and a cloth napkin in the other, he poured a splash in Ben’s glass. Even though Anaa had expected the waiter to let Ben taste it first, she was still a little disappointed that her Portuguese hadn’t overridden the bias. Nevertheless, she was determined to savour this moment.

			Ben glanced up at the waiter, expecting him to fill the glass, parting his lips, ready to laugh at some joke he hoped he was in on. When the waiter simply stared back at him, Ben looked nervously to Anaa. She raised her eyebrows and gestured towards the glass. He picked it up hesitantly. Then, suddenly committing to the bit, he stuck his nose up, swirled the wine around in the glass with a flourish, and waved the smell towards his nostrils with his other hand. He took one last, discerning glimpse of the maroon colour, then downed it all in one shot. Swallowing hard and squinting his eyes, he pulled his lips down slightly. The wine face. Anaa bit down on the insides of her cheeks and tried not to laugh.

			“It’s great. Thanks,” Ben said, nodding at the waiter, who was also holding in a laugh. “Uh, muy-toh bom! Oh-bri-gah-doe!” He said the last words loudly, as if the extra volume would help push his poorly pronounced words over the language barrier.

			“Very good,” the waiter said in a perfect English accent as he filled up their glasses. “I’ll be back with your food shortly.”

			Ben gasped quietly. He shook his head as the waiter left, then looked at Anaa. “Thank you for that,” he said flatly.

			“My pleasure—genuinely.” She grinned crookedly. They had both learned to live with very little money while they were in school, and whenever they went out to relatively fancy dinners, they’d drink their own cheap wine beforehand so that they never bought more than a glass each. The concept of buying a bottle at a restaurant only presented itself as an option to Anaa after she moved to a country where the cost of wine was almost equivalent to water. She happily embraced the concept, but she hadn’t had any preparation for the ritual of it, or the mildly foolish feeling that accompanied the sudden jump from luxurious to commonplace. “Don’t worry,” she said. “The first time it happened to me, I went, ‘Yup, that’s wine.’ ”

			“What if I said I didn’t like it?” he asked. “Do I get to taste them all?”

			Anaa loved watching him process it. Someone who came from her world, asking the same questions she did, with the same wide-eyed exhilaration. The first time a waiter had asked her to sample the wine was at a dinner with Caroline, Tiago, Wallace, and Maria, and none of them were particularly interested in her mundane culture shock. Anaa’s ballooning embarrassment was dealt with in the worst way: Instead of joking about it in the moment and releasing its tight pressure, it hung in the air in front of her, painfully, only drifting away after Caroline introduced a new topic of conversation.

			Anaa was happy to give Ben a different experience. “If only they knew my taste in wine directly correlates with the price tag,” she told him. “And not in a good way.”

			“In the best way.” He raised his glass. “Cheers.”

			Anaa tapped her glass gently to his. “To your wine face.”

			The food arrived soon after, and they dug in. Between hungry bites, they discreetly identified people around them with the worst sunburns, people who were on vacation with their mistresses, people who were on a date and would never see each other again after this night. Their thoughts danced on their tongues, every idea shared as easily as it arrived, and similarly received. They conversed without trying, enjoying one another without any effort.

			Ben leaned back and wiped his napkin over his lips before placing it on the table beside his cleaned plate. He spread his legs wider as he pressed into the back of his chair, watching Anaa split the last of the wine into their glasses. “So, are you happy here?” he asked. She jerked her head back slightly and pressed her eyebrows up, his sudden sincerity sobering her. He added, “I know you love the city, but, like, with other stuff? The job?”

			“Well,” Anaa said, pausing to consider his question seriously. “I’m not particularly passionate about the top ten reasons you should be putting oatmeal on your face.”

			“Should I be putting oatmeal on my face?”

			“Apparently.” She shrugged and took a sip.

			“So, are you going to keep writing for them?”

			Anaa sighed. “I don’t know. I thought I would just work there until I could put together an anthology of my stuff, or get a publication started, but that’s taking longer than I expected…and, honestly, I’ve been a bit blocked.”

			“Blocked?” Ben leaned forward with concern.

			“The writing just isn’t…There’s no heart in it.” Anaa saw a painfully blank page in her mind again. She felt the words already escaping her at the thought of it. Instinctively, she put her right hand on the table, but where she usually would have landed on her notebook, she touched only tablecloth. With a strike of shame, she realized that she hadn’t even thought of bringing her notebook, she couldn’t even remember if she’d packed it. There wasn’t a day she’d left it behind in Lisbon.

			“Well, it’s a lot of change,” Ben said, gesturing around them and bringing her back into her body. “You need time to process. Plus, you need periods where you actually live so that you have something to write about.”

			She nodded weakly. “I guess that’s true.” She marvelled at how simply he could transform her months of toiling into a natural process. “At least I can live,” Anaa said, pivoting to her well-worn mental route of self-soothing. “I can pay all my bills. Even if I’m writing about which dog you should get based on your zodiac sign.”

			“Ooh, which one should I get?”

			“The stars actually had a certain bitch in mind for you.” She couldn’t keep a straight face as she swore, and immediately regretted the joke.

			“I know that’s right,” he said with a wink.

			Anaa turned her head to the side to conceal her smile, then sighed heavily.

			“Who cares what you have to write about? It’s only temporary,” Ben said.

			“I know, but that’s exactly it—I care.” Anaa gave a wimpy smile. “I told everyone about my big dreams and now I feel this crazy pressure because I’m not living them.”

			Ben nodded slowly, exhaled heavily. “Trust me, I get it.”

			“Do you?”

			“I took a year off for tennis, then I didn’t even make the cut, and I’ve been stuck behind everyone my age ever since.”

			“But it wasn’t leaving tennis that bothered you? It’s being behind?”

			He gritted his teeth. They’d had this argument before.

			The worst version of it was when Anaa hadn’t gotten into a prestigious summer writing program in Vancouver the previous year. Though she’d processed the news alone a day earlier, she still fought back tears as she told Ben. He squeezed her hard, comforting her for about five seconds before swaying her side to side and rejoicing in the fact that they could spend the summer together instead. His relief had broken her heart. It hurt her that he wasn’t sad for her, even though he loved her so much that he was overjoyed to get more time with her. She accused him of not understanding and used his discarded tennis ambition as proof. I’m not like you, she said with derision. I can’t just forget my dreams. I can’t just drop one thing and pick up another and feel satisfied. He wasn’t hungry in the same way she was, Anaa thought. He couldn’t understand her ambition. It was why she knew he also wouldn’t understand when she wanted to leave.

			After she’d said her piece, Ben remembered lashing out at her, calling her exhausting, condescending, mean. He didn’t believe there was only one version of his life that he could be happy in, and up until then he hadn’t for a second regretted that his passion and ambition had been poured into the version of his life with Anaa.

			Ben folded the edge of the tablecloth between his fingers. “Maybe I didn’t want it enough, maybe that bothers me,” he said quietly. “I’m not like you, you know.” He watched Anaa wince as she remembered her own words. “I’ll admit, sometimes I wish I’d tried harder.”

			They locked eyes and Anaa nervously chewed her lip. “It doesn’t have to be tennis, of course,” she said. “You can excel at anything you want to. But is it really a life of office work that you’re rushing to get to?”

			Ben rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know, I guess everyone has their reasons.” He looked down at his empty plate. He’d once known his reason well: her. Not only her, but a whole world he envisioned for them. He wanted to work hard and get a good job as fast as he could so that they could begin creating it. Anaa had recoiled at the very idea of settling down at such a young age, and he’d taken it personally back then. He was offering as close to perfection as he could imagine, and she didn’t want it. But after she’d left the country, choosing the unknown over the comfort and stability he offered, he’d started to second-guess his vision of an ideal future. Though his dreams with Anaa had been shattered, between the cracks he began to glimpse a little more of the world outside of them. He could see more, want more. Turning his eyes back to Anaa, he said with determination, “I’m not going to fall into that trap, though. People always say they’re just going to save up enough money and then travel or whatever, but it’s never enough. I want to live my life while I still can.”

			Anaa’s lips parted as her face brightened in surprise. She nodded emphatically. “Yes. And you should. It really is fucked-up that we’re supposed to sit in an office all day, through the years where we’re most physically capable, and then after we’ve accumulated back problems, huge responsibilities, and just gotten really, really tired, then we’re supposed to go enjoy free time?”

			“Who did this?”

			“I’d like their name and address.”

			“Knock some sense into them…”

			“Give them some tequila and get them laid.” Their serious expressions melted into laughter. Anaa dug around in her purse and pulled out a pack of Marlboros. “Want one?”

			“Uhhh,” Ben wavered, leaning his head from side to side. “Yeah, why not. No more rollies?”

			“I was feeling nostalgic.” She lit her cigarette and handed him the lighter.

			“You’re not smoking too much, are you?”

			Anaa thought about laughing at his parental tone but decided against it. “No, no.”

			“I think I was getting addicted at one point,” Ben said, flicking the lighter. “It’s crazy, my dad was a smoker when I was a kid, and I would steal his packs and tear them up. I’d cry and beg him to stop. And now…” He lit his cigarette, inhaled, and released the smoky end of his thought to mingle with the string lights above them.

			“Well, at least you know your limit. I can go days, weeks, without them, and then I can smoke a pack in one night, easy. I don’t think I have an addictive personality.”

			“I definitely do,” Ben said.

			“I know.”

			They smirked at each other, both remembering a conversation they’d had two years prior when they’d half-jokingly researched what qualifies a person as a sex addict. Before either could get carried away with the thought, a burly man wearing all white started playing an accordion down the road, the dense chords ebbing and flowing in the air.

			“A nice soundtrack for this movie,” Anaa noted dreamily. They turned to see the man as he began to sing.

			“I’d watch it.”

			“You’d fall asleep halfway through.”

			“And you’d watch it a million times. You’d restart it right after it finishes,” Ben added.

			Anaa grinned. “Rewatches are the best. You pick up on things you missed, see characters from a new perspective. Or just enjoy it all over again.” She’d often asked Ben to watch movies she’d already seen, and he would decline on the principle that he wanted to try something new with her so that they could both experience it together for the first time, but still she would insist that she’d rather see something she already loved than gamble away two hours of her life. When they did watch something new together and it turned out to be amazing, she would immediately replay it. Ben could hardly stay awake for one movie, so when she wanted to do it all over again, he would invariably tap out.

			“You know, if I were to do it again, I’d watch and rewatch every movie with you.”

			Anaa smiled politely, unconvinced. “Mm, that’d be nice. But you’d miss out on your prime snoozing hours.”

			“You were seriously the only girl I’d met who actually wanted to watch a movie when you suggested we watch a movie.”

			Anaa laughed. “Except for all those times I let you pick the movie. Then I wanted the other thing.”

			Ben pulled his head back in surprise. “Huh. And I was so happy you let me choose, too…it really put me in the mood.”

			“Oh, I know,” she said.

			Ben shook his head and stifled a smile as he put his hands in his pockets and leaned forward. “You ready to go?”

			Anaa pursed her lips to one side for a second, then nodded. They both put too much cash on the table and walked out from under the lights, past the man playing accordion. Anaa dropped some change in his hat on the ground, and she and Ben walked deeper into the night.

			On a dark street without any lamps, he took her hand to guide her around a pothole. An alarm sounded somewhere near the front of her skull, but all her attention was in the feeling of their fingers, which interlaced serenely out of habit. A smile wrenched its way through her surprise. She felt his eyes on her, felt him smiling too.

		

	
		
			Twenty-One

			They didn’t say a word all the way back to their inn, but it was a wordlessness Anaa welcomed. Instead of stepping out of herself and observing their bodies from a distance, trying to find ever-better synonyms for the way they must look to a passing stranger, she felt rooted in her legs. She was aware of the way her dress swished against the front of her thighs, how it lightly tapped the back of them. Though she’d let go of Ben’s hand when they’d stepped onto a well-lit street, she still felt the heat of his palm on her own, as well as a delicious coolness against her collar bones, a loose hair tickling her temple. She felt the changes in lighting viscerally, from darkness to street lamps, front entrance to stairway to bedroom, warm orange to bright white to dim yellow.

			When they entered their room, it was filled with a dense heat that smelled of old wood and damp bathing suits. It felt good to enter a neutral space together, neither hers nor his, with no one they knew in the room next door, in a town where neither of them had ever been. Anaa had always liked travelling with Ben for that reason. Whether it was a mosquito-ridden tent in tropical Costa Rica, a remote beach house in Thailand, a dodgy roadside motel room in upstate New York, or a tiny winter chalet rented from an old Québécois couple, the sensation of walking into their shared space was the same. Even without Anaa’s neurotic habit of immediately organizing all her things in drawers and closets as if she lived there, those spaces felt incredibly, impossibly, like home. Wherever they travelled, no matter how many hours they’d spent researching things to do or how many extra shifts they’d taken to save enough money to get themselves there, they inevitably ended up spending at least one evening in. They would strike out something on their must-see list and wilfully forget the world that lay outside those walls.

			During those precious hours, they were more interesting and enriching to each other than whatever they’d travelled to see. Ben often took the opportunity on those evenings to posit that if they could travel so well together, then they would just as easily be able to live together.

			Anaa had seriously considered it for a time, longer than she was keen to admit. Between the depressing prospects of continuing to live with her loud, messy university housemates or going back to live with her pathologically stressed-out mother or emotionally stunted father, Ben won every time. She’d felt mentally ready to handle the little quirks, the occasional wet towel on the floor, the collection of empty toilet paper rolls on the counter, the eternally scrunched-up toothpaste tube. It seemed a small price for the mornings dancing in the kitchen, the evenings curled up on the couch, the smiles through the mirror while brushing their teeth, the I got these because I remember you said you liked them items in the fridge. She’d wanted it, but not yet. The problem with her “not yet” was that it often implied “never,” because in order for her to feel ready, she needed to feel like she’d really lived, like she’d tried everything under the sun and blossomed as boldly as she could; and she couldn’t do that to Ben, she couldn’t make him wait and watch in the shade. She also couldn’t live with Ben and then not live with him—that would be too painful. So, ultimately, she’d decided it was best not to live with him at all.

			But when she moved to Portugal alone, she’d missed him sorely. Those first days were the hardest. Sharing an apartment with three complete strangers, she wanted Ben there to sprawl out in her place as if it were his childhood bedroom, to poke fun at her for the way she’d carefully organized all her creams in the bathroom, to blast a song on a speaker and fill the space with energy, to invite everyone in the house to laugh and bond over a meal. Sometimes, though, she wasn’t sure if she wished he were there or if she wished she were him.

			His way of making himself at home felt so painfully enviable, particularly while she nervously listened with her ear to the door to figure out whether her flatmates were using the common areas, waiting for them to leave before she entered. She often recalled their first morning in Laos, when Ben had gotten up before her and left her a note saying he’d gone to the hostel’s kitchen. She’d spent over an hour killing time and debating whether to venture out there, caught in an inexplicable tangle of nerves, not even sure what she was afraid of, and when she’d finally worked up the courage to go find the kitchen, she’d found him there getting an impromptu cooking lesson from an older Laotian woman, with three new friends who had offered to take them on an afternoon excursion to some waterfalls off the beaten tourist path. By mere association with Ben, everyone had looked at Anaa with so much warmth, hugging her and offering her food and coffee. While she had spent her morning anxiously and indecisively padding around, Ben had gone out and acquired new friends and the perfect day for them. She remembered how drastic the shift inside her had felt, how grateful she’d felt for him, and how useless she’d felt herself. It was a mortifying shade of relief. She remembered hoping one day she could be the kind of person who could go somewhere new and strike up conversations in kitchens with strangers.

			Perhaps that was part of the reason she’d wanted him to come visit her. He brought with him that edifying sense of ease, the colloquial how-to she never picked up from novels and anthologies.

			Despite her own overflowing imagination, Ben was so much more vivid sometimes, more vivid than she was to herself. Life surged through him, and he generously dragged her along even with her heels dug into the ground. She wished she could just let go, just decide to be comfortable and then really feel it.

			Ben took two long strides across the room and hopped on the bed, stretching out on his stomach. Anaa’s eyes followed him, but her feet didn’t move far past the door. She looked around while he sighed into the mattress. “Should we open a window?” she asked.

			“Yeah, please, it’s a sauna in here.” He flipped onto his back and Anaa’s legs finally propelled her to the window along the wall perpendicular to the bed. The glass was cool to the touch but stubbornly shut, and the struggle to open it roused some energy in her. When it finally yielded and slid wide open, she stood there framed by the darkness, waiting for a gust of air. Instead, it just floated in languidly around her.

			Ben watched her for a moment. “What are you doing?”

			“Nothing. Thinking.”

			“Come think over here.” He sat up and took off his dress shirt, then his T-shirt. His hands went to the waistband of his shorts, and he paused. Looking up at her hesitantly, he asked, “Do you mind?”

			Anaa scoffed. “I’ve seen your naked body more times than I can count. I can see it with my eyes closed.” She bit her tongue, physically holding it between her molars so that she would stop talking.

			“Yeah, you can,” he said, eagerly slipping off his shorts. Closing his eyes, he continued, “And I can see yours, so, might as well…” He lay back on the bed.

			She reached for one of the strings tied on her shoulders, then paused. It shouldn’t feel any different from the beach, she told herself over the sound of the now-blaring alarms inside her head. She pulled the strings loose, and Ben moved over onto the farther side of the bed, turning onto his stomach again to make her feel less watched, though he angled his head so that he could still see her. When her dress was on the floor, she walked towards the bed and gingerly lay face up beside him. After a moment of adjusting to the new altitude, the wine settling in her stomach, she glanced over at him and saw that he’d been watching her with a look of calm contentment.

			“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

			Ben started to open his mouth, then clamped it shut. “I don’t want to say it.” He smiled nervously.

			“Just say it.” They gazed straight into each other’s eyes with a startling challenge that made it impossible to look away.

			He wrestled with a thought. “You’re not going to like it.”

			“Ben.” She blinked slowly.

			He reached his hand out and placed it softly on her cheek, rubbing it tenderly with his thumb. “You’re…” Her face inched closer to his, her skin hot under his fingers.

			“I’m what?”

			He brushed her hair back, his lips twitched, and he continued, “You’re the last one in bed, so you have to turn off the lights.”

			Her face dropped momentarily before she burst into laughter and shoved him away, muttering, “Stupid,” as she hoisted herself off the bed and flicked off the light. An orange glow came through the window from the street lamps, bright enough for her to see Ben’s outline and dim enough to hide her embarrassment. She got back on the bed and lay on her side facing him, and he, still smiling mischievously, turned towards her too.

			“Sorry,” he said, noticing something in her face.

			“The rules are the rules,” she said quietly, shrugging faintly. They were silent for a long moment.

			“I missed you,” Ben said matter-of-factly. “I know I’ve been here for a few days now, but today…I think I really missed these kinds of days.”

			“Well, being on vacation in a beautiful beach town definitely helps.”

			“It’s not that,” he said without a hint of hesitation.

			“Yeah.” She let herself surrender. “I know.” The wine and heat slowed her body down, and she felt an easiness settle into her expression.

			As their vision adapted to the darkness, Ben looked at her lips, then her shoulder, and finally her eyes. “You must be exhausted. You woke up so early to plan all this.”

			“You want me to sleep?” The words tumbled out; something about his insinuation had prodded her uncomfortably.

			“No, you just look tired.” Before she could formulate her sarcastic thanks, he added, “And it’s late. And…there isn’t much else to do.”

			She could see he was trying to keep a straight face. “I’m not tired,” she said, her eyelids suddenly feeling very heavy. They were quiet for some time, both of their bare chests warm and glowing.

			Ben put his hand over her eyes, and when he removed it, her eyes stayed closed.

			“I’m not sleeping,” she said drowsily. “Close your eyes too.”

			He did as she wished.

			After a couple of minutes, she wasn’t sure if he’d fallen asleep, but she didn’t open her eyes to check. “I missed you, too,” she said. “A lot.” She waited a minute in tense silence, but Ben didn’t respond or move an inch. After another minute, she figured he’d passed out, then promptly allowed herself to do the same.

			Ben was wide awake. He watched her smile nervously to herself after she’d said it, watched as her smile dissolved and her breathing deepened. Meanwhile, he was concentrating all his effort on finding the right thing to say, something that could express all the colours of his feelings while remaining inside the lines. He then also had to restrain himself from reaching out and pulling her into him to communicate what his words certainly couldn’t. After remaining frozen for some time, he figured he should get some sleep, but every so often he’d open his eyes and realize he still hadn’t fully surrendered to unconsciousness, and then he’d see her and feel even less inclined to try.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two

			That night Anaa dreamt of nothing. Hours passed like warm, solid blocks through her, pressing out any wavering thoughts and stubborn creases. She slept with the sensation of being held, though when she awoke at first light to the sound of birds twittering through the wide open window, Ben’s head was nuzzled in her chest and her arms were wrapped around him.

			Blinking her eyes clear from the haze of last night’s wine, Anaa braced herself. After waiting for a minute in the pillowy silence of dawn, she took a deep breath, waited another. Eventually she wondered if perhaps it wouldn’t come. She’d expected to be haunted by a spectral image of Tiago floating above the bed, but orders came from somewhere deeper within. Just as in the way the creature of her body beckoned her back to sleep, there was another brain, an older one, that gently asked her to give in, to listen to what it wanted, to expand and multiply instead of cut and refine. It asked her to hold space for all the voices even as they yelled and pleaded with one another. At the very least, she thought limply, their clamour had become so familiar that she could create some conscious distance from it, the same way she no longer noticed the regular roar of airplanes arriving and taking off across Lisbon’s skies. Anaa, too, was soon floating up and away, the noise of her mind growing ever more distant. She wrapped her arms a little tighter around Ben.

			A couple of hours later, the sun began pouring into their room, buckets of thick heat filling the space, the dew of their bodies collecting where they touched. When Ben was roused from his slumber, he realized he was spooning Anaa and had his arm and leg around her. He slowly retracted his limbs and lay back, hearing Anaa take in that first loud inhale of consciousness.

			“Sorry,” he said.

			“It’s okay,” she replied groggily, rolling onto her back. “It was…nice.”

			“It was, wasn’t it?” His tone was light but earnest.

			They both turned to look at each other, every muscle in their faces poised on the brink of desire. “Let’s go to the beach,” Ben whispered. “Or else…”

			Anaa understood immediately, but without any sense of urgency. Their desire seemed to have entered serenely, quietly greeting each other’s, politely letting the other express itself first, taking turns, making no demands. Anaa was amazed at the amenable quality of her mind, simply existing in harmony with her body’s sensations instead of doing somersaults around them, and moving so in step with Ben, too. They were ready by the door at the same time, both had the idea to pick up a sandwich from the shop on the corner, and when they got to the beach, they both wordlessly picked out the same plot of hot sand to lay their towels on.

			

			—

			
				The rest of their day passed in sun-streaked vignettes, which Anaa savoured as if they were already a memory, anticipating the possibility that each might be the last time happiness would be so carelessly lavished upon her. As the icy ocean droplets evaporated off their skin, they both lay topless on their backs reading, Ben with his book on movement, Anaa with Saramago’s Blindness. She was tuning in and out from the words on the page to listen to the mass of sound enveloping them, or to feel the towel tug a little beneath her when Ben readjusted. The wealth of her attention felt sumptuous, and she spent and spent it, but there was always more, always a grain of sand rubbing between her toes in a pleasurable way, always a fresh wave of sunscreen-soaked smells floating by her. And then, lost completely in the minutiae, she saw Ben’s hand slowly stretch towards her chest and flick her nipple. The sensation pierced through all her opulence, and she gasped, then burst out laughing. She tried to flick him back, but he was too ready on the defence. He laughed and looked down at her nipple, standing at attention. “I’m just trying to help you with your feminism,” he said, hands up in surrender. Anaa shook her head and picked up her book again. But after not really reading a sentence, she peeked down at her chest and thought how funny it was that the same matter in a different state could have its meaning so arbitrarily changed.

			The next vignette was shrouded in cotton candy as the pink-and-purple sky floated down around them, gently brushing the tops of their shoulders and settling into the cracks of the cobblestone roads while they strolled aimlessly through town eating gelato. “Dessert before dinner. I love being an adult,” Ben said as he licked his strawberry cone. She gave him a lopsided smile of agreement and suddenly realized they were holding hands. She looked down with surprise and he responded with a light shrug, as if it were normal to suddenly realize one was entangled with someone else. For a moment she wondered if it had been her who had reached out without noticing. She wondered how deep Ben must be embedded in her body for her to register a physical touch in her brain without it setting off one single alert. A dizzying feeling washed over her, making her feel eminently visible. She saw the two of them as they seemed, a visual emblem of love, strolling hand in hand in the south-of-somewhere licking sweet ice cream in the middle of an old romantic street. It was like a stock photo, and she could hear the groans far off in the distance of her mind, yet she left herself behind for a moment and allowed herself to simply exist in it. Blissfully renouncing the third dimension, she willed herself to flatten into the postcard image of a young couple in love. She liked how an older couple with matching haircuts recognized something in them as they passed, and she liked how young teens appraised them with a glint of desire in their eyes. How lucky they were to be plump with youth, dazed with sun, loose with freedom. How wondrous to be recognized by the world as just that.

			Another vignette, this time bounded by the blackness of night, shimmering in ripples along the ocean surface, atop mounds of white, moonlit sand. Anaa and Ben had walked straight from dinner to the beach and were holding their shoes in their hands as they sunk their feet into the fine, cool grains. With each step, Anaa passed through half-saved memories of numerous beach night scenes from TV shows in the early 2000s, but while those scenes recurrently held a dangerous air—waiting for a romantic reveal or a misunderstanding to set the drama rolling—this didn’t feel perilous at all. Instead, it felt easy, so easy that it had to be right. There was no straining of the mind to come up with anything clever to say, no finicky clothes to adjust, not even stray hairs flying in her face. And there was no audience. Anaa and Ben sat their tired limbs down on an empty beach far from the sounds of utensils and laughter clinking along the waterfront restaurants, and they watched waves of glimmering light emerge from the dark abyss and roll towards them before disappearing a small distance beyond their feet.

			After a moment of sitting with their arms grazing each other, conducting quiet currents of electricity, Ben asked dreamily, “How did we get here?”

			Anaa looked up at his searching eyes and poured all the dreaminess she could back into them. “We walked,” she answered. He shot her an unimpressed look, and they both laughed, happily tucking his real question out of sight.

			Watching another wave gently rise up and float towards her in the dark, Anaa found that she fit into her old self like a worn sweater—it was too big, it sagged in the wrong places, and the colour had faded, but it felt warm and comfortable when she put it on. Though she hardly wore it anymore, she still couldn’t find the strength to throw it out just yet.

			Ben put his arm around her, his hand gently rubbing the side of her leg, and they leaned their heads against one another. Adrenalin suddenly coursed through Anaa’s veins, warping her thoughts. She could feel all her impulses swelling.

			“You know what we have to do, right?” she asked.

			Ben pulled his head away and looked at her incredulously.

			“Yup.”

			“Anaa, it’s cold,” Ben protested.

			She got up and started stripping her clothes off. “Ben, it’s non-negotiable.” And with that, he got up and took off his clothes as well, and she was sure that if she asked him for anything right then and there, he would say yes. She dashed towards the inky-black end of the world and didn’t stop running even as the water seized her skin in its frigid grip.

			

			—

			Back in their room later, shivering from the cold, neither wanted to make the other wait to thaw in the shower, so they got in together. They glanced bashfully at each other as they lathered shampoo, scrubbed their armpits, soaped between their legs. There was nothing unusual about the routine, which they’d done hundreds of times, except that now, of course, nothing was usual. Ben left the bathroom first, letting Anaa finish her extensive moisturizing. When she was done, she considered wrapping a towel around herself but quickly decided against it. She entered the room and saw him lying on the bed in the dim street light, his eyes shining in the dark.

			Anaa teetered slightly forward, like that incomprehensible, forbidden pull onto your toes while you stand at the edge of a cliff. She could feel her body begging at her mind, drawing curtains closed and pulling shades over all the places where Tiago’s omnipresence inside her watched. With all those miles between them, she couldn’t see her desire for him clearly anymore. The sharp alarms that had been going off in her mind had slowed and deepened into low, warbled pulses eclipsed by the hungry beating of her own heart. She could stop everything—a few words, an oversized T-shirt, a simple surrender into sleep. All her lines would stay safely in place, she could secure locks over her newness. She could move forward, continue her pace. Nothing had to change.

			Ben made space for her on the bed, and she lay down beside him. He turned his body over to face her and lifted his elbow to hover in the air. She smiled knowingly, then scooted under it, aligning her body against his like the familiar curves of old sediment compacted through time. They squeezed each other into themselves, holding a tangible tension between each other’s muscles for a long moment. Then Ben started to stroke her hair, which Anaa understood was his way to remind her that he knew what she loved. She wanted to see his face while he did it, to see recognition mirrored in him, so she pulled her head back until their noses were a couple of centimetres apart.

			What passed between them in the next few seconds was both slow and striking—a series of questions that needed answers, a set of permissions they sought from both each other and themselves as their eyes flicked around each other’s face and watched their own in the other’s wide pupils. Millimetre by millimetre, as their micro-expressions started to take the shape of responses, they moved in closer, their noses and lips grazing lightly before they finally closed the gap completely. Though slow at first, as if giving one another the opportunity to change their mind, their kiss soon kicked into gear and they started to pull at each other hungrily, feeling their jawlines stretch the skin of their cheeks taut, drawing each other’s limbs closer despite not having any space left between them. Ben kissed a line from her cheek down her neck, all the way to her breast, where he looked up at her with a small smirk. Then he pressed himself up onto his knees and looked down at her admiringly. Anaa watched the way his face transformed—it was so soft and mischievous when he was under her, then suddenly protective and all-knowing when he was above her—and she felt bewildered at how both expressions, perhaps the necessary combination of them, could make her feel more visible than even removing her clothes. Ben gingerly dragged her underwear down her legs, and she felt a chill dance along her skin. She raised one arm to pull him back down towards her, meanwhile hooking her fingers into the waistband of his briefs and peeling them down to his thighs. Then she kissed his neck and expertly replaced her fingers with her toes along his waistband, extending her leg and removing his underwear so swiftly that he laughed. It was a skill she’d developed with him back when she was much more insecure about her body. He’d told her explicitly that he loved when she undressed him, and so he’d wait after removing her underwear for her fingers to find their way. But something about it made her nervous, more nervous than being undressed herself.

			Perhaps it had been the way he watched her as she pressed herself up and shifted her weight, the way she awkwardly twisted on top of her knees, the way it slowed everything down and never happened smoothly—her fingers would slip, or his briefs would snag, or get caught around his knees and ankles. Those few seconds were big enough windows for her mind to rescind dominion from her body. So, after growing tired of trying to get back into the mood following those speed bumps, she’d soon found a way to keep the pace of things while remaining laid out beneath him, removing his underwear immediately after he removed hers with a little finesse of her toes and a simple straightening of her legs, speeding past that self-consciousness. Though she didn’t care so much about stomach rolls or mildly awkward pauses anymore, the move had since become muscle memory, a simple flexing of tendons as part of a greater motion of purer pleasure.

			“You haven’t changed,” Ben whispered in her ear as he started to touch her. She threw her weight to one side and flipped on top of him, unsure of what she was trying to prove but eager to prove it anyway. They teased each other, revelling for a while in the heightened attention and deep comfort. In one swift movement, Anaa’s back was on the bed and Ben was smiling proudly overtop of her, and she was suddenly very appreciative of his studies in movement. They laughed at each other for both shared and separate reasons, flipping and twisting around the bed the way they had a thousand times before. It was all for them, voracious but never rushed. They sought and received, offered and shared, an easy rush of ecstasy flowing up through their bodies as they both indulgently finished what they had started together. Each turned on by the other’s pleasure, they generously added fuel to one another’s fire and exploded finally in a bright, sizzling flame.

			As their energy settled into a warm ember, they lay next to each other with their heads near the foot of the bed, catching their breath. A film of sweat covered their buzzing skin, a warm ache ringing in their muscles.

			“I’ve wanted to do that for so long,” Ben said with his eyes still closed.

			“How long?”

			“How many days have I been here?”

			“Six?”

			“So, six days, plus however many days since the last time we did this.”

			Anaa kept her eyes fixed on the ceiling, a smile lingering on her lips. “Did you think it was going to happen this week?” She turned her head to face him with a neutral expression of genuine curiosity.

			Ben grinned as he felt her watching him. “Of course it was going to happen.”

			“What about everything we talked about? The boundaries.” Her tone was light, as if she were suggesting what they should have for dinner. She could see in the tiny muscles of his eyes that he was almost stirred out of a dream but was fighting to stay within it. It seemed that all the conversations they’d had before then—the serious tones they’d taken when discussing exactly how they would approach this trip, the lack of expectations they were each expected to have—had all been trivial promises made in another world with the goal of getting here. If she were in her other body, she would be upset at how flippant Ben was being about the rules, but if she were to get upset with him, then she would be forced to loathe herself. Not yet, she thought, resisting the return to that other world, that other self. With Ben’s body humming right there beside her own, it felt as though they were totally different creatures, at home in this land far from home, the foreign night air still meandering aimlessly around them.

			“I know, but…it’s us,” Ben replied.

			Anaa thought for a moment, then reached forward to kiss his shoulder. Their us still existed, independent of the linear passage of time that had cleaved through them. The world they’d created between them remained. It was placeless, it could be transported anywhere, any time, and it would always unfurl in the small space between their bodies.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Three

			Morning burst into their room with the sounds of honking and yelling, the sun dragging time along in a hot arc across the window. Anaa had awoken at some point during the night and gotten a glass of water, and when she returned, she found Ben stretched out diagonally across the bed, still asleep. Seeing him there, stripped of yesterday’s wilful daze, was like receiving a blow to the chest. She lost her breath. Reality collapsed down upon her as shame struck up through her. Slipping into the bathroom, she looked at herself in the mirror, expecting to see herself marred in some way, her face disfigured, her contorted insides plain for all to see. She just looked puffy, tanned, tired. She turned around to face the door. What had she done? All that time drawing careful lines in the sand, wiped away in a moment with the tide of her basest desires. This is who I am, the words barrelled through her brain. Is this who I am? It exhausted her, all this being—why was it so much easier to be all the things she didn’t want to be? Even now, she wanted to stay awake and sort all her feelings into clear, distinct piles, but exhaustion overwhelmed her. She steadied herself and returned to the room, where she curled up in the little free space Ben had left for her on the mattress.

			Closing her heavy eyelids, she ruffled through the images she found there, half-consciously picking them up and turning them over—a song that played in her carpool to middle school, a waiting room where she drank tea out of a paper cup, a green soccer field on a damp summer night—then let them fall back into the murky pool of impressions almost forgotten. She soon found herself in a strange place she didn’t recognize, and her heart started beating with the sensation that there was something absolutely pressing that needed to be done. She felt hot all over and wavered on the edge of understanding, unable to form a coherent thought outside of the singular sensation of stress but feeling the pressure mount anyway, until finally she managed to ask herself, Where am I? She opened her eyes for a moment and realized she had been slipping into a dream. She closed her eyes again. The hours passed quickly after that, and she found herself still curled up in a corner of the bed when a hand ran along her hip.

			Ben laughed softly when her eyes shot open, and he asked, “Why are you all the way over there?”

			She was too tired to explain, so instead she stretched her body out into one long, straight line, feeling the tight tendons of her legs and hips protest. Ben nuzzled his face into her neck and inhaled deeply. She waited impatiently for him to get his fill, then sat up and reached for her phone, where she saw a message from Tiago. Her insides contracted into one tight knot again.

			Ben swiped the phone from her hands. “Not yet,” he said, holding it away and kissing her arm that reached for it. “Let’s stay in bed a bit.”

			“Our train is soon,” she said, snatching the phone from his fingers.

			He turned over on the bed and groaned. “Five more years, please,” he said into the pillow.

			Anaa stood up and started to get ready, and Ben soon followed. She was hardly smiling at him, not making any effort to touch him or keep the mood vibrant, and still he was practically bouncing around the room, giving her a kiss on the cheek or a playful pat on the bum as he passed, finding any chance he could to make contact.

			

			—

			Ben held her hand on the walk to the station and again when they sat down on the train, apparently indifferent to her limp grip. As the train started moving, the rumbling of metal and the passengers’ noisy chatter crowded Anaa’s brain with panic, and she quickly retracted her clammy hand to dig around in her bag for her earphones. She put both earbuds in, and though she felt Ben’s eyes on her as he waited for her to pass him one, she kept her gaze out the window.

			A couple of minutes later, he poked her. She looked at him without taking her earbuds out, and he reached to remove one, but she batted his hand away, glaring at him briefly before pausing her music.

			“What’s up?” she asked curtly.

			“Do you want to go to the dining car?” he asked.

			“It’s not really a dining car. It’s just a tiny café with some booth seats.”

			“Yeah, let’s go. It sounds cute.”

			“I’m good,” she said. Ben sighed and sat back. “You should go, though.”

			“No, it’s okay. I’ll wait.”

			“Don’t wait for me. I probably won’t go.”

			“Aren’t you hungry?”

			“Not really, no. Seriously, you should go. I know you’re hungry.”

			“No, it’s fine. I’m okay.” He pulled on the legs of his shorts and pressed back into his seat, pursing his lips tensely and looking around, making it clear that he was certainly not okay.

			She clenched her teeth, the prospect of a moment alone given and taken away too quickly. She did the next best thing and took out her phone. Checking her email inbox in case Ben was watching, she stalled for a few seconds before finally opening Tiago’s message, which read: Been thinking a lot, always of you. “Romanticizing the ride as we swirl the cosmic drain,” as you put it. Where are you now? She felt a pang of longing, for him, for the city, for herself as the kind of person who wrote those words.

			With renewed focus, she dug through her bag, hoping to find a small notepad and pen, anything that could tether her back to herself. She needed to write, not to express something outwardly but to reaffirm something inwardly. As she pushed past her clothes, some toiletries, a damp bathing suit, and still couldn’t find her notebook, anger flared on her skin like an itchy rash. Amidst all those beautiful vignettes, all those vivid details, she hadn’t had so much as an impulse to note down any sensations, or even catalogue any images. Even scarier, she’d actually enjoyed roaming through that wide open mental space unhampered by her own reductive linguistic demarcations.

			After messing up all the neatly packed contents of her bag, she abandoned her fruitless search. She sat back and restlessly adjusted in her seat as Ben closed his eyes. He didn’t care where her notebook was, he didn’t care about this thing that was like another limb to her, in the same way he didn’t care about all the boundaries they’d set before this trip. He’d come here assuming she was still his. He treated all her carefully paved walls as doors, laying down his own Welcome mat, making himself at home as he eternally did, even where he distinctly wasn’t. She was fuming.

			Still, she couldn’t utter a word. Beneath all her anger, she knew the problem wasn’t Ben. The most infuriating part about him, the thing she disliked most about him, was her own desire for him. She desired in him the very things she was trying to escape, and she loathed the desire itself, its tantalizing distraction from the person she wanted to be, from the self she wanted to embody. Being with him this week, she’d found it even harder to put her feelings and impressions on paper. He felt too big to fit words around.

			She wondered momentarily, with a slight twist in her gut, if there was something else that kept her from immortalizing these experiences. Perhaps another part of her wanted to keep it all a secret even from herself.

			Ben’s head drooped to one side, and she noticed his parted lips and slow breathing—asleep already. She returned to her phone and typed out a response to Tiago: Quoting me? New kink unlocked. She deleted it, then typed another: I’ve been thinking about you too. After pressing Send, she typed another: Still touring, but you won’t have to yearn much longer. He responded right away, inviting her to a Fernando Lemos tribute event that night, which involved communal painting in silence until someone felt moved to recite a poem. She closed the chat and sought some distraction.

			Opening her camera roll, she began to flick through the images she and Ben had captured over the past few days. There were photos of him standing in rigid poses amidst various beautiful scenes, meant to be sent to his parents. There were selfies Ben had insisted on taking where they both smiled childishly wide, or where he stuck a finger up her nose. There were photos Ben had also insisted on taking of Anaa, continuous shots in which she was reacting to his effusive compliments, as well as his suggestions on how to angle herself to make her butt look best. There was a hilariously grotesque photo of Ben’s fingers interlaced with Anaa’s toes as if they were clasped hands. There were photos of them with ridiculous, goofy expressions, mid-sentence, post-bite, pre-laugh. She kept scrolling back, before Saturday when Ben arrived, and the photos suddenly became void of people. Instead, there were close-up textural photos of small pools of water, oily reflections on shorelines, tangles of rippled leaves and lily pads. There were numerous studies of light and clouds, white beams captured in narrow alleyways, electric-pink streaks against pale-blue skies. There were abstract shapes from around the city, functional and banal parts of the whole rendered romantic through careful isolation. There were photos that looked like Impressionist paintings, caught at just the right moment of movement, unintentionally coordinated patterns of drying rugs against building tiles, serendipitous compositions she’d encountered on her many aimless walks through the city. Scrolling even further back, she noticed that beyond January there were hardly any photos at all since graduation last summer.

			Anaa quickly put her phone away, bending forward to tuck it in her backpack. When she sat up, Ben was blinking at her sleepily. He inspected her face with some effort. She had no idea what her expression looked like to him; she only knew it was unlocatable.

			Moving far away had steered her closer to the kind of life she wanted to live, but in many of the places where she searched for answers, she found only more questions. Her world had grown, and instead of changing what she wanted, she now simply wanted more, old and new, at the same time. She could glimpse two figures resembling herself, one shiny and expansive, the other sturdy, rooted in the ground. One who perpetually said the right thing, the other unafraid to say the wrong thing. The figures were definite but incomplete. Was she a creature of comfort, or of her own creation? To what degree could she create herself—and what if it never felt comfortable? Would she even get to choose?

			She turned to look out the window, and Ben did too. They stayed like that, in silence, watching the red earth blend back into green, and then into beige and terracotta, the isolated bliss of the south evaporating from the air with each kilometre they sped away.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Four

			Back at her apartment, Anaa busied herself chopping up a myriad of vegetables for dinner while Ben sang a Rihanna song painfully off pitch in the shower. She usually would have found this entertaining, but now she raised the volume on the experimental ambient track she’d been playing on her speaker. She’d had music on ever since the train to help buoy her mind.

			“Can we play some music?” Ben asked as he walked into the kitchen fully dressed for the night, his tiny curls wet against his head.

			“I am playing music,” Anaa noted.

			He scrunched up his nose. “This?” The sound slowly thwomped and shimmered as a light metallic beat rattled overhead, synthesizers swelling and tucking under themselves. “Come on, you don’t like this,” he said, smiling breezily.

			Anaa jerked her head back, instantly vexed. “Why would I put it on if I didn’t like it?”

			“But you hate this stuff.” He was still smiling. “Remember that weird whale-sound show we went to in that stranger’s living room?”

			Anaa lifted her chin in annoyance. The show had been part of a series of homegrown concerts thrown by a mysterious group of people in their university town—quite possibly the only cool events ever put on there. The location of every show was in someone’s living room, but it was a different place every time, and the address was only sent out on the day of the show. Admission was free, but the group was known to be selective about the guest list. To apply for an invitation, you had to send them a message on social media explaining why you wanted to go. Anaa had found out about the event through an acquaintance at the campus gallery and encouraged Ben to apply with her, hoping to go hear some underground music and meet new, interesting people. She’d carefully written a paragraph about how free verse poetry and experimental music both manipulate sound and language to challenge established conventions of expression, and Ben had jokingly written, I want to see what other people’s houses look like. Though they’d applied at the same time, Ben had received his invitation two weeks before Anaa, who feared she wouldn’t receive one at all. Naturally, she went into the first show already jaded.

			In her mind, the allure of this exclusive, clandestine event had dulled significantly, and when she arrived, she found it was nothing more than a superficial cesspool of the biggest egos in amateur music. Still, she and Ben had bought the overpriced craft beers sold out of a cooler at the front door and squeezed in among people they vaguely recognized on the dirty carpet of a stranger’s living room to watch a young man, who looked like he’d recently emerged from hibernation, sit in front of a laptop for an hour and play one long, stretched whale sound, rinsed out occasionally with a splashing sound of running water. Anaa had hated it, and she could tell by the way Ben kept fidgeting and looking around during the set that he hated it too. As soon as they walked out of the house, they exploded into a laughing rant about the fraud they’d just witnessed, about the audacity of every pseudo-intellectual in that room, the surreal quality of that prolonged torture. Anaa left out the bit about how crushed she’d felt to be so utterly invisible to them all.

			She wondered whether she would still find that same set torturous if she heard it today, especially since she’d developed a real taste for the simultaneously atmospheric and deeply internal landscapes of ambient music. After a dark period of overindulging in Joni Mitchell, Anaa had found ambient music’s lyricless lack of structure to be a welcoming plasma she could calmly drift through, passing into and out of various textures at will, with no emotions forced upon her but rather gentle emotional propositions offered one at a time. Perhaps she never spoke about it with Ben because it was something that had helped her move through her feelings about him. Or perhaps it was because she’d bonded so easily with Tiago over it; Tiago, who only had access to her newest, most refined opinions and couldn’t compare her to her past self. She ached for him now and dreaded her own ache.

			“That wasn’t ambient,” Anaa told Ben curtly. “That was garbage.” She disconnected her phone from the speaker and half-heartedly invited him to connect his own. He did so hesitantly, his eyes darting up from his phone as he carefully selected a song to play. Slow drums and ad libs of Justin Timberlake and Beyoncé began, and Anaa glanced at him, instantly recognizing the song. He looked knowingly at her as he dragged his hands down his body and started his performance of “Until the End of Time,” their go-to karaoke song. Anaa continued peeling carrots, adjusting the oven settings, busying her hands. Ben came up close to her and used his finger to pull her chin towards him, singing along in his best falsetto.

			Anaa jerked her head away. “Can you keep your show over there please?” She cut him off right when he’d been building up to the chorus, which she had famously loved to wail at the top of her lungs.

			Disconcerted and mildly offended, Ben stepped back and put on a generic upbeat house playlist. He went to look out the window, and when Anaa peeked at him, she saw him shake his head faintly. Realizing she saw him, he tried to make it seem like he’d merely been bobbing his head to the music. As frustrated as he felt, he didn’t want to lose his footing. Not now. Not after he’d finally gotten so close. All throughout their beach trip he’d felt the increasing exhilaration of gaining ground, but back in her own space now, Anaa’s anxiety formed a familiar dense fog around her, rendering her entirely unreachable. He knew she was worried—worried about them, worried about…that guy. Too close to following that line of thought, Ben reminded himself not to waste precious time and energy stewing over it. Everything he needed to know was laid out plainly when Anaa slept with him. But while he had thought sex would open things up, it seemed to have only closed her off more. He found himself wrestling a kind of obsession with getting them back into that elusive space they’d inhabited in the Algarve, almost as if to confirm to himself that it had even existed. After a long moment lost in thought, he turned around with a cheerful expression and asked, “You sure you don’t want me to help?”

			“Yeah, I’m almost done anyway,” Anaa replied without looking up. Her fingers were carefully gripping the onion she was dicing, slicing it first through the middle, then along the veins, and then perpendicular.

			“You never liked me in the kitchen,” Ben said. She could hear the playfulness in his voice, but it annoyed her anyway.

			“I just like having my space,” she replied, sliding the diced onions into a pan. “Which you always found a way to invade when I was chopping something with a very sharp knife. Plus, you don’t know how to chop things.”

			“You mean I don’t know the very specific Anaa way of chopping things,” he said as he leaned against the kitchen wall.

			“You mean the way that adults chop things,” she said, cutting a tomato in half.

			“Sure,” he started to say, when Anaa’s knife slipped off the tomato skin and nicked her finger. She inhaled sharply and dropped the knife on the counter, but she could see the blood bubble up for only a second before Ben grabbed her hand, examined the tiny gash, and stuck her finger in his mouth. Just like that, without any hesitation. They stood there for a moment watching each other, Anaa wincing and Ben looking concerned. She wondered if all couples eventually got to the point where they’d wipe each other’s noses and lick each other’s wounds. Ben had never shown any semblance of squeamishness or disgust at any of Anaa’s bodily fluids. After only a few months of dating she was peeing in the same bathroom while he brushed his teeth. And even before that, he was the first person she’d ever had sex with on her period.

			Girls got used to seeing blood from a young age, but she’d imagined that from his perspective, seeing himself covered in blood for the first time would be a daunting image to get past. But Ben had this way of seeing things only as he felt them, unlike Anaa, who squirmed when she saw the mess. He could tell she was feeling self-conscious that first time, so he swiped his thumb in her blood then dragged his wet thumb across her perplexed forehead. Simba, he said, trying to sound like Rafiki from The Lion King. She laughed until tears fell over her cheeks and her abs cramped in glorious pain.

			She tugged at her hand now and Ben removed her finger from his mouth. The cut was hardly visible. “Appetizer,” he said. Anaa shook her head and chuckled weakly, then went back to cutting the tomato.

			Ben stepped back and rested against the wall again, waiting for her to say something else, or even to look at him, but she kept her eyes down. Meanwhile, Anaa braced for a sarcastic comment about her specific way of chopping, but it never came. Their silence felt stark even beneath the music.

			“So, we need to eat a lot tonight, because we’re going to drink a lot tonight,” Ben said with a forced casualness.

			“Oh, are we?” She raised her eyebrows. Maria had sent their group of friends a message demanding they go out dancing since she’d heard they were all hanging out without her at what she called “masturbatory amateur rap sessions”—she was most poetic when she least wanted to be. The group message began, Hi lovers, but was sent individually—a clever strategy to concentrate and heighten the pressure. But Anaa received a personalized message soon after: Tell your man to skip his poetry paint night. He never comes out dancing! Anaa’s certainty that Tiago wouldn’t skip the Fernando Lemos tribute offered some relief, though it was tempered by the inevitability of eventually having to look him in the eye. Her guilt, cumbersome and jittery, almost entirely concealed the pinch of irritation she felt about being held responsible for him. She responded simply that she couldn’t convince Tiago to attend and added that she would be there with a friend.

			She wished she could go alone. She wanted to escape Ben for a little while, escape what she did with him, who she was with him. But she wasn’t sure if that would deepen or diminish the guilt she already felt. At least the thought of bringing Ben out with her friends again seemed less daunting in the context of going dancing. There would be alcohol, for one, plus there wouldn’t be much opportunity for real conversation, which meant there wouldn’t be much opportunity for any awkward situations to arise. She also thought it could be a genuinely good time; her friends worshipped the dance floor as a site of collective healing and radical release, and it was where Ben’s powers were in full form. He was the energetic lead everyone hoped would be there on a night out, and her friends were sure to be eager acolytes.

			Though Anaa had used Ben’s aversion to her friends to her own advantage only a few days earlier, it had still bothered her that the mere mention of her friends’ names on Tuesday was enough for him to sacrifice precious time he could have spent with her—regardless of that having been her exact goal. Now, however, she wanted him to leave with a better impression of them, to know that she was in good hands, that in her new life across the ocean she was having fun in a way he still understood.

			Maria responded to her message by warning her that her friend better be ready to dance, and Anaa assured her, with a degree of relief, that he’d fit her criteria.

			“Yes,” Ben replied, “and we’re going to show all your friends how it’s done.”

			“They do this weird side-to-side step thing here,” Anaa said, warming a bit. “The whole dance floor, just…” She demonstrated, bobbing her head up and down as her feet swept rhythmically left and right.

			He joined in. “Actually, it’s kind of nice.”

			“Yeah, it’s not bad,” she admitted.

			“Anyway, we’ll give them a show.” He winked at her. She offered a small smile, knowing very well that she intended to stay as far away from the spotlight as possible.

			Her phone buzzed on the counter and Tiago’s name appeared on the screen. For a second, she worried that Maria had told him she was going tonight and he’d changed his mind, but the message read: You know you’re terrible to make me wait like this. Plunging my nose into dewy petals in lieu of your scent…

			It was a message that would usually have made her swoon, but now, beyond the fresh remorse that arrived like a smack to her head, she blinked hard against a stranger feeling. Instead of the warm recognition of his voice between her ears, his words echoed harshly. A stab of frustration pierced through her. Of course Tiago would conjure morning dew forming in the crevices of flower petals to compliment her smell. Ben, meanwhile, simply planted his nose on some part of her body and inhaled deeply, squeezing her as if he wanted to soak up every last drop. One was pure artifice, a hologram of words illuminating more the complimenter than the complimentee, and the other was mere pleasure-seeking, a desire-based sensory experience in which the experiencer’s own gratification served as the basis for his compliment. And that was essentially how they each related to Anaa, how she became a part of their world, a figment of their reality. She was either a lofty idea thought up by an admirable mind, or a tangible flesh harbouring the satisfaction of desire. She realized that both Tiago and Ben were crazy about her scent, something she herself would never actually experience. They idolized this thing about her that she had no part in and simply had to believe existed by their accounts. And, even worse, through their adoration of it she felt deeply pleased, shamefully so.

			She put her phone down, then picked it back up and sent Tiago a message saying she’d be free again on Sunday. Sorry, she wrote, feeling her chest tighten.

			But how would she face him? It was written on her skin. Something had shifted, she looked different now, she could feel it. Tiago had seen it even before her trip south. She was changing. Reverting…morphing into something he didn’t recognize, something he didn’t like. Between the impossible task of holding both Ben and Tiago with one outstretched arm on either side, one firmly in the past and the other floating in the future, she had no way to hold on to herself, to secure her own shape. While Anaa still felt an allegiance to her razor-sharp edge, she felt equally muddled in softness, in an indulgent, amorphous gluttony. She was not the girl she left behind, but she was not the woman she was turning out to be either.

			Distracted by those two figures’ tangled, twisting limbs, she hadn’t realized that both remained at a distance from herself. Wherever herself was. She nearly glimpsed it, felt it slinging back like the onset of a sneeze, when her phone buzzed.

			Sure, Sunday, Tiago wrote back. Have a good weekend then I guess.

			A chill raced up her spine. He knew—he had to know. Did you crack the structure on the empty pool poem? She typed an offer to help him workshop it more, then deleted it.

			Anaa looked over at Ben, who had returned to his place at the window. “Hey, so,” she said to his back, “we don’t have to talk about how you’re not going to touch me in front of my friends, right?”

			Ben turned around with a confused smile. “Are you serious?”

			He took a few steps towards her, but she kept her eyes down on the cutting board, where she began slicing garlic with more precision than she ever had. “It’s just that, I know we’ve been kind of lovey-dovey these past couple days, but I’d rather not—”

			“Wow.” He looked up incredulously at the ceiling. “Kind of lovey-dovey?” He was using the voice he reserved for when he was upset but trying to convince himself he wasn’t.

			Anaa turned towards him, gripping the knife tightly as she replied, “You know what I mean. I’d just rather talk about it. Like adults. You’re really touchy and—”

			“I’m really touchy? You’re fucking touchy,” he said, throwing his arms up as he started pacing. Anaa realized with a hint of irritation that she’d misused the word when she really only wanted to call him physically affectionate, though Ben was demonstrating that he was certainly touchy about it anyway. He stopped pacing and focused his eyes on a wall as his voice soared out of him. “I’ve already been working this through in my head. It’s hard, Anaa, it’s really fucking hard. You’re—you’re…” He turned to her, his face twisting up, stupefied.

			Her cheeks flared with anger. This had all been as much his own choice as hers. “What happened to all your ‘live in the moment’ bullshit? No relationship, no expectations. It’s supposed to be light and easy.” She stressed the last words with ridicule.

			Ben laughed with desperation. “Light and easy?”

			“Your words!”

			“How do you just turn off like that?” he yelled. “You just—you go from everything to nothing!” His words echoed horribly against the high ceiling. Ben paused, lowering his voice, slowly pacing out his next words. “I’m not a child who has to be told what to do and when.”

			Anaa shook her head. “You’re overreacting.”

			“You’re acting like nothing happened!”

			“How am I supposed to act?!” She waved the knife as she said this and was startled by the recklessness of her gesture. She threw it in the sink, where it clanked loudly.

			“I don’t know, maybe like you have a heart? I’ll take literally anything besides this weird, selfish, cocky shit.”

			Ben spun around and went to Anaa’s bedroom. Digging her nails into her palms, she took a few shaky breaths. Then she steeled herself and followed him.

			She found him sitting on the edge of her bed with a forlorn expression. She sat down next to him, leaving a foot of space between them. “Maybe this was a bad idea,” she said quietly. Ben jerked his head back and she quickly added, “We don’t have to go out tonight.”

			He seemed to relax a little, then scrunched his face up. “That’s what you have to say? Maybe we shouldn’t go out?”

			“What should I say instead? Obviously, you want me to say something, and I’m not getting it right,” she said, exasperated. It seemed no matter what she did, it would upset somebody.

			“Do you really want to just pretend like nothing happened? Do you want me to just stop trying to—Or do you not want me to go tonight? Because I can do that.” Disappointment launched furiously out of him, but he knew he risked hearing a worse answer if he kept pushing her.

			She was quiet for a moment. The doors to their insides, to their pulsating desire for each other, had been thrown wide open last night, but caught between what they’d done, what they had said they would do, and what they would do next, they hadn’t fully crossed to either side. Anaa could feel Ben now trying to force his door shut. “No,” she said softly.

			“No what? No, you—”

			“No, I want you to come.” She looked at him steadily for the first time that day and realized how hard he’d been trying all day to reach her. “We don’t have much time left.” As much as she pushed him away, she knew she’d regret it the minute he stopped trying to come closer.

			“But if you’re that worried, then I’ll just stay here.” His throat clenched painfully, resisting his own words.

			“I want you to come.” She made an effort to yank herself out of the spiral her mind had been slipping down. “I was just—I didn’t mean to make this into a big thing.”

			Ben rubbed his eyes as if he could make them see his own thoughts more clearly. “Well, it is. It feels like it,” he sighed, forcing out some intensity. “I don’t know, that threw me off. I was already thinking about how it would be different. I didn’t need you to make me feel like some inconsiderate idiot.”

			“I’m sorry,” Anaa said, for more than she was ready to admit. “It felt wrong as soon as I said it—I just get nervous. My old life and my new life colliding…”

			“I’m your old life? Alright, whatever.”

			She shoved him gently and his expression warmed. “You know what I mean.”

			“Yeah,” he said faintly, wringing his hands.

			After meeting Anaa, Ben had a hard time imagining the future without her, much less what future she might imagine for herself without him. But throughout the week, he had begun to glimpse what she envisioned, though as if through the wrong end of a telescope, far away and distorted. He could see her at a cocktail party in a dim private library, everyone sleek and cool, poking at the olives in their martinis with an air of boredom. He saw her old, walking barefoot around her apartment wearing a silk robe in the late afternoon, a sink full of dishes and jazz on the radio while she browsed the cinema’s evening showtimes. He saw her struggling to pull her big backpack down from the plane’s overhead compartment after she landed in a new country, accepting help from a handsome man who offered to show her around. Though he found most of these visions arty and overblown, he could also see, to his dismay, that he had no place in them. He was up against not only the real and the right now, but also the unreal, the imagined, the yet to be seen.

			As he looked at her now, her slumped, defeated frame, fingers picking at the skin around her nails, she was far from the expansive girl of those dreams. He didn’t want to impose reality on her, to watch her crumple all over again. Heavy with remorse, his anger slunk away.

			“I’ll come tonight,” he said, putting his hand on her knee. “Don’t worry. And I will do my best to keep my hands off you.” He realized then where his hand was and quickly removed it. Anaa laughed and took his warm palm between her own two colder ones, squeezing it tight.

			She chewed her lip for a moment, then asked, “You think I’m selfish and cocky?”

			“I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“Seemed like you meant it.”

			“I guess I did. But I think it’s more of a new confidence you have, which is kind of sexy otherwise.” Ben nodded to himself. “It’s just, in that case, I hated it.”

			“Noted.” Anaa released his hand and stifled a smile.

			“I want you to know that…” Ben considered his next words carefully. “I understand why this is all so precious to you, this new life. Even if it hurts sometimes to know I’m not really part of it.”

			Anaa bit her cheek. “And yet, you’re here.”

			He brightened, straightening his posture. “It wasn’t so hard to get here.” Noticing a warm glow return to her face, he nudged his head into her shoulder to hide his relief. “I even think I’ll get your weird friends to like me after tonight.”

			Anaa laughed. “Why do you even care?”

			He shrugged. “I care about what you care about.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five

			Anaa chewed her lips as she waited for her drinks at the bar. She kept glancing over at Ben talking to Caroline, Valerie, and Wallace. Pressing her shoulders down, she forced herself to relax and take in the scene. It was a beautiful atmosphere. Everyone around them seemed to be in their prime, flaunting their smiles under the dark-purple sky, shifting their weight in a moving tableau of leisure and disposable income. Everything felt young and alive on the rooftop bar, which sat on an inconspicuous six-storey parking lot. Music was pumping and the sounds of people’s chatter and clinking glasses filled the ripe night air. Ben smiled over at Anaa while in the middle of telling a story. Though she couldn’t hear him, she could see him momentarily lose his train of thought as he looked at her, and that tiny pause between them, hidden in plain sight, plucked a different tune on her nerves, a more exciting one. She grinned back, then turned around to try to get the bartender’s attention again.

			“He’s cute,” Maria whispered, appearing suddenly beside her. She was leaning forward on the bar with her hands perched in front of her like a bunny. Her eyes were covered in glitter, and she wore a tight halter dress that revealed the weave of slender muscles in her back. She wore her dark hair twisted up in a large clip, two front strands falling along her cheeks and grazing the sharp line of her jaw. The bartender immediately came to take her order, but she told him Anaa had been there first.

			Anaa internally sighed as she ordered two beers, but she really couldn’t blame the guy; she’d serve Maria first too. After he took both their orders, Maria glanced towards Ben then back at Anaa, silently reiterating her thoughts with her wiggling eyebrows.

			“Hm, I guess he’s kind of cute, yeah,” Anaa said.

			“I feel like he kind of gave me a look…I felt a little spark,” she said as she scrunched her nose giddily. “Is he single?”

			“Mmm—” Anaa began, hoping it would take her where she needed, “—mhm?”

			The bartender handed Anaa her drinks and immediately struck up a conversation with Maria.

			Not included, and not bothered about it, Anaa found her way back to the group. They were huddled in a corner closest to the view of the Tejo, Ben wearing his olive-green shirt again but this time with black jeans—for what he called the “sophisticated city version.” Caroline, bare-faced except for a dark lip as usual, wore an asymmetrical shirt with cut-outs, while Valerie had her tight curls slicked into a low ponytail and wore only an oversized men’s shirt as a dress, and Wallace was in his usual uniform of a loose shirt buttoned only to his mid-chest and pants that were slightly too large. Anaa, herself in a linen vest and an intentionally clashing miniskirt, admired how different they all appeared while still fitting so well together. As she approached them, she noticed that her friends were listening to Ben speak. Her rib cage tightened. He smiled at her as she handed him his beer and continued what he was saying.

			“I’m looking forward to it, I mean software is really where the money is,” Ben said. The group nodded coolly at the idea of aligning one’s life with money, and Ben glanced at Anaa, who tried to avoid eye contact. “Sorry, I know it’s not very poetic of me.”

			Wallace laughed at the sudden candour, raising his eyebrows at Caroline, who responded with a rare appreciative chuckle. He made a show of offering Ben a fist bump, and Ben paused to take in the gesture amusedly before pulling Wallace in and kissing both his cheeks instead. A chorus of aws and giggles followed, and Anaa felt as if they’d pulled the plug at the bottom of a tub of tense, stagnant energy, letting freshness begin to flow through them. She released the tight grip of her rib cage and immediately felt the night begin its upward curve.

			“And how do you like Portugal?” Valerie asked Ben sweetly.

			“Yeah, it’s really nice,” he replied. “Anaa’s been a great tour guide.”

			“The key is to casually happen upon major tourist sites as if you didn’t plan it at all,” Anaa said.

			“How long do you have left?” Caroline asked in her usual brusque tone.

			“Not long, unfortunately.” Ben eyed Anaa. “I leave the day after tomorrow.”

			“So short!” Valerie pouted.

			“Yeah.” Ben took a sip of his beer and shrugged. “Though I don’t think any amount of time would be long enough.”

			Anaa glanced at him with anticipation, but he cast his eyes towards the view.

			“Don’t worry, everyone always comes back,” Caroline said with a cool certainty.

			Ben nodded slowly and glanced at Anaa, but her eyes had turned to the twinkling lights of the bridge in the distance. “He’s got a big backpacking trip after this,” she said, knowing that her friends were fond of the low-maintenance, everything-on-your-back mode of travel.

			“Oh, no way, where you off to?” Wallace asked.

			“Türkiye first, then after that I don’t really have a plan.”

			The group murmured in appreciation. “That’s the only real way to travel, honestly,” Caroline said.

			“Right?” Ben couldn’t help but smile at Caroline’s approval, and Anaa watched happily, knowing how good it felt to receive it herself. “The best parts are never planned,” he added.

			“And that flexibility becomes so essential whenever you’re enticed to stay longer,” Valerie chirped.

			As Ben processed what she meant, his eyes slid to Anaa. She caught his gaze for a short second before turning her attention to Maria, who was returning to the group with the bartender in tow carrying a tray of tequila shots for her.

			“Maria—again?” Wallace laughed.

			“You trying to get us drunk and take advantage of us?” Ben asked with facetious concern.

			“Yes!” Maria winked at him.

			“Never one for subtlety,” Anaa laughed. They all picked up a shot and lemon slice from the drink tray while the bartender kept his eyes on Maria. Anaa held up her tiny glass and made a toast to her gorgeous friend for successfully getting everyone out dancing. “And for getting us magnificently inebriated tonight!”

			“To Maria!” everyone cheered.

			“And to Ben!” Maria added. “Our guest of honour.”

			“To Ben!” everyone cheered, and for half a second Anaa glimpsed a reality that was much simpler than the one that played out in her head, one that seemed to flatten out all the torturous what-ifs into a right-now. She never let herself spell it out so blatantly in her mind, but her embarrassment around Ben was starting to feel embarrassing itself. When she moved to Lisbon, she had tried to reconstruct herself in a way that felt palpably separate from him, but she forgot that he was the one who had started her on her path to the person she was becoming: someone who could move her life far away, who could seem charismatic and confident to strangers, who dared to try new things, take up space. Yet she’d been so worried her friends wouldn’t like him, this person whom she owed so much to. Ben wasn’t an old piece to her new puzzle, as she had imagined. And with every moment he seemed to fit ever better, as if he were moving her imaginary lines around so that they could stay interlocked in each other’s changing shapes.

			Everyone tipped back their shots, the tequila burning all the way down to their stomachs. “Wow, that used to be a lot easier,” Ben said, wincing as he sucked on the lemon slice.

			“That was our warm-up, now we’re ready to dance,” Maria said, stretching her arms up.

			“I might stay out here,” Wallace said. “It’s a bit too Top 40 for my taste.” He was an outspoken devotee of heavy, groove-laden techno, but Anaa knew he would dance to anything if there was a beat.

			“It’s called hip hop, Wallace, and not everything with lyrics is Top 40,” Anaa said, her tone curving tipsily in a way that made him chuckle.

			“That’s my girl! Let’s gooo!” Maria shimmied and took Wallace’s and Ben’s hands to lead the group towards the dance floor. Ben shot Anaa a look of mock fear as he was pulled along.

			Anaa followed behind Valerie, but she felt a hand gingerly touch her lower back. She turned and saw Caroline, who flicked her head faintly upwards, and she stopped. Caroline searched for something in her face, then asked, “How do you two know each other again?”

			Though she had the feeling Caroline could see right through her, Anaa wanted to enjoy the secret a little longer. “We met in college.”

			Caroline nodded slowly, clearly unsatisfied. “When you guys arrived, you had this big smile on your face. It looked really nice,” she said soberly, though her breath was pungent with alcohol. With her arm hooked around Anaa’s waist, they started walking slowly towards the dance floor, the tequila swerving their hips into one another. “Oh, I didn’t get to tell you on Tuesday, but the new version of Tiago’s poem, the one you helped him with—great work. He tends to be a bit self-indulgent, but you managed to distill the real juice of it. You’ve got the gift.”

			Stunned by such unexpected and much-needed praise, Anaa looked at Caroline, who was stifling a smile, and gave her a loud kiss on the cheek. “You really do have a gooey heart under there, don’t you?” At that, Caroline roared with laughter.

			

			—

			An R&B hit was thumping on the dance floor, where people were grooving with drinks in hand, yelling funny observations in each other’s ears or making eyes at someone they found attractive. Anaa’s group formed a small circle, each dancing in a different way and cheering one another on. Valerie and Caroline stuck to the sidestep, Maria was rolling her body in controlled waves that were the obvious result of years of professional training, Wallace was in his own world, floating his arms around, and Anaa and Ben were swinging their hips, getting low, bouncing their arms in the air, and hitting every beat the way their bodies knew how. Ben was drawing a lot of attention and, never one to disappoint, he spun into the centre of the circle and put on a show. Valerie whooped and Maria got in the middle with him, grinding on him from the back. Ben widened his eyes at Anaa when he felt Maria against him, and she laughed and cheered them on.

			All the pent-up anxiety of the day left Anaa’s body as she and Ben fully entered their element. With everything in movement around them, they got close, so close that their knees gently knocked against one another, and then spun away, teasing each other and their boundaries in plain sight. At one point Maria, in all her gazelle-like dancer glory, tried to twerk with a couple of girls who had joined their circle, but there were some moves one simply couldn’t learn in dance classes, and Anaa and Ben locked eyes and nearly lost it. Ben put his hand over his mouth to hide his laughter and Anaa clamped her lips down between her teeth, but it was too much. “I’m gonna go pee!” she yelled to the group, and escaped the scene.

			The bathroom was on the far side of the dance floor and a short line had formed. Anaa joined the queue, smiling to herself as she watched the tangle of limbs bump and sway together. Lots of people were wearing the wrong things—over-flowery prints, clunky sneakers, unflattering V-necks—but they all looked so happy in them that Anaa felt snobbish for even noticing. None of that mattered when you were bobbing along in a sea of bouncing shoulders.

			Ben suddenly emerged from the dancing mass holding two fresh beers that were sloshing dangerously. He handed one to Anaa and she thanked him.

			“No problem, I needed a break from that anyway,” he replied.

			She smiled, remembering Maria’s twerking again. “What, met your match?”

			“No, I just feel bad outdancing a real dancer.”

			Anaa raised her glass and they clinked them together, the amber liquid spilling over their fingers, and they took big gulps for fear of losing any more. A tall brunette came out of the bathroom and Ben took a step towards Anaa to clear the pathway, and when he turned back to look at her, they were close enough that they’d need only lean forward a little to kiss. They both seemed to have realized that at the same time, and their heads gravitated towards each other slowly, but Ben changed course and tenderly kissed her forehead instead. As he pulled away, the line moved up and there was only one person ahead of them. “Can you hold this while I go?” she asked, handing him her beer. Ben took it and stepped away from the busy line as more people left the bathroom.

			Watching Anaa from a distance with the lights moving across her body, her hair frizzy from the heat and eyes lively from the buzz, he was transported to the night they first met at a crowded bar called the Quacking Dog. He had seen her exactly like this, except instead of the button-up vest she had on now, she wore a black tank top with eyes printed all over it. He had continually noticed her all night: in the line to enter, at the bar, on the dance floor, the same way you do in an airport when you share a quick glance with a stranger at the check-in and then you see them at security, at your gate, and even peeking down the airplane aisle at you. Anaa had been dancing with her friends and taking full advantage of the dollar-beer night when Ben’s friend Kamil pointed her out to him. Yo, she’s cute, his friend said. Thinking quickly on his feet, Ben offered to go over and tell her that Kamil thought she was cute and wanted her number. It was elementary school behaviour, but his friend eagerly agreed to the plan; they were first-year engineering students and none of them were quite adept at asking girls out yet. So, Ben ventured onto the sticky dance floor illuminated in a mess of flashing multicoloured lights, under the pretence of helping a friend out. He found his way to Anaa as blond hair whipped by him and juiceheads tried to block his path. When he finally made it to her group, he couldn’t think of anything normal to say, so he started dancing and cheering her on. She looked slightly suspicious of him at first, but she quickly started making impressed faces at the funny moves he was pulling, and her friends closed their circle with Anaa outside it to give them the dance-floor equivalent of privacy. They did the Shmoney dance to Bobby Shmurda, Anaa shaking her head and laughing like she couldn’t believe what she was doing in sync with him.

			Then Ben leaned in, put his mouth by her ear, and said, I love your eyes. When he pulled back, he saw she was almost flattered, her lips parted and verging on a smile, until she looked down.

			She looked back up and pursed her lips, then reached her head next to his and said, You probably say that to all the girls wearing this shirt. He nodded and they dissolved in laughter, then suddenly they were hugging. Anaa pulled back and stuck her hand out to introduce herself as someone jostled her from behind. She was so happy that night, she’d hardly stopped smiling.

			She was smiling at him the same way now, as he rolled his hips on the edge of the dance floor while she watched and laughed. A woman a little shorter than Anaa, but at least three more drinks deep, was waiting behind her in line and slurred something to her over her shoulder, the vowels gargled up by an intense vocal fry. The woman’s breath was hot and smelled of boozy burps, but Anaa reluctantly turned around and asked her what she’d said. The woman replied, “You guys, you’re so cute together!”

			“Oh, we’re—” Anaa started. “Um, thanks.” She glanced at Ben again and he looked just as he did the day they’d met. His outline was sharper now than it was in her mind’s eye, but nothing had really changed about him. He had always been exactly as he presented himself, no games, no wavering. She was cruel to have viewed it as predictable when really it was sturdy, reliable, solid. It was the purest thing she’d ever had. And she’d thrown it all away because…The answer suddenly eluded her.

			The woman nudged her to indicate it was her turn for the bathroom. Anaa flashed as much gratitude as she could at Ben before going in. It didn’t matter anymore what her reasons for leaving him had been. He was here now.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Six

			Ben had disappeared when Anaa emerged from the bathroom, and when she finally found him, he was standing alone by the edge of the rooftop, gazing out at the city lights glowing like warm embers under the inky-black sky. It had taken her a while to spot him since there were quite a few guys with short-cropped hair and a muscular build, but she eventually spotted the curve of his chin poking out from his silhouette, looking pensively at her new home. She approached him apprehensively from the side, peeking at his profile.

			“There you are,” she said.

			He turned and took her in as if she was the most dazzling surprise. “Sorry, it was getting so hot in there,” he said.

			Taking her drink back from him, with a degree of relief, she said, “You were getting hot in there.”

			He grinned and brought his face close to hers. “I can keep it hot out here if you’d like…” Angling her face up, she could feel his breath, could almost taste him. Then she heard her name in someone else’s mouth.

			Turning around, she saw Tiago pressing through the crowd a little drunkenly. Though she stepped back from Ben reflexively, it was too late. Tiago’s glare cut through the air like knives. Her stomach dropped. Sizing Ben up quickly, Tiago put a hand on Anaa’s hip and kissed her on the mouth, hard and stiff, before she could react. He tasted like whiskey. She pulled back and put a hand on his chest to keep him at a distance. Beside her, she could feel Ben stiffen, poised to attack. “Tiago,” she said, her tone thick with surprise.

			He smiled crookedly and she glanced at Ben, whose jaw was clenched. “Who’s this?” Tiago asked.

			Ben didn’t respond. Tiago peered at Anaa, demanding an answer, and she replied, “This is Ben. My friend from home, the one I told you about.” Her eyes flicked to Ben to see how much damage the term friend had done, but his face was unchanged. “This is Tiago,” she said. Both seemed to wait for her to say more.

			Tiago eyed Ben up and down again. “So, this is why you’ve been too busy to see me.”

			Anaa steeled herself. “I told you—”

			“I told you how I felt, actually. I told you everything. And you do this?” He gestured towards Ben. “I guess I’m the fool for thinking you were different.”

			Anaa couldn’t bear to look at Ben. “Can we please not do this right now?” Her eyes darted around nervously; she understood Tiago was determined to hurt her back, but she’d rather he didn’t do it with Ben there.

			“I’m not going to wait anymore. You wanted this, then suddenly you weren’t sure, and now you want me to wait while you figure it out—with him? Am I a toy to you?”

			Tiago took a step closer to Anaa and reached for her, but Ben stepped between them, glaring at Tiago. “Alright, how about you back up,” Ben said, his voice low and steady.

			“Ben,” Anaa hissed, trying to pull him aside.

			“Look, she obviously doesn’t want to do this right now,” Ben said, keeping his eyes on Tiago, who didn’t flinch.

			Anaa tried to pull Ben again, but he was immovable. “Stop,” she warned.

			“Sorry, who are you again?” Tiago asked him. “She’s never even mentioned you.”

			Ben absorbed the blow with a grimace. “Do yourself a favour and walk away,” he growled.

			“Can you please—” Anaa looked between them in distress.

			“Wow, tough guy,” Tiago chuckled darkly.

			Anaa watched with incredulity as neither of them acknowledged her, as if she were wholly irrelevant.

			Ben’s voice rose. “She doesn’t want you.”

			Anaa stepped in front of Ben and pushed him backwards as anger burst out of her chest. “I don’t need you to speak for me!” He tried to say something, but she continued, “You can’t just come here and act like you know what I want!”

			Ben finally looked down at her, blinking awake. Then she spun around to face Tiago and pulled him away. She desperately wanted privacy, but people around them were watching the scene with anticipation. A few steps away, she lowered her tone. “Can we please just talk about this?” Beyond his anger she could see the hurt in his glassy eyes. She softened. “Look, I’m really sorry. I should have told you. That long relationship I was in, it was with Ben. We broke up before I came here, and we booked this trip way before I’d ever even suspected you could be serious about me.” Tiago shook his head. She took a deep breath and continued. “With him being here, though, I’ve felt…I feel so confused.” Her voice trembled. “There’s just so much history that I thought I’d left behind, that now feels so…present. But it also doesn’t make my feelings for you any less real—you opened up this whole other part of me. You have no idea how important that is to me.”

			Tiago stared past her, refusing to meet her eyes. “Did anything happen between you this week?”

			She swallowed hard. “I want to talk to you about it all properly, not like—”

			“Am I the only one that remembers you’re my girlfriend?” The way he said it made her wince. He shook his head. “You need to make a choice right now,” he said sternly. “Tell me there’s nothing going on between you two.”

			Anaa gritted her teeth. She knew he could see the truth on her face, yet he was asking her to lie, begging her to dispel his fear. “I can’t do that.”

			His face hardened. “So, it’s not over with him, then.”

			She shook her head. “No, we—” The words were right there, We’re just friends, but she couldn’t say them.

			“Incredible, you’re really incredible.” His sardonic tone didn’t match the pain streaked across his expression.

			She wobbled and reached a hand out to the balcony railing to steady herself. “I know it’s hard to understand, I don’t even really—”

			He shook his head again. “I won’t be made to look like a fool, certainly not by a fraud, and definitely not for a guy like that. Is that really who you are? Please, just tell me so I don’t waste any more time.”

			All the tenderness she’d accumulated for him over the past few months rushed through her.

			Through Tiago’s eyes, her image had been recast as a muse, a clever scene partner, one that serviced his needs as much as it did hers. With him she became a member of the creative, the desired, the belonging. It was an image that lived so vividly through him that it seemed entirely unattainable on her own.

			“No, I—That was never my intention.” Her voice shook. “It was never even about you, you were so unexpected, and the timing just—”

			“Yeah.” With a voice like a boot, he stamped out her thought. Then he moved in closer, his dark eyes imploring her to meet his. The light was cast sideways upon his face and his features warped strangely. His familiar form swiftly became unstuck from his harsh contour, mere centimetres away from Anaa’s face. All his usual angles slanted severely, his skin was rough with uneven stubble, his nose protruded rudely. “One thing I know for sure is that—” Anaa drew back, startled at how unfamiliar his voice sounded. “—you won’t find someone better for you than me.” He took her hand and tugged her closer, something suddenly dissolving in his voice. “Anaa, if you leave him right now, we can forget all of this happened,” he pleaded softly. His lower lip quivered and made her heart thump uncomfortably.

			“I don’t…” She wasn’t sure if the next word would be know or want.

			He stared at her for a moment longer, his gaze drilling into her, screeching against her steely silence. When she didn’t say any more, the threat of tears flashed in his eyes. He nodded and started to walk away.

			Anaa took in a shaky breath as she watched his slumped shoulders slip through the crowd. She thought about going after him, telling him everything he wanted to hear, but her legs didn’t budge. As soon as he was out of sight, she turned to look for Ben.

			There was a couple standing in the place where she’d left him, the man whispering something in the woman’s ear as her cheeks glowed with pleasure. Anaa frantically searched the faces on the rooftop, feeling eyes on her from every direction. Panic rose in her chest.

			She rushed back to the dance floor, squeezing through the tangle of limbs, catching a couple of elbows to her side. Her friends were dancing a little distance away, but she strained her neck and saw that Ben wasn’t anywhere near them. She went to the far end by the bathrooms and still couldn’t find him. It felt like only a moment ago she was standing exactly there and everything had felt so right, and now—

			A hand gently touched her elbow from behind. She turned and saw Ben, looking strangely sedate. “Are you okay?” he asked.

			She felt a wave of relief at the absence of sharp edges in his voice. Instead, it was supple, slow, a balm over her racing heart. “Yeah, I’m fine. I thought you might’ve left,” she said, her own voice straining against the music. “You—you’re not mad?”

			Ben shrugged and turned to the dance floor, contemplating his response. He turned back and leaned forward, putting his mouth by her ear. “I almost punched the guy, but then I remembered I don’t do that anymore.”

			Anaa smiled uneasily, then cast her eyes down briefly before fixing them on him. “I mean mad at me. I should’ve told you…it was just so new, and it didn’t—”

			“I already knew,” he said. Anaa’s face dropped. Ben revelled slightly in the surprise, a small part of him wanting her to taste the same sting he’d been nursing. “I saw you guys, that night, after your poetry thing. So, yeah, I already knew. I guess I just didn’t want to know more.”

			The implications of this new information spun past Anaa’s eyes. Images of that night at her doorstep, of Tiago’s sense of urgency, of Ben’s subsequent strange behaviour, of all the intimacy of the sun and sand that followed, all the things she’d imagined Ben felt and wanted, all the fears she’d had of this very moment.

			“Oh.” She tried to focus as Ben stood in front of her in startling solidity, apparently watching the same whirlwind of thoughts blow across her face and seeming somewhat amused by it. “I’m so sorry you found out like that, and I’m sorry about what just—what he…”

			“He wants you to himself.” Ben shrugged. “I can’t blame him. I remember what that’s like.”

			“Yeah, well, not anymore.” Ben looked at her quizzically and she inhaled sharply. “But, so, you knew, and then…the Algarve?” She didn’t have the courage to be more specific than that, a brief fear arising that he’d only slept with her because he’d seen her with Tiago.

			Ben rubbed his neck. “I guess…I don’t know, maybe I realized I wanted you no matter who you were with. I just wanted you.” His distinct use of past tense fell hard on Anaa’s ears. She opened her mouth to ask about it when Ben put his hands up. “But, I know, you’re not mine anymore. We aren’t really we. I know that.” His face was unchanged, his tone still soft. There was only a flicker of something in his eyes that resisted the words as they came out, but it was gone as quickly as it arrived.

			Anaa nodded, but she clenched her stomach hard. She couldn’t help but believe he was only trying to protect himself, or perhaps make it easier for her to simply agree instead of having to remind him of the terms they’d set. But their terms had been far from her mind. And even the nugget of truth in his words, his small act of denial, pierced her painfully. In the sheer effort written across his face, she could plainly see the ocean of hurt she’d caused him. Taking another shaky breath, she realized she was nodding too much.

			“You have your own life here now,” Ben added with a pained smile. “And you’re right, I don’t know what you want anymore.”

			She reeled from the impact of her own words, dizzied by the teetering proposition within Ben’s repetition of them. If she leaned to one side, they could reset, return to the beginning of the week. The other side, however, pulled at her to tell him what she wanted. To tell him that there was no one else. That they could go back to…what?

			There was nothing to go back to, because he was right. They weren’t together anymore. That was why she’d said all those things in the first place. She’d strayed so far from the route she’d mapped for herself, gone so far out of her own sight. Even Ben’s flimsy rejection shook her so deeply that she realized, with no small shame, how much she’d been relying on his presence for the courage to turn Tiago away. She felt disgusted at herself.

			So, though everything in her body wanted to, she wouldn’t ask Ben how he felt about her now. If he wanted to push her away, she would let him. He had every right to, and it would be absurd to hope for anything else.

			Suddenly she worried she was going to tip over, and she scrunched her toes in her shoes as if she could grip the ground. “But, you’re okay? And we’re…okay?”

			He seemed to search for the answer on the ground. “Yeah. It’s in the past. We can both move on.” Returning his gaze to her, he appeared to gather strength from something he saw in her eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m not expecting anything. You don’t have to worry about me.”

			She blinked, dread surging through her where relief should have been. “What happened to the hothead I once knew?” she asked feebly.

			He smiled wider this time, a real smile. “He got cooler.”

			It was foolish to think she could still predict anything about Ben. She was changing, but so was he. They both had their own lives now. They were doing the right thing, Anaa sternly reminded herself.

			Ben reached his arm towards her, but his hand hovered by her elbow, barely grazing it as he suggested they go find her friends. She agreed, but as he turned and led them into the crowd, she felt confused and disappointed—confused at her own disappointment—and stunned by his sudden remoteness. Pressing on the feeling like a bruise, she forced herself to see Ben as just another person in the jumble of people around them, because, after all, that’s what he was. That’s what she could be to him one day very soon. She shivered at the thought that he might pass her on the street someday and they wouldn’t even notice. It was frighteningly easy to become a stranger.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Seven

			They slept restlessly that night, sweating uncomfortably, occasionally getting up to chug water, accidentally waking each other up when the other had finally fallen asleep. They managed to get out of the house with minimal utterances, but Anaa only really felt awake after they finished brunch. Seated on the patio of a café Ben had found, they’d filled up their small table with plates of pancakes, toast, eggs, potatoes, smoothie bowls, as well as glasses of water, orange juice, and coffee. Ben chattered away with the waiter throughout the meal—he was one of those annoying people who didn’t get hangovers—and meanwhile Anaa tried to focus on getting the food down. But when all the carbs had settled like a brick in her stomach, and the caffeine started coursing through her veins, she understood that her real discomfort couldn’t be cured so easily.

			“Okay, I’m a human again,” she said, putting down her fork.

			“Feel like a walk?” Ben asked before slurping down the last of his juice.

			Anaa tilted her head to the side and blinked slowly, letting out an exhausted groan.

			“Come on, exercise is the best way to kick a hangover.”

			“You’d much prefer it if I were that kind of girl—going on a run with you after a night of drinking to sweat it out.” She could hear the pettiness in her voice.

			Ben looked at her with confusion.

			“I will never be that girl,” she said matter-of-factly.

			“Got it.”

			They stared at each other for a moment. Then Ben shook his head, stood up, and took her hands. “Come on, up you go.” She let him pull her up and noticed his hands were clammy. He seemed to realize the same and wiped them on his shorts as they started down a street filled with the clamour of Saturday errands.

			They were silent again for a few minutes. Anaa moved ahead when the sidewalk became too narrow at one point, but when it widened up, she noticed Ben stayed behind. Before she could form a knowing grin, his foot landed painfully on the back of her right heel and her shoe came off, sending her stumbling forward. “Oh! Sorry!” Ben said, laughing a little. Anaa fought back a reflex of rage as she bent down and put her shoe back on. “Here, you shadow me instead,” Ben said as he moved ahead of her.

			“I don’t really feel like it,” she replied. He looked back at her with exaggerated sadness. “Your steps are way bigger than mine,” she said with a sigh. “Just walk beside me.”

			He was about to protest but decided against it and fell into step at her side. After a minute, she felt his hand brush hers and she nervously pulled it away and started to put her hair up in a bun. Their silence was putting her increasingly on edge. All morning she’d been clipping his attempts at conversation short, but now she was feeling bad about it.

			“Did you like that place last night?” she asked in the most level tone she could manage.

			“Yeah, it was great. Music was great,” he replied lightly. “And your friends were actually great.”

			“Great.”

			He seemed to take some encouragement from her sarcasm. “My vocabulary is limited today—don’t judge. But it was fun. You can dance, girl.” He nudged her.

			“You’re not so bad yourself. Maria certainly thought so.”

			“Twerking girl?” Ben looked over at her, waiting for a laugh that didn’t come.

			“Mhm. She kept telling me how cute you are. She said she felt a spark and wanted to know if you were single.”

			Ben raised his eyebrows. “And you said…?”

			Anaa squinted her eyes at the road ahead and said, “He’s wide open, shoot your shot.”

			He pushed his lips together and nodded once. “Great.”

			Anaa wordlessly led them into a botanical garden. A few steps past the gate, the air around them transformed, swapping the smoke of cars and cigarettes for the lush tropical scent of fruit-bearing trees and flower beds. At a fork in the gravel path, Ben put his hand on Anaa’s lower back and she stepped away, deciding suddenly to turn onto another path. “Let’s go this way, it’s nicer,” she said when she saw his confusion.

			They started down the winding path and were soon treated to the cool, forgiving shade of tall, leafy trees. Aimless bugs buzzed by their ears and a few people ahead of them strolled languidly.

			“I’m really glad you found friends here,” Ben said in an obvious attempt to fill the silence.

			“Yeah, probably would’ve sucked if I was just alone here,” Anaa replied flatly.

			After another moment, Ben’s fingers hooked into hers and she pulled away. “Okay, what’s up?” he asked.

			“What?” she replied, hoping her warning tone would make him back off.

			“You know what.” He could feel her clamming up, just like she used to. All the techniques he’d use to pry her open—putting on silly voices, staring her in the face until she broke into laughter or tears, asking the same questions over and over until she yelled the answer at him—were there now, waiting loaded at his waist like a cowboy ready to quick draw, but he hesitated.

			Anaa shrugged brusquely and kept walking, but Ben stopped in his tracks. Pausing to look back at him and convey her irritation, she saw in his face that he was waiting for a real answer. But after a few seconds she simply turned around and continued walking ahead. “I just don’t want to hold hands,” she said.

			He caved and caught up to her. “Okay, I get it.”

			“Doesn’t seem like it.” She sounded childish, but she couldn’t help it.

			“Anaa, I thought we were okay. What’s up?”

			“I don’t know…” Suddenly exhausted, she sat down on a bench beside a nearby fig tree. Ben joined her, leaving a foot of space between them. “I don’t know what okay is,” she said, his gaze pressing into her periphery while she stared straight ahead. “It’s—This is my home now, you know? And if I hold hands with you here, then when you’re gone, I just…I don’t want to feel like I’m missing something later.”

			She started to fidget with her ring. Ben leaned back against the bench. “You could just say so,” he rubbed her back lightly. “But say something. I feel like I’m constantly guessing.”

			Anaa nodded and said quietly, “Me too, honestly. I’ve been so confused.” The noise grew so deafening in her mind that she forced herself into her body, but she hated what she found: a crumpled, unnerved, jittery young woman making herself physically smaller than she already was, unsure of what she thought even in the privacy of her own mind. She forced herself to stop fidgeting and recalibrated herself, digging her nails into her palms. Then she said, in a louder, clearer tone, “Anyway, we broke up. For a reason—for good reasons.”

			Ben dropped his hands onto his thighs and slouched back. “Why are you bringing that up now?”

			She turned to face him and noticed how spread out he was next to her, how his body naturally took up as much space as he could get. “Because it’s starting to feel like we’re forgetting. Do you remember why?”

			“Why did we break up? I don’t know, you tell me.”

			Anaa scoffed. “Don’t do that.”

			“No, really, tell me why.” Ben faced her directly and stared into her eyes with only half a challenge. “Please.”

			For a moment, her mind went completely blank. The words wouldn’t surface, no matter how desperately she grasped for them. Why did they break up? Why couldn’t she remember? The end had been so long and drawn out, so full of uncertainty, and so full of tenderness. They’d tried to work it out at first. They knew the initial period of Anaa being back in her hometown after school had ended would be a difficult adjustment, especially because little fires had already started to plume with smoke around her graduation. They’d been fighting a lot, or rather Anaa had been upset and Ben couldn’t figure out why, and she’d get upset that he couldn’t figure out why, and he’d get upset that she couldn’t tell him. Their relationship had relied heavily on their ability to see each other in person, to diffuse a mood with a tight squeeze or remain long enough by one another’s side for the issue to tire itself out. But far from each other for the first time, those little wounds festered. While Anaa yearned to see the world, she spent her time and money organizing trips back and forth between their cities since Ben was busy with school. She’d also been abruptly removed from the freedom she’d grown accustomed to in her student house, thrust back into her childhood bedroom where everything was ill-fitting and her mother was always vacuuming. And in terms of her future, she’d spent four years toiling for a degree which was supposed to be her ticket to success and which she now practically had to beg employers to care about—not to mention the mountain of loans that had already sunk her into debt. Her options closed in on her after she’d worked so hard to open herself to the world, her own efforts latticed around her like barbed wire fences. Everything in her life had gotten smaller, with less and less room for possibility, at precisely the moment she thought it was supposed to get bigger. And Ben was there at every turn, asking her to apply for jobs near him, asking her if she’d move in with him, asking for updates where there were none, and not asking more when she began articulating the sensation of feeling trapped.

			One weekend at the end of summer, things had gotten so bad that Anaa spontaneously hopped on a four-hour bus ride to see him so they could put words to all the spiralling of the prior months. They spent hours hitting the same wall of unhappiness—of Anaa’s unhappiness and Ben’s confusion about her unhappiness.

			I just feel like I’m giving up too much too soon, she said, sitting on the floor of his room and leaning against his bed. And I can’t ask you to wait while I try to find what I need.

			What do you need? His voice pleaded as he paced back and forth. I can help you find it.

			I know you want to, but you can’t. Her lip quivered. You just can’t.

			But how am I stopping you? What can I do?

			She sighed. This is the whole point. I have to do it, not you.

			Why can’t you do it with me?

			I…I don’t know how to explain it.

			His voice rose. What is it that you actually want?

			It’s not something specific, I can’t name it exactly, but it’s…it’s…I don’t know. She couldn’t bring herself to say more.

			Frustration and devastation twisted on his face as he sat heavily on his bed. Well, I can’t be with someone who can’t even talk to me.

			She nodded solemnly. I know. After going back and forth until the sun set, moving around his room and sitting on the floor, the bed, standing by the window, leaning against the desk, they finally lay down on his bed together. I think neither of us wants to say what we know we have to because we love each other so much, she told him quietly.

			He rubbed a hot tear from his eye before it could drop and replied, I can’t say it. I won’t. I can’t even imagine…

			She knew she had to pluck up the courage for both of them. We’re going to break up now. Somehow, placing it just ahead of them in the future felt easier to manage, though her voice still caught in her throat as she continued. But I know I will love you forever, even if years later I say I don’t, I know I will, she said.

			He pulled her close and managed to say, But I love you now, what do I do now? He broke down. They both cried, hugging each other tightly. Then they wiped each other’s tears and, without much thought, they started kissing. Soon they were pulling at each other, desperately undressing, desperate to replace the sadness with something else.

			When they finished, they lay there in silence for what felt like hours, neither wanting the moment to end. Finally, Ben asked, Do you want to go get dinner?

			Anaa thought for a moment, then said, Sure, yeah, I’m actually starving. They sat on a restaurant patio and ordered tacos and margaritas, making up ridiculous backstories for everyone around them. It was as confusing an end as it could have been, with happiness and laughter mingling in the same space as their misery, and it stretched on after they’d called it off, neither knowing how to lose a daily companion. So do we not talk anymore? Ben texted her once she’d returned home. She sighed, wishing she wouldn’t have to hold his hand through this while also wanting to. That might be best for now. Yet even as things heated up between them again that winter, she’d still felt a deep disconnect. He knew her, and she knew him, better than anyone, but it still wasn’t enough. It was hard to know if it was her or him at the root of their problems, but no matter how much they secretly blamed the other or vowed out loud to personally change, they kept ending up in the same place. Sometimes she wished he had cheated on her or treated her badly so that she could point to it, name it clearly, and never need to explain anything to him or herself again as she walked away without hesitation. But this was nowhere near as simple as contempt.

			Anaa pressed her back into the bench, feeling the wood hard against her spine. “We’re very different people,” she said finally. “We were growing in different directions.”

			“If we’re so different, then why have we had an amazing week together?”

			“This is just a holiday! It’s not real!” Her voice turned frantic.

			“What are you trying to do? Are you trying to hurt me? You want to fuck up this week because you’re scared?” Ben’s neck started to turn red, which usually meant he was about to cry.

			“Anaa, we’re so obviously still in love with each other! It was like this even before you left. That was real.” He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs, shaking his head slightly.

			Anaa felt her gut yank with emotional whiplash. It was everything she’d wanted him to say last night. Was it her turn to hurt him now? Her turn to remind them not to get carried away? Was she also pushing him away because she really was in love with him?

			“You can’t just decide we’re in love again. It takes time. It takes so much.” She shook her head. “We couldn’t even have known that before I left.”

			“Because you left! You just left! You didn’t even hesitate!”

			Anaa felt the kind of sting unique to having your fears confirmed. She had suspected him of resenting her because she left, of thinking that she was selfish. He would say all the things he knew she wanted to hear, but beneath it all she knew he didn’t respect her decision.

			“You knew I would go! You know me, don’t you? You knew from the beginning that I wouldn’t put my life on hold for a guy.”

			He sat back, defeated. Anaa knew that slotting him into the generic category of “guy” would hurt, and she braced herself.

			“Jesus, why am I even here then?” he asked. “Why did you ask me to come?”

			Her eyebrows shot up in disbelief. She leaned back and they both refused to look at each other. “I didn’t. This was your idea.”

			“My idea?”

			“What did you think was going to happen? You’d come here, we’d fall in love again, and start a new life together?” She was being cruel, but she didn’t know how else she could bring them both back to reality. “Or what, you thought I’d go back with you?”

			Ben laughed coldly and nodded his head. “So this was all me. I’m just the sad ex that can’t move on, and this was all in my head.”

			She looked down at her hands and didn’t know what to say. He was telling her he loved her, that he wanted her, and she didn’t know what to say. She felt the urge to make him feel better, to tell him that it wasn’t just in his head, that she would go back to him no matter how hard it would be. He left his feelings at her feet, and it felt wrong not to pick them up. But they weren’t mere feelings, they were weights, heavy, imposing things that would require her to leave her own behind. The idea repulsed her, but, still, she found a part of her wanted to.

			Ben stood up and took a few steps away from the bench onto the grass. “I know what you think of me, what your friends really think. You think you’re smarter than me, that you’re more complicated, and that somehow that makes you better. I don’t complicate things because I know what I want, and there’s nothing wrong with that. Actually, I think that’s what you really want, but you’re too scared to admit it. So instead, you’re going to put this whole thing on me.” He put his hands on his hips as he took a couple more steps away. After a moment, he turned around and waited.

			Anaa’s lips didn’t move, her eyes remained fixed on the gravel by her feet. Ben took a shaky breath and swallowed hard, she could hear the tears he was fighting.

			“And you know what? It’s okay. I’ll take it. But…don’t call me. Don’t send me songs you think I’ll like. Don’t update me, or congratulate me, or tell me when something reminds you of me.” His voice cracked. “I’m not your friend.”

			Anaa’s chest heaved as she absorbed the full blow he’d intended. He stepped out of her periphery, but she kept her eyes trained down. No tears came, to her surprise. Instead, she felt extremely lucid. In the pain, in the face of losing it all, she at last found a silence in which her thoughts presented themselves neatly, in razor-sharp clarity. She was ready to articulate, the words reached her tongue, and she started to move her lips as she turned to him, but he was gone. She looked left and right down the path, but he was nowhere in sight. She got up and took a few slow steps in the direction she thought he went, and then her pace sped up until she was jogging around the garden trying to spot him. Scanning the breadth of the space as thoroughly and quickly as she could, panting hard, she still couldn’t find him. Ending up at the garden’s entrance, she strained her neck to see past the throng of pedestrians. But it was no use, he’d disappeared.

			Panic raced along with her heart, her head began throbbing with a fury, and she retreated back into the shade of the garden. She had thought it was so simple: You like a person, you spend time with that person. But now the straight line connecting “like a person” to “spend time with that person” had been obstructed and pasted onto itself and broken up into small bits, jutting out uncomfortably inside her temples. Clarity deserted her once again. She didn’t know which way was up. She’d overthought everything and still did everything wrong. Her stomach turned and she stumbled onto a patch of grass by a cedar tree. Wasn’t it immature to throw everything away when things got tough? Wasn’t growth measured in new approaches to old challenges?

			Or was the mature thing to leave it all behind, move on to better challenges, abandon the things that make you feel good? Were they really honouring everything they’d shared, or had she just made everything so much harder than it needed to be? Every time she thought she knew something, she realized she knew even less.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Eight

			A couple of hours later, Anaa sat on her bed in a big T-shirt with her notebook open on her lap, staring at the wall. The white square of light coming through the window had turned into a deep yellow as it moved from her floor to her clothes rack. Her dripping wet hair had mostly dried. There was pen all over her page, but mostly tense little scratches, her wrist moving like an angry polygraph machine every time her mind strayed too far from the truth. She’d pitifully hoped that, upon opening her notebook, this pain might at last—at least—draw out something of quality, but not even the suffering artist figure seemed to want to fit around her. Or maybe she wasn’t an artist. Or maybe she wasn’t suffering. The whirring of her brain had settled into a low hum, courtesy of the ibuprofen. She stared at the plain white paint on her wall and waited, though she wasn’t sure for what.

			Of her own volition there was now no one who wanted her attention, no one who desired anything from her, and she didn’t have a single idea of what to do, what to say, who to be. She looked at the three lines she’d written beneath all the scribbles: If I am what I think, then I am so many contradictions. If I am what I do, I’m my worst mistakes. If I am what I say, then I’m a liar and a fake. She snapped the notebook shut and tossed it onto the floor.

			Her past scorched and her imagined future snipped short, she suddenly felt suspended, tightly fastened in liminal space. The air in her lungs felt thin, her thoughts deflated and went limp. She blinked as if she’d woken up in a room she didn’t recognize. Wavering impressions of both Ben’s and Tiago’s retreating forms began to replay and overlap in her mind. She submitted to what she assumed would be another wave of nausea, but those receding fractions of two huge figures in her life presented something surprising. She was granted a rare fissure through which she could suddenly see what she usually couldn’t when either of them shone their full blinding light upon her. And what she saw there, in that fresh, dark crevice, was herself—her selves. Split but not separate, on top of and between one another, like a lenticular print that required only a slight shift to one side to see a completely different image. One side was the self she grew to love, under the warm, incubating glow of Ben. The other side was the self she loved to be, luminous under Tiago’s spotlight.

			For a moment she couldn’t envision Ben or Tiago at all anymore, like a dream where someone’s face doesn’t match their name; she tried to conjure their faces and saw herself twice. She lay back on her pillow and sunk deeper out of consciousness.

			At some point she was awoken by a knock on the front door. She got up on wobbly legs to open it.

			Ben had been standing there for a couple of minutes but was still out of breath. He’d been struck with the visceral memory of all those times he used to arrive at Anaa’s doorstep panting and damp with sweat because he’d run from the other side of campus. There was no rush, they hadn’t set a time to meet or made any other plans besides seeing each other, but he’d found that, when he was walking in her direction, the pace was always too slow. He’d pick up into a jog and, fuelled by the thought of getting to see her sooner, take off in a sprint, the books in his backpack bouncing against him. People would shoot him knowing smirks, thinking he was late for class, and he would smile back because they had no idea of the happiness he was running towards. But now he felt that old ecstasy sour like lactic acid in his aching muscles.

			Anaa somehow looked even more exhausted than him as she opened the door. They shared a minuscule, empty smile and she let him in.

			In her room, she closed the door behind them but stayed close to the cool wood, watching as Ben stood awkwardly by the foot of the bed. It was strange to see him not immediately splay across the mattress, and she fought the urge to push him down onto it.

			“I, uh, I didn’t mean to be gone for so long,” he said, stretching out his neck.

			Anaa nodded.

			“I got lost.”

			She started to smile but bit down on her lip. “You left your stuff here.”

			He looked confused. “Anaa, I didn’t come back for my stuff.”

			With one step he closed the gap between them, putting his hand gingerly on the side of her face. He paused. Anaa’s lips parted in surprise, her eyebrows curved upwards. He was so resolutely there, yet at the same time she could plainly see the magic of her own recognition drawing out his features—the flecks of gold in his eyes, the little indent of his bottom lip—making him intensely more vivid. Her heart panged.

			“Are you sure?” she asked, unable to bear hurting him again, but wanting him just the same.

			He pressed his forehead against hers and thought about all the pain he’d felt because of her, the darkest days, the hardest nights. “I’m sure,” he said.

			She quickly rose up on her toes and lifted her chin to meet him. They kissed their way to the bed, where he gently laid her down and removed her clothes as though he were unwrapping a gift and didn’t want to rip the paper. Everything was slow and thoughtful, looking into each other’s eyes more than they had in the garden, leaning into the deep comfort of their bodies. They nurtured this pure and unreserved vulnerability in each other, coaxed it out, savoured it. There was no convincing involved, no hurried excitement. There was nothing that existed before or after as they gave into each other in the present. And even when it was over, it made no bold statements between them. It had simply existed, a moment that passed, a fleeting sweetness shared as easily as it was released.

			They lay down on their sides with enough space between them to see each other clearly, and stayed like that for either a few minutes or years, neither could tell.

			“I’m sorry for saying all that before.” Anaa’s voice was soft but unwavering.

			“Me too.” Ben started to reach his hand out to touch her but let it drop on the mattress instead.

			“The truth is…” She allowed a breath to float in. “The truth is that you started to become more important than all the things I’d dreamt for myself, and that scared the shit out of me.”

			Ben seemed pleased. “Well…it was wrong of me to want to be as big as your dreams. Because I did want that. Still kind of do.”

			Anaa parted her lips, ready to protest.

			“But,” Ben interjected, “you’re right. I do know you, and it wouldn’t be right to expect you to just give everything up for me.” He chuckled when Anaa appeared visibly relieved. “Even though I would’ve done that for you.” There was no layer of playfulness covering his words, not even a little twitch of an eyebrow to lighten the sentiment. He simply looked at her, content at having expressed himself.

			She eyed him dubiously. “Really? You would?”

			He shrugged. “I guess at the time I just didn’t know how. My life was the only way I knew how to live. You kind of changed all that.” He nodded solemnly to himself. “Maybe it sounds desperate to want you no matter what, but to me it feels…freeing. But I also know you’re right. We both have our own goals; we can’t give up our lives for each other. Not yet, at least,” he added breezily.

			The force of his love began, as it always had, to obscure the things she wanted. It was partly her own fault, because she still didn’t know exactly what she wanted, but she knew what she didn’t. Though Ben would like to believe he’d give it up, Anaa could see his vision for them, she could see their whole life together almost by the sheer force of his own desire. They would move into an apartment together, they’d get married in their mid- to late twenties, he’d be completely financially stable as a software engineer or some other job they couldn’t really talk about over dinner, and she could write in all her free time and eventually raise two kids who would play sports and take dance lessons. As they got older, they’d get a cottage by a lake, and she’d take up oil painting to keep busy while he was out golfing. It was a fantasy so perfect and balanced and good-natured that when she rejected it, she felt a sinister reflex hidden somewhere in the crux of her heart, committed only to making her life as difficult as possible. And for what? For mere wants, for a half-formed, imagined sense of self. For a chance at something she wasn’t sure existed.

			But no matter how easy she told herself it would be if she gave herself to him completely, in the way she knew he wanted, it would inevitably mark the end for her. They might have some good years, some growth within love, but beyond the veneer of green lawns and two-car garages, beyond even a library of inside jokes and total sexual competency, she saw herself in a beautiful dress carrying the carcass of her dreams as it slowly bled out on top of her, unable to tell a soul because the knife was in her hand.

			“I also wouldn’t want you to give up the things you want,” she said. “I want you to have everything that you want.” She sighed, then sat up and crossed her legs, facing Ben. “On some level we were both fully aware of how insanely ambitious this was, right?”

			Ben laughed and put his fingers up in air quotes. “Light and easy.” He rolled his eyes dramatically.

			“I guess there will never be such a thing as ‘light and easy’ between us,” she sighed.

			“But it’s better than that, isn’t it?” He sat up cross-legged and mirrored her position so that their knees were grazing. It was how they’d sat the first time Ben stayed over at Anaa’s. He hadn’t meant to, but they had talked like that all night and neither had wanted to admit they were tired, so they eventually fell asleep fully clothed on her bed. Since then, they often subconsciously assumed the same position when they wanted to reopen that precious channel between them. “I mean, it’s okay that it’s hard sometimes,” Ben continued, “because that just means that it means something.”

			Anaa nodded. “And it definitely does feel hard. But I don’t want it to be, and it doesn’t feel like it a lot of the time, but then there are these moments…” She thought about how she sometimes felt perplexed even at her own behaviour, like there was some rogue instinct at the wheel and all she could do was wait until it had its joyride. One second, she wanted to pull Ben closer and forget the world, and the next, she was putting the world between them. She knew she had work to do—work that not even Ben could help her with.

			“I know,” he replied. He thought about the conversation he’d had with himself before he got on his flight to Lisbon, how he’d warned himself not to get carried away, and how he’d ignored his own advice as soon as he’d landed. Even though he wanted to kiss her immediately at the airport, his instinct was to blame her, but he knew he couldn’t. After all, he was the one who’d first floated the idea of coming to visit her.

			He’d been in the university library, in a private study room, but instead of studying, he could only think about the time when he and Anaa had booked that same room two years earlier. Nothing really remarkable had happened. They’d just talked, and talked, and talked, for hours, about everything. He’d shared every thought, question, and feeling as it came, even the ones he’d never said aloud before, and she was so open and encouraging. She’d asked him if he’d felt pressure to conform to being a certain kind of man, and he confessed that he’d always had the sensation of not getting it right, he feared he was too expressive, too soft. He’d talked about his decision to give up every bit of religion passed down through his family, and how it made him unexpectedly sad to be the end of that long line of tradition. They’d talked about the possibility that there was no meaning behind their existence at all, and how that could be as comforting an idea as religion. He’d confessed that of all the dreams he had, the biggest one was simply to be in love. He distinctly remembered thinking to himself that even if they ever broke up, he’d still want her in his life, no matter how difficult it would be to remain only friends with a girl like that. So, instead of studying for his exam that day a couple of months ago, he called her. She was on her way home from work and she sounded so elated to hear him that he leaned over the small table in physical pain. He asked a lot of questions about her job, her apartment, what she was doing in her free time, partly because he wanted to hear the answers and partly because he wanted to hear her chirp along endlessly through her descriptions of her co-workers, her exciting thrift finds, her strategies to intentionally get lost on walks. She asked him a lot of questions too, about how his school year was, what his plans were, how he was feeling about this big transition, and he started revealing aloud, even to himself, how anxious he had been about not getting a job right out of school like all his friends had. Summer was approaching, and she asked him what he was going to do instead, and he half-jokingly said he’d been thinking about backpacking Europe. I know someone in Europe, she said, audibly smiling.

			He told her that Lisbon happened to be the cheapest European city to fly into, and she said it was a fantastic coincidence for him to know that fact off the top of his head. He admitted that he often checked the weather in Lisbon, curious to know if the sun was shining for her or if she had to wear a rain jacket and her hair was getting messed up. She was quiet for a moment, and he quickly added that the weather was just so much better there than where he was, and he was jealous. They both nervously laughed a little and she said, The weather really is better here. He asked, So is that a yes? All he heard for a few seconds were the brakes of a bus exhaling loudly, then Anaa’s quiet voice: I’ll see you in a bit, then. His cheeks pinched up in a smile; those were the words that used to send him racing across campus. See you in a bit, he replied. As soon as he hung up, he jumped around the study room and whooped with triumph until a librarian knocked on the door to inform him that the rooms were not, in fact, soundproof.

			If only he’d known then how difficult it would be once he got here, how much his self-restraint, patience, and progress would be tested. But as he took in Anaa’s full form now, centimetres away from him, he knew that even if he could go back and warn his past self of the agony he was sure to face, he would still make the trip.

			Anaa hugged a pillow against her stomach. “Staying friends—staying in each other’s lives—I think it’s incredible, and I stand by it as a concept, but I guess sometimes it’s just too…close. We’re back in a place that doesn’t exist. That can’t exist.”

			“And that’s on me,” Ben said. “I know I’m a very…affectionate person, and sometimes when I’m with you, I can’t control it. But look at you!” He took Anaa’s face in his hands and she stifled a smile. He dropped his hands and readied himself to be honest. “You hated feeling suffocated in our relationship, and I hated feeling like I wasn’t getting enough affection. I do remember why we broke up. Of course I do.”

			She nodded, sad and grateful. “I didn’t handle it right, shutting down like that.”

			“It really hurt when you told me I didn’t make you laugh anymore.”

			She winced. “That was so harsh, I’m sorry. I can’t imagine someone I love telling me that.”

			“Yeah, it was harsh, but…you were right. I kept saying that I only wanted to make you happy—”

			“Every time,” Anaa interrupted, widening her eyes.

			Ben cocked his head to one side and raised his eyebrows, a small smile playing on his pursed lips. Anaa laughed and put her hand over her mouth, then signalled for him to continue. “But I stopped thinking about what happiness actually was for you,” he continued. “I convinced myself that saying it was enough.”

			“Yeah, but I put all this pressure on you to make me happy. As if love made you responsible. I used you like a crutch.”

			He smiled. “I didn’t care, I loved it. I wanted you to need me, which is I guess why it hurt so much when I realized you didn’t.” He picked at the bedsheet crease near his shin, then looked up at her and said with a sweet sadness, “I’ve just never cared about anyone like I care about you.”

			Anaa took a breath and let the truth wipe the fog from her mind like a steamy mirror. There she was, clear and compact, no noise twisting itself into dark knots behind her eyes. Only a young woman arriving in her own body.

			She lay back down in happy exhaustion and caught Ben admiring her. “Who would have thought those two drunk, dancing dummies would end up here?”

			“I did,” he replied.

			Anaa smiled wide, but it faded almost as quickly as it spread. “Do you hate me for leaving?”

			Ben didn’t answer right away, but she appreciated that he was really contemplating it. “No,” he finally said. “I mean, it sucked, but it was too good of an opportunity. I knew you would go. And I wanted you to. Some very small, tiny part of me.”

			Anaa grinned and took his hand. “I should’ve told you when I applied. I imagine it wasn’t exactly the easiest thing for you to find out all of a sudden.”

			“It probably wasn’t easy for you to do on your own, either. But I’m proud of you. Really.” He lifted her wrist to his lips and kissed it. “You wanted to move out here for so long, and then you did it.”

			Her nose stung with tears. “I don’t think I believed I could do it, even while I was doing it. At the beginning I thought I made the wrong choice, I was so lost, and I missed you so much.”

			“I know. But look at you now,” he said, gesturing to her bedroom, left in a mess since last night, in a way that made them both laugh.

			“Look at us,” she said.

			He lay down beside her and they both stared at the slanted ceiling. “I feel so lucky to have had whatever time we had. Even though we’re such different people.”

			Anaa elbowed him. “Don’t worry, you’ll end up with some sporty airhead with massive boobs and I’ll find a pretentious, art-loving asshole, and we’ll live happily ever after.”

			“Can’t wait.” Ben sighed happily. “Finally, someone who will laugh at my jokes.”

			Anaa turned and looked at him seriously. “What jokes?”

			He whacked her with a pillow.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Nine

			Sitting in the soft early evening glow on the patio of an Italian restaurant, Anaa and Ben were stuffing their faces with folded slices of mediocre pizza that flopped red sauce onto their chins.

			Ben groaned with pleasure. “Wow, this is good.”

			“I think we’re just hungry.” Anaa laughed. “We worked up quite the appetite.”

			“We’d really have no problems if making up wasn’t so good.”

			“It’s like our biology wants us to be bad.”

			“God bless science,” Ben said while shaking his head.

			Anaa leaned back and took a sip of her wine. She looked around at the people milling about on their collective day off, hunger starting to appear in their eyes, mixed with the promise of impending satisfaction. The warm, acidic smell of cooked tomatoes intermingled with the smoky scent of grilled sausage and the pillowy comforts of baked bread. The sun’s lazy slant seemed to press upon the buildings and cobblestone like the weight of a loved one’s head dozing off on your shoulder. Dogs off their leashes drew smiles from all the passersby, and restaurant owners stood cheerfully in their doorways enjoying a moment of calm before the dinner rush arrived. Summer seemed like it was just starting and would stretch on forever with all the richness and possibility that hung in the bright hours before Saturday night.

			Anaa sighed happily, unable to fully fathom the moment but surrendering herself to it anyway. “Delicious food, warm nights, red wine…” she murmured.

			“I wish this could be it.” Ben said it so earnestly that she almost felt sorry.

			“It’s too bad we have to have dreams and goals, and personalities.”

			He shot her a look. “If you tell me how different we are one more time…”

			She laughed. “No, no. But I do want to say something—in a totally unpretentious way this time.” She hadn’t planned to say anything but liked that she felt comfortable about saying it anyway. “It’s kind of been bothering me that you thought I was only talking about feminism and stuff because of my new friends, and I’ve been trying to figure out why, and maybe it’s true that I do care about and want things now that I didn’t—at least out loud—when we were together.”

			He looked somewhat exasperated at the return to the subject, but she powered on.

			“And I do think it’s important to see me as, you know, a woman of colour, even though I probably didn’t want anyone to see it when we were in school. I guess I wanted to stand out but not in a way that everyone else would decide for me. It’s just—there’s a lot for me to still figure out, but basically what I’m trying to say is that there are things that I care about that have moved way up in my priorities and that might not be as high on yours, and that’s okay. But it’s also what makes things difficult sometimes, what makes me difficult sometimes, because I’m trying to decide what kind of person I am, or want to be.” She realized she was picking at her nails and clasped her hands together. “Now that I think about it, I don’t know if I’ve ever had time to just be me. First I was being someone for my family, then my friends, and then you—without anyone ever even explicitly asking me to,” she said as her eyebrows drew together in bewilderment. “But now I can feel myself becoming me, and…I want to make sure I’m someone I like being.” Taking a fortifying breath, she continued, “And I realize that I have to do that for myself alone, and not for you, or for us, or for anyone else anymore.” She looked up with concern that she was getting lost in her thoughts. “I guess I just wanted to address an uncomfortable feeling that was sort of lingering for me this week. Did that make sense?”

			Ben nodded with a straight face. He leaned forward and interlaced his fingers on the table, pressing his chest into his thumbs. “We’re different, not just to each other but to who we were, too.” He shrugged. “I do love that you’re trying to figure yourself out. I’ve always loved that about you, you always want to be better, for everyone and for yourself. That’s rare.” He sat back and ran a hand up the back of his neck. “But I knew you were the best person I’ve ever met—and that I’d ever meet—since day one.”

			“I’m definitely not perfect,” she said as she looked down at her lap. “Pretty close, though.” She flicked her eyes back up at him.

			Ben smiled and shook his head. “So humble, too.” Then he shifted on his seat and said, “But seriously, I never really hung out with people who talked about social issues and politics and stuff that actually matters, you know? Growing up in the suburbs, playing sports, studying engineering, I don’t know, it just wasn’t what we talked about…But when I met you, I thought, oh, so that’s what a fully formed person looks like. And I felt like I got better by just being around you. Now…I don’t know, I guess I’ll have to find a better crowd to help me.”

			“Or you could do it yourself.” Anaa tried to make her tone as even as possible. “I mean, I try to read everything I can about the things that I’m interested in…” She trailed off when she saw Ben’s attention visibly fade from his face.

			He realized he’d been caught. “Shoot, I guess that means I’ll have to learn how to read.”

			“Poor, underprivileged STEM students,” she replied with exaggerated pity.

			He laughed and then excused himself to go to the bathroom, quickly reminding her that he actually didn’t know how to read in this country; earlier that week he’d walked into a bathroom marked M but didn’t know that it stood for mulher, which means “woman.”

			Alone with a full belly and warmth still on her laughing cheeks, Anaa was strangely calm despite having felt like her speech was a little muddled. Usually, she would be mapping out a game plan to reiterate her thoughts in a rehearsed but informal way later, but now she found that she was quite content to move on. She liked that she didn’t feel the need to put anything on with Ben, that nothing she was saying had to be dressed up to look or sound a certain way. He made her feel naked and loved—what else could she desire?

			But a feeling still pinched at the soft spots of her flesh every so often. The fact that he wanted so little of her, that he was so satisfied with her even without the things she felt were imperative, poked at her like a pebble in her shoe. She wanted Ben to want more from her, to want the things she wanted for herself. By the end of their relationship, she had begun to resent him for such simplicity, such effortless love, such passive devotion. So, why had she wanted him to come visit her so badly?

			With so much change in her life, she couldn’t help but ache for the sturdiness of her past self, for the feeling of being known, however illusory. She yearned for the kind of confidence that helped her strive for what she wanted because she knew she had someone who loved her whether she got it or not. Of course, she wanted to fill a well of her own with a much sturdier sense of confidence, but in some backward way she resisted digging it because she knew, once it was done, she wouldn’t relate to Ben in the same way. Then he would eventually find someone else who needed him in the way that gave him confidence, and Anaa would become the girl who got too big for the world they spent so long creating together.

			Her phone buzzed and she pulled it out of her purse, then blinked with surprise when she saw Tiago’s name on it. She’d thought he would never want to speak to her again. His noxious expression from the bar returned to her now as she read his message: You went to the Algarve with him?

			So, he had been gathering information from their friends. Imagining her friends talking about her and Tiago, tainting her image with his anger…her body tensed. Then she sighed. It was no use worrying. For all his hesitancy around commitment, Tiago had long committed her to him in other people’s minds anyway, often taking her to places where they’d be seen, bringing up inside references in outside spaces.

			It was really her who hadn’t wanted their friends to know that the two of them were involved, and every time they asked her about him or told her to invite him somewhere or left them alone together at a social function, she was reminded of why. Contrary to her own daydreams, and despite wanting him, she didn’t want to be Tiago’s girl. She didn’t want everyone else to make choices for her about where she sat or whom she would talk to. And she especially didn’t want to be the recipient of unsolicited googly eyes whenever he touched her, or awkward apologies when someone walked onto the balcony while they were merely having a cigarette. She wanted people to be excited to see her, not to wonder why she showed up alone. But now Tiago was ensuring that there would be many more questions, many more looks, and many worse associations between them.

			Before she could think up a response to his message, another one arrived: I hardly recognize you.

			Her phone buzzed again: Come over and let’s talk, please.

			Another: Anaa, it would be so stupid to throw all this away.

			Are you with him now?

			Her mind was spinning with the changing tones of the messages that kept coming. He was icy and impenetrable, meek and imploring, fervent and heated. She wasn’t even sure what he wanted to hear, because laced through even his most pleading of phrases was a series of strings that, if pulled incorrectly, could snap up in a knot or pull everything loose.

			Ben arrived back at the table and her phone buzzed again before she quickly shoved it in her bag. He looked suspicious but gave her a moment to see if she would volunteer the information herself.

			She grinned at him and took a sip of wine.

			“Everything okay?” he asked, mirroring her fake grin.

			“Um, yeah, it’s just, uh—it’s nothing,” she replied. She could hear her own cartoonish denial.

			Ben bowed his head slightly. “Tell me.”

			She picked up a piece of crust that her stomach didn’t have any room for and took a big bite. Then, with her mouth full, she said, “It’s not really something that you’d particularly enjoy hearing about.”

			“Let me guess,” Ben said as he picked up the last untouched slice from her plate. “It’s about a boy.”

			Anaa scrunched up her shoulders. “Yes,” she said in a tight voice, then sighed her shoulders back down. “And he’s nothing like Hugh Grant.”

			“Who’s Hugh Grant?”

			She leaned back with the indignity of a twofold disappointment—first because it was a great line wasted, and second because, after all that time together and all those movies they watched, he still didn’t even know his rudimentaries. She let out a dramatic sigh. “Never mind.”

			But he wasn’t going to let it go. “So…?” He turned his focus to his plate to give her some privacy to answer.

			“Okay.” She thought he looked nervous about hearing it, but she owed him the truth. “Tiago and I had sort of been seeing each other, but not seriously, not like a real relationship. And then…” Ben nodded without making eye contact.

			Tiago’s face from last night, his cutting gaze and even sharper accusations, overwhelmed Anaa’s mind again. She wondered if he would have reacted differently had they not had that commitment conversation shortly before Ben’s arrival. So much could have been different. But it was as if Tiago had never wanted to see her hesitation, to peer into her obvious allusions, because it didn’t align with his own train of thought. She’d hinted at the heartbreak that haunted her, and he’d never asked for specifics, but he’d encouraged her to elaborate on the dark swell that painted her cynical, then remarked with pleasure that her darkness matched his own. It occurred to her that he didn’t recognize her now because he didn’t really know her; he knew only the bits she’d carefully curated for him, and she’d let him fictionalize the rest.

			Ben looked up at her, his eyes like two needles aiming to burst her reticent bubble. “And then he wanted more.”

			Anaa nodded. “Right before you came.”

			“I guess he’s not too happy about us.” Ben grinned and chewed his food on one side of his mouth as he said, “He’s scared of a little competition?”

			“It’s not a competition.” Anaa watched as he shoved the rest of the slice in his mouth. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask me about him before, actually.”

			“Is there something else I should know?” he asked with his mouth full.

			She fiddled with her napkin. “Not particularly, no.” She felt a strange desire to talk about Tiago more with Ben. The two had been so forcibly disparate in her mind for so long, so off-limits to one another, that it seemed deliciously sneaky that she should have the opportunity to speak so freely like this now. “It’s just frustrating because we have such similar tastes in books and music and movies…”

			“Liking the same things isn’t everything, though.” Ben washed the pizza down with some wine.

			Anaa nodded sombrely. “That’s true. Even though we could talk about so much, I was still saying less. I was always trying to find the right thing to say, the right way to say it. I never really felt like I could just say anything.” She traced the stem of her wineglass with her finger. “I guess you can be compatible on paper but…there are also feelings to consider.”

			“Your feelings or his?” Ben asked.

			Anaa avoided his gaze as she considered his question. “I felt like because he had feelings for me, I had to do something with them.” And wasn’t it her own fault, she thought quietly, for trying so hard to get him to like her?

			“But you don’t have to do anything,” Ben said.

			Anaa stared at her plate. Then, with a hot shock to her forehead, she realized that she could very well have just been describing Ben in the garden earlier that same day. Her palms grew damp, and her eyes flicked to his face to see if he was thinking the same thing. “I mean, yeah, I guess to a degree we can only be responsible for our own feelings.”

			Ben nodded silently, and Anaa realized she was making it worse.

			“So, this is fun,” she said sarcastically.

			“I am very down to stop talking about this.” He relaxed his shoulders.

			She straightened her posture into a rigid line, then softened by leaning her chin on the heel of her hand. “Did you really not think about whether I was seeing someone before you came?”

			He cleared his throat with some effort. “I knew it was a possibility.”

			She hummed. When they’d spoken, she hadn’t mentioned anyone, and he hadn’t asked. “I guess we do have to acknowledge that we’re going to see other people,” she said.

			Ben squinted his eyes. “Do we?”

			She laughed. “Yes, unfortunately.” She crossed her arms on the table in front of her. “I mean, I don’t know if you’ve been with anyone since I left or…but, I mean, I hope you have, and I know that’s totally your own business.” They were avoiding eye contact as she spoke, until they finally looked up and saw that they were both visibly wincing. “Yeah, okay, maybe we don’t have to right now.” She forced her gaze to meet his and said sincerely, “But of course I want you to see other people. Of course.”

			“Of course,” he replied.

			“Eventually.”

			“Of course.”

			“After I die.”

			Ben smiled wide, then reined it back in. “All I know is that if we ever run into each other in the future and we’re in relationships with other people, we’re still going home together.”

			Anaa imagined running into Ben in a grocery store and leaving her partner in the frozen foods section while she jumped into his cart and he wheeled her away. “Is that so?”

			“Yup. That guy doesn’t stand a chance.”

			“I see.” Anaa idly wondered if he’d feel the same if she was with a woman. “And the girlfriend that you have in this scenario?”

			“It wasn’t going anywhere anyway,” he said without hesitation.

			“Nice.” Anaa laughed, feeling a little sorry for this fantasy girl.

			A metal plate suddenly crashed onto the ground from another table and two pigeons made away with some pizza crust. The wait staff shooed them and their hungry friends away, and Anaa and Ben turned to each other at the same time, saying in perfect unison, “Rats of the sky.” Their eyes lit up with delight.

		

	
		
			Thirty

			Their legs moved at a glacial pace up the steep, zigzagging road. Laundry waved lazily down at them from lines spread across mint-green and pale-yellow buildings, and elderly people’s thinning hair and sturdy hands poked out over balconies above them.

			Anaa and Ben were in the kind of happy daze where the whole world seemed orchestrated for their entrance. The sky was a swirl of pink, purple, and blue above them, with streaks of burning orange already fading along the wispy edges of clouds. They felt as though they were the personal recipients of the light reflecting down from each hue. The colours of everything changed around them, the road, cars, and even the skin of each other’s arms and cheeks, as if someone had turned up the saturation.

			Drowsiness had started to steep into Anaa’s body like a tea bag, spreading its tendrils until she felt an opaque peacefulness press against her skin from the inside.

			“So, what would you like to do on your last night?” she asked.

			Ben looked at her with confusion. “Tonight’s not my last night…”

			She stopped so abruptly that she almost lost her balance on the uphill slant. “Wait, what?” She tried to blink away the tiredness. “No, you said Sunday—”

			“Kidding.” Ben smirked.

			“You’re sick, you know that?” She shoved him and they laughed away the real cruelty of that joke.

			“I don’t care what we do, honestly,” he said. “I feel like I’ve seen this place in a way that no one else can.”

			“Me too,” she said with a grin. “You unlocked a whole other side to this country that I’ve never seen.” When she looked over and saw him beaming, she added, “I never even noticed all the gym equipment everywhere.”

			They finally crested the hill they’d been climbing and arrived at another sweeping panoramic view of the city, the long curve of it dotted with people drinking beer and passing time. Across the deep valley of the city, in which a coolness was starting to gather, the last rays of sun seemed to light the edge of the far hill on fire, the hill where Ben and Anaa had sat not too long ago eating ice cream. Anaa imagined that her old self was there watching her, and she wanted to wave to her and ask her if she seemed different from the other side.

			“I’m glad at least I didn’t screw this place up for you,” Ben said. “Though that was also the goal.”

			Anaa shot him a look. “Well, I think Caroline was right. I think you’ll be back.”

			He turned his head to her, but when their eyes met, he turned away. “You do?”

			She hesitated at the flicker of hope in his tone as they passed a group of friends sharing a joint, then two middle-aged women taking photos on their iPads, then a round-bellied man standing behind an easel and painting the cityscape. “How could you not miss a place where this happens?” she tried to say quietly, though she caught the painter’s attention as she said it. She turned away, embarrassed, but too content to really care.

			They took a few steps along the lookout’s thick cement barrier, trying to scope out the best spot to sit, when a voice came from behind them.

			“Excuse me, can I ask you a favour?”

			They turned and saw the painter there, holding up his hand with streaks of pink and orange across his fingers. He had a vaguely eastern European accent, wore a simple white T-shirt and blue jeans, and had remarkably bad posture, though his face was soft as he smiled at Anaa.

			“Do you speak English?”

			“Yeah, what’s up?” Ben asked.

			The man smiled politely at Ben, then addressed Anaa again. “Would you both mind standing over there for one minute?” He pointed to a spot a small distance ahead of his canvas. “If you’re not busy. It’s just, the light is perfect and, you know, the city, she’s beautiful but”—he took a frustrated breath and pulled up his shoulders—“needs people.”

			Anaa grinned. “Okay.”

			The man led them to the spot, then walked back to his easel. Ben turned to him and called, “What should we do?”

			“Just look at the view! And each other!” He took one quick glimpse of them before he started dabbing paint on the canvas.

			Anaa and Ben smiled at each other furtively as they got in position.

			“Yes, perfect!” the man said.

			Ben turned his head towards the river in the distance and Anaa tried to observe his profile as if he were a figure in a painting. She wanted to examine the way the light grazed the highest peaks of his face, to find the pattern in the soft strokes of his beard, to read a small, clearly defined exhibit label about the relationship between the subject and the object of his eye—which he now focused on her.

			“Can I ask you something?” Anaa ventured. She could see her own reflection in his golden iris. “But don’t be weird about it—I’m genuinely only curious.”

			Ben thought for a moment. “I feel like I’m walking into a trap, but okay. Trap me.”

			“No, it’s not like that,” she said. It was probably more a trap for herself, but she had time to spare, and the descent of twilight made her feel bolder than usual. “It’s just—I feel like when you end a relationship but you still love each other, there’s this little story you tell yourself,” she said as she looked to her past self across the valley for encouragement. “You know, you tell yourself that this isn’t really the end.” She knew she was treading dangerous ground and indeed perhaps leading Ben into a painful trap, but she wanted to practise simply saying what she was thinking without planning how it would sound or anticipating how the other person would take it. Maybe it was selfish, but it was also liberating. “You tell yourself that you’ll both save a spot for each other.”

			Ben mm-ed with understanding. “You want to know if I’m saving a spot for you?”

			She pressed her lips together sheepishly and nodded. “Because I think I’m secretly telling myself that you are. And…I think I am too.”

			“Well, yeah, it’s hard not to.”

			It had sounded so absurd to Anaa, especially after everything they’d been through that week, to admit that some part of her was holding out hope for someone she knew she couldn’t be with, at least not now, and maybe not ever, yet Ben made it feel like the most natural thing in the world. He carried so little shame about his emotions. Anaa carried enough for the both of them.

			“It’s really fucked-up, because there’s this idea that there’s only one person we’re destined to be with,” she said, her voice thick with ridicule. “And that’s been proven wrong, and I’ve seen it proven wrong, and I ultimately really don’t believe in it—”

			“No soulmates, got it.” Ben chuckled.

			“But…” She looked down at the city and noticed all the cars moving through it, flashing between buildings like running water. “I still can’t help but hope, quietly, like a secret from myself…”

			Ben started to reach his hand towards her back. He wanted to talk to the part of Anaa that kept those secrets. He rarely ever got to see her, to feel her.

			“Which is so completely insane, because you can’t live life just waiting like that.”

			He dropped his arm, and she looked up at him, her eyes shining.

			“But some ridiculous side of me that needs to be comforted and lied to always tries to believe that we’ll find our way back to each other,” she said in a voice so low she was almost whispering.

			“I don’t think that’s ridiculous.”

			“But it’s no way to live. And it’s silly, considering our circumstances, to even try to imagine. You’d just move out here and leave your family, your friends, everything you’ve worked for?”

			She’d said it as a way to highlight how impossible an idea it was, but she saw on Ben’s face that he was really contemplating it.

			“I would never ask that of you,” she said in a low, sure voice. “Plus, this whole feeling is only temporary, and eventually you’ll give that spot away, maybe you’ll—”

			“We could both give those spots away, or we could both hold on to them. Or one might hold on to it longer than the other. Or maybe there’s no spot at all.” Ben threw his hands up. “Why are you torturing yourself right now with what could happen? Or do you want me to just keep my hopes up forever?”

			Anaa recognized her own exasperation in him, the kind she felt when she was speaking with someone who hadn’t done the necessary mental mapping, the careful selection of which things to say aloud and which to save for further contemplation.

			She focused on what Ben was asking of her: Why did she feel the urge to throw a flare into the deep hole of destiny? Was she really so selfish that she would try to keep him around in case she ever changed her mind? After a moment, she felt a tear drop onto her cheek. She was surprised by it and quickly flicked it away. Then she answered, “Because it feels better than actually letting go? Because this way you’re tied to my future, at least a little?” She understood the truth of her feelings as the words arrived. It was the ever so slight, yet all-encompassing, difference between wanting to keep someone around and struggling to let them go. She warned herself to stop—she’d been greedy enough this week.

			Ben clenched his jaw, restricting something from coming out, though he wasn’t sure what. “Oh,” was all he managed.

			“Yeah.” Anaa pressed her lips together. “Sorry.”

			Ben inhaled deeply, lifting his chest and shoulders. “I don’t like that we’re making this seem like it’s something bad.”

			“No, it’s not bad,” Anaa said seriously. “I like feeling connected with you because it makes me feel connected to the best parts of myself that came out in our relationship—like, I think of you when I’m feeling playful, when I’m really present in my body, when I take time to enjoy the little things. And when I feel connected to you, I don’t feel like I’ve lost any part of me. I guess I’m just worried that I will.”

			“You shouldn’t have to lose a part of yourself with a relationship.” It sounded like something he’d read once and was repeating verbatim, and Anaa had to stifle a smile.

			In fact, it wasn’t something he’d read once but several times, in several different ways. When Ben fully understood the complete devastation of heartbreak, sinking like lead into his bones, there was nothing he wouldn’t try, no advice he wouldn’t accept, no inspirational post he wouldn’t read. He scoured the library for books, spoke to everyone he could, searching for any kind of map or compass or subtle nod leading in the right direction, anything that could help him feel less lost. His entire future had been merged to Anaa, and without her, none of the roads had names anymore. He was lodged in a moment that had passed. But, in the face of complete disorientation, he soon realized there was only one, very simple task he needed to do—the only one he could do—and he had to do it every day, even when he least wanted to: He had to keep moving. In that slow but steady forward motion, he eventually realized he had everything he needed: his legs underneath him, his heart’s steadfast rhythm, his body’s will, and his mind simply as it was, as himself. He was still all there, he was only a little off course.

			Anaa appeared to have watched his entire journey on his face. “I guess that’s how you know it was real.”

			At that, Ben warmed, turning playful and curious again. “I always wondered how I would know, how people just knew when they were in it. I’d never said it to anyone before you, and then suddenly I had to struggle not to say it.”

			Anaa liked that he was skirting the word. “And then you did say it, by accident.”

			“Okay,” he said, trying to keep a straight face as she started laughing. “Damn your perfect memory.”

			It was their first Halloween together, and they both wanted to do a couple’s costume but had yet to use the word couple together. Anaa had thought of dressing up as a Freudian slip, wearing a slip dress and putting terms like id, ego, superego, and libido on it, and she jokingly suggested Ben could be Oedipus. He laughed with uncertainty, which she had thought, at the time, was about the quality of the idea rather than the content of it, so instead she suggested that she could dress as Morticia Addams, and he immediately replied that he would love to go as Gomez, more excited to dress up as her husband than in pinstripes and a moustache. Though their friends were going to different parties, they decided to start out together at Anaa’s for pre-drinks. They both looked and felt amazing in their costumes, but more so in their very visible link with one another, and Ben was a hit among Anaa’s housemates, a fact that she believed made them like her more. The evening passed in a montage of card games, roaring laughter, and many, many poorly mixed drinks, until it was inevitably time for Ben to go meet up with his friends. Anaa walked him to the front door, and after he stepped down to the porch, he turned around and gave her a kiss. She was at his height, and they could feel each other smiling at the ease. Then he pulled away, and as he was starting to turn, he said, Bye, love you! They both froze. Anaa could feel her eyes open wide, and Ben seemed to internally combust. He shook his head, stuck out his tongue and went, Nllaahhhh, and ran away, jumping in the air as he took off down the street. Thinking about it now, they both seemed to Anaa like children who were learning the rules as they broke them. Everything was so unmeditated, so instinctive, so giddy and pure.

			“Please don’t remember that as the first time,” Ben pleaded. “There were so many times when we were in bed, we’d been there for hours, I wanted to scream it.”

			Anaa knew the feeling. It was a first for her, struggling not to say it, the words dancing threateningly on her tongue. She had never said it to a boy before, and it was difficult for her to say it to her friends, even her family, but there it was, suddenly eager to escape in a moment of happiness. After Ben, however, she knew it would be more difficult than ever to say it again.

			A cool wind picked up and Anaa was brought back into her body. She suddenly remembered they were being watched. Both of them turned back and saw the painter with his easel packed up, sitting hunched on a foldable stool, finishing a beer.

			“All good?” Anaa asked.

			“Oh yes.” He got up and tossed the bottle in a garbage can, then folded up his stool. “Have you been together a long time?”

			They grinned at each other. “You could say that,” Ben offered.

			“Well, good night,” the man said, lifting his tote bag of paints and brushes onto his shoulder, picking up his easel and stool in one hand, and carrying the canvas in his other. “And good luck.”

			“Thanks,” Ben said, wondering what the painting looked like.

			“You too!” Anaa replied reflexively. Then, after a moment, “Good luck?”

			Ben cocked his head to one side. “Yeah, that was weird.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-One

			That night, when they entered Anaa’s room for the last time, both of them were silent. They put their things away and took off their clothes without any rush or expectation, just slow and calm, as they’d done so many times before without ever even imagining that there would be a last time.

			They lay down on the bed separately, face up, allowing the finality to run through their bodies. It wasn’t like anything either of them had anticipated. Not nearly as sad or painful as they’d each prepared themselves for.

			Ben turned his head towards her, and she met his eyes. “I can’t wait to see what you do,” he said.

			His sincerity overwhelmed Anaa and she could only splay her hand across his face.

			“No, really,” he said, taking her hand in his. “You’re such an amazing person, so smart, so thoughtful. And you’ve built this whole life here. I’m so excited to see what you do next.” Anaa was about to say something when he added very quietly, “I hope I get to see it.”

			She thought for a moment. “I hope you get to see so much more beyond me. You deserve it.”

			“You really can’t accept compliments.” He shook his head. After a moment he asked, “Do I seem sad to you? Complimenting you like that after you rejected me?”

			“Rejected you?” Rejection seemed too simple a word for what she felt, too rigid for her wavering heart. He waited for her to continue. “No, it doesn’t seem sad. It feels…like so much more than I deserve.”

			“It’s not,” he said definitively. “I just don’t see the point in holding any of it in. Especially now. I don’t know if I’ll ever get another chance to…” He trailed off. Neither of them was sure if he was talking about another chance to tell her or another chance with her.

			Anaa nodded, then felt a restless energy explode inside her. “Don’t worry, I’ll probably hit you up on LinkedIn one day asking to borrow some money.” She burrowed under his arm, then his back, and he laughed a little as he lifted and rolled his body to help her, so she ended up with his chest across her belly, her body perpendicular underneath his. Ben twisted his weight off her and lifted her legs on top of him. They used to do this a lot, wordlessly crawl over each other and entwine their body parts, ending up in strange positions without ever acknowledging it. They found so many different loving contortions to twist into, so many ways to be comfortable wrapped in each other’s limbs.

			“Hey, offer still stands,” he said, nuzzling his head into her side. “I can make enough money to support you as long as I have sex and dinner ready when I come home.”

			“At the same time?”

			“Preferably, yes.”

			“You know,” Anaa said as she rolled over, “that doesn’t sound so bad.”

			They laughed and untwisted their bodies until they were face to face.

			“I know I should feel sad, and I probably will soon,” Ben said, “but I’ll always feel lucky that we met. I would do it all over again.”

			Anaa squinted her eyes. “You said that flight is flexible, right?”

			Ben closed his eyes and groaned. “Don’t.”

			Back in university, Anaa had once missed her bus to go visit her family solely because she didn’t want to leave Ben. There was no special occasion, and they didn’t end up doing anything out of the ordinary that night, either—cheap sushi, bags of candy, an old movie, lolling around in bed—but it had felt so precious because it was on stolen time, deliciously irresponsible hijacked happiness. After that, Anaa started paying a couple of extra dollars for flexible bus tickets because the luxury of spontaneously deciding to spend an extra night or two with Ben was always on the table, and always worth it. It was such a subtle, knowing, and hopeful act of love that every time Ben thought about it, his heart exploded. For a moment, they both watched those nights flash behind each other’s eyes.

			“Sorry.” Anaa bit her top lip.

			“You’re gonna be,” Ben said as he shoved his hands into her armpits and tickled his revenge. Anaa squealed and contorted.

			“Oh, real mature,” she said between hiccups of laughter. She tried to get him back, but he grabbed her wrists and held them down. Then he brought his face close to hers. With a slight tilt of his head, he could kiss her. They stayed like that for a moment, then he pulled back, glancing down at her lips as they parted faintly.

			She wanted to kiss him. But watching his uncertainty bloom, Anaa felt a sobering sensation stop her. She clamped her bottom lip between her teeth.

			Ben let go of her wrists and lay down beside her, their heads now at the foot of the bed. “Yeah,” he said in response to their mutual hesitation.

			Their pause swelled palpably between them. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

			“So it begins, I guess,” he said with resignation. “You?”

			“I don’t want to say it out loud.”

			“Come on. We didn’t go through all this just to get shy now,” he said, nudging her.

			“I’m…” She sighed, frustrated with how it was going to sound before it even came out. “…scared.”

			He reached over and smoothed her hair with his hand. “We’ve already done the hard part.”

			“No, I’m scared that…what if we never love anyone like this again? What if this was the one that we get in our lifetimes?”

			He thought for a moment. “I’m fucking terrified,” he said, his nostrils flaring. “But at least we did it, then, right?”

			Anaa felt a huge breath move through her body. “Yeah, thank god that’s out of the way.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Two

			Anaa’s alarm went off. She reached out in the general direction of her phone to snooze it, her joints groaning with effort. The morning light was dull and grey as it seeped in through the slanted skylight, filling the room with an air of responsibility. It annoyed her immediately, and she shut her eyes with determination. Ben nuzzled into her ear, his short beard tickling her neck and making her grin unwillingly.

			“Morning,” he whispered. “We have to get up.”

			Anaa shook her head sleepily and yawned. “I set the first one early so we could sleep in.”

			He gathered her in his arms and squeezed. “You have such a weird and fantastic brain.”

			“I don’t remember falling asleep,” Anaa noted quietly.

			“Me neither,” Ben replied, already dozing off again.

			Two snoozed alarms later, Anaa went to the bathroom to shower. She saw that Ben had properly flattened out the toothpaste tube from the bottom, moving its contents up to the top, just how she liked it. She called out to him, and he came quickly.

			“What is it?” he asked, sounding concerned.

			After spending so much time and energy obstructing, contesting, and smothering her desire for him, she allowed herself this last chance to ask for him plainly. She gestured with her head to the shower, and his features melted softly as he recognized the invitation.

			They held each other in silence under the hot water for as long as they could. There was so much they wanted to tell each other, yet there was nothing they hadn’t already said.

			Twenty minutes later, Anaa was making coffee in the kitchen while Ben flitted around the apartment making sure he didn’t forget anything. “Passport? Phone? Charger?” she asked.

			“Yep. That’s really it,” he replied. “The rest is new anyway.” Anaa felt a little wind off him as he passed her and went into her room. She’d almost forgotten that he’d lost nearly everything he came with. “And thank you again for the bag,” he said from the other room. “I’ll send it back.”

			“Keep it. Do you want coffee? Breakfast?” she asked as she poured herself a steaming mug.

			“No, I can’t really eat anything right now.”

			Her stomach tightened as she put her hands around the hot cup and nodded. “Yeah.”

			Ben came back out and stopped behind her. He gently put a hand on her waist and said, “Come here for a second?”

			“Mhm.” She put the mug down and followed him into her room. He led her onto the bed, which she’d meticulously made up while he was packing, and they both slowly released their weight onto the mattress, watching each other’s faces as they lay down. They blinked slowly, the edge of their eyelashes gently brushing against the blanket, until they floated their eyes closed.

			After a moment, Ben opened his eyes. He tried to trace Anaa’s outline with his vision, hoping to burn her image into his brain. He’d always loved watching her sleep, it was one of the few times he couldn’t see her thoughts whirring behind her eyes, when she was all softness and certainty as opposed to sharp edges and trigger switches. But even when she slept, she occasionally had crazy dreams that would flutter her eyelids, and she’d wake up in a strange mood and never tell him what had happened. He wished that her future would bring her more space to just be, to enjoy the person she already was, without the chaos of her mind. He wished that she would be able to see herself the same way he did, and that whoever she ended up with would—He stopped there, closing his eyes, not wanting the thought of anyone else to muddle this image, which was so perfect down to the minuscule peach fuzz on her cheeks and the smell of toothpaste still on her lips.

			Anaa was falling into sleep when she felt a jerk somewhere deep inside her and, fearing Ben was gone, opened her eyes. He was still there, of course, but while she initially took that fact for granted, she forced herself to experience it again, to recognize how special a fact it really was. This boy—it felt wrong to call him a man when he looked so sweet like that—travelled 5,722 kilometres to lie here beside her. She’d had the number memorized since the call when they’d first talked about him coming over. While chattering away about her work, she had searched the distance between them on her phone, trying to conceptualize how far away they were. Then suddenly he was talking about coming over. From 5,722 to 0, just like that. All she had to do was say yes. Lying next to him now, she was so glad she did. It was like observing a magic trick continuously unfolding before her eyes, and she needed only pay attention to the card she picked.

			She tried to memorize his figure in front of her on her pillow, on her bed, in her room, in the place she now called home. The thought had made her nervous before, irreversibly mixing him in with her new life. But he’d never left. For years, they had been the only real witnesses to each other’s full range—what they looked like on the toilet, at work, in bed, wheezing in laughter, puffy with tears. They had been each other’s testing ground for what they liked and what they didn’t, and for what love could feel like. They’d preserved, in each other’s bodies, records of their own existence, becoming each other’s walking, talking I WAS HERE mark on the world. So, though she had lost sleep stressing about the potential of his visit being an earth-shattering mistake, and at some points even believed it was, in truth it wouldn’t have mattered if he came over or not. Their relationship was over, but some part of them would go on quietly existing in each other for as long as they cared to check.

			“Hey,” she whispered. Ben opened his eyes and blinked slowly. “We should go.”

			He nodded and they got up, suddenly unable to look at one another.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three

			On the metro, Anaa and Ben sat beside each other, holding hands tightly. The morning sun poured into the train during the bit of the ride that was above ground, stinging their tired eyes. They let the whooshing noise of the rattling metal beneath them take up all the space of their silence.

			Though they walked as slowly as they could manage, they eventually ended up inside the airport departures terminal. They approached a bright check-in board. “C47,” Anaa read.

			“And it is on time,” Ben said flatly. “Thank god.”

			Anaa led them to the appropriate check-in desk, which had no line within its retractable belt barriers. Still, Ben walked the zigzagging path to the counter, where a bored-looking woman took his passport. Anaa waited behind, making an effort to take note of all the people pulling their baggage along and searching upwards for signs, but her gaze kept gravitating back to Ben. Her face started to drop, and she took a slow, deep breath. He turned around, as if making sure she was still there, and she lifted the corners of her mouth up into a small smile.

			He walked back over with his boarding pass and his bag still on his back. “They’re going to have to fight me if they want to check this bag.”

			They started walking over to the boarding gate entrance. “Did you want to grab something to eat for the plane?” she asked, scanning for a sandwich kiosk.

			“I can do that later,” he said. “But I really can’t eat right now.”

			She knew his stomach was hurting as a direct consequence of his emotions. “Right. So, you know how to get to your hostel from the airport?”

			“Yep, saved it on my phone.”

			“Cool. You have enough cash?”

			“Yeah, more than enough. It’s all covered.”

			“Okay.”

			They reached the entrance to the gates and saw people separating from their loved ones before they scanned their passes and disappeared through an open doorway.

			“That came up fast,” Ben said.

			“Yeah, it’s a small airport.”

			He chuckled. “No, I mean the week.”

			Anaa blinked. “Oh, yeah. Right. Yes.”

			Tears welled up in their eyes, though they tried not to look at each other. Anaa dug her nails into her palms and Ben slid his boarding pass into a page of his passport with great focus. Some people passing by eyed them curiously before they squeezed their own family members goodbye.

			“Well, time flies when you’re—” Anaa’s voice caught slightly as she finally looked at him. “—you know. But your trip is going to be incredible. It’s just starting, really.”

			The trip seemed to occur to him for the first time as he raised his eyebrows and nodded slowly. “And you can finally get back to your life.”

			She shrugged, trying to speak but struggling against the tears lodged in her throat.

			Ben couldn’t bear to watch it anymore. He pulled her in for a kiss. It was taut and potent, but silent sobs soon tore through both of them. They moved to hug each other, gripping tightly onto whatever they could hold, letting their faces secretly scrunch up in tears once they were safely hidden away on each other’s shoulders.

			Anaa tried to pull herself together, but there was no thought that could take her out of these feelings.

			“Thank you,” Ben said quietly. “Thank you.”

			“I’m so grateful that you came,” she managed.

			“I’ll invite myself again sometime.”

			They laughed into each other, their sternums bouncing off one another.

			“I love you,” Anaa said, as though it were only a reminder.

			“I love you,” he replied quietly. “So much.”

			After savouring one last moment, they pulled away from each other. Anaa nervously gathered her hair at the back of her neck while Ben made sure he was still holding his boarding pass.

			“I hope, um, I hope everything goes smoothly,” she said.

			He beamed at her. “You’re going to get everything you want.”

			She laughed weakly and raised her eyebrows at him. “Impossible.” Taking his hand in both of hers, she brought it to her lips and kissed it. “I can’t believe we did this.”

			“I can,” he replied without hesitation. Putting his hand to her cheek, he shrugged and said, “Breaking up is the last thing we get to do together.”

			She let out a sound that was part laugh and part sob, somewhere between overflowing with love and drowning in devastation, nodding vigorously at him in complete understanding.

			He leaned in and kissed her once more, tightly, as if trying to get as much out of it as possible. Then they both pulled back, wiped each other’s tears, and took each other in with stifled grins.

			“See you later, friend,” Ben said as he started to walk away.

			“Bye, friend,” she replied.

			He scanned his pass and walked through. After a couple of steps he looked back and gave her a little wave. Then he continued on through the door, and he was gone. Anaa stayed there frozen, watching the empty space, ignoring the security officers who were glancing her way.

			Then Ben reappeared. Standing in the door frame, he gave his hand a passionate kiss and blew it her way. He had a huge smile on his face, and he jumped with the lightness of a puppy who doesn’t know his own strength. She laughed, then blew him a big kiss back. Bye, she mouthed, but he stood still for a moment, admiring her there. Her smile trembled, and she gestured with her head for him to go on. He took one last good look at her, grinned, shook his head slightly, then walked away.

			She waited a moment again, expectantly. Then she felt ridiculous, greedy even. She pivoted on shaky legs and forced herself to leave.

			Ben reappeared in the doorway just in time to watch her walk away.

			

			—

			Anaa had only made it past the check-in area when her breath began to shudder in her chest. Her heart squeezed itself painfully. A sinking feeling pressed deep in her gut, and she fought back huge, hot tears that strained her neck and blurred her vision. The tears fell anyway, and she wiped them quickly as bright-eyed travellers glanced over at her with concern.

			Walking as fast as she could to the metro, she managed to catch the train right before it left. She could barely hold it together as she took a seat and started barrelling through space, the roar of the underground track echoing the sound in her mind. She looked down at her hands in her lap, clasped tightly to one another.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Four

			The real tears would come later. Maybe they’d come harder when she was in bed alone, under cover of night, or maybe they would surprise her in a most inconvenient place in a few weeks’ time. But as Anaa walked the bright pedestrian streets alongside excited tourists who had just arrived, families out for a midday weekend treat, and hungover groups of university students looking for a caffeine fix, her eyes became incredibly clear. She felt so alive to the sensations around her, like an open nerve upon which the sights and smells and sounds were dancing. Each detail that plucked at her senses reverberated throughout her body in a loud, lucid tone.

			The flat, grey cloud ceiling had been pulled open to reveal a shock of electric-blue sky, and a white-gold light streamed down to illuminate the city’s candy colours. All the fears Anaa had diligently practised experiencing in preparation for this moment seemed to melt away in the growing heat; they seemed stale in comparison with the ever-fresher impressions that passed through her. Approaching the same towering white archway she had passed under with Ben only a week earlier, she found that each deceivingly soft stone petal still stirred something in her. She was alone, but she didn’t feel it.

			Anaa walked for hours without stopping. She walked through long, wide avenues and narrow, winding roads. She crossed squares dotted with fountains and crowds circled around buskers. She passed under archways and over bridges, in front of restaurants smelling of grilled chicken and boutiques doused in perfume. She saw cats sunning themselves on the hot tops of cars and dogs laughing at their panting owners who couldn’t keep up on the hills. She felt gusts of wind from old trams racing scarily fast down those same hills. She watched as pigeons started to collect around an elderly man pulling open a bag of old bread.

			Some people watched her as she passed through their lives momentarily, having fleeting thoughts about her, or perhaps not really thinking about her at all.

			Only when the sun began to set did she stop to get a wrap from a takeaway spot. She brought it to a miradouro that looked out onto the river, beside the restaurant where she and Ben had filled up on sangria the first day he’d arrived. Setting herself down on the tiered concrete seating area beneath the peachy sky, she began wolfing down her food. There were no thoughts that interrupted her as she ate, she was simply tasting and seeing and smelling it all. Once she’d finished, she noticed all the couples had come out of the woodwork to gather at the romantic sunset scene. She glanced around to confirm what she already knew: She was the only person there alone. Almost by reflex, she took out her notebook and pen. Not having anybody with her there didn’t feel particularly sad or embarrassing, but she poked at the observation to see if some part of it hurt. Pressing her pen onto the page, she watched its inky tendrils start to reach through the paper’s fibre, willing it to move. Then, abruptly, she willed it to stay still. Perhaps she needed an easy win, or perhaps she was scared of what she might see when her pen finally decided to divulge the facts of her mind.

			She looked around at all the arms hooked around hips and draped across shoulders, all the pairs of heads leaning towards each other. For most of her adult life thus far, she had been in a partnership, a committed twosome that weathered a transformational phase in their lives together. Without her even realizing, that particular formation had played a fundamental part in how she’d shaped her own relationship to the world. She hadn’t had enough time to be an individual, hadn’t figured out how to comfort herself, how to nurture the parts of herself that were still budding. Instead, she’d had someone to hold her hand, someone to consider in all her decisions, someone closely witnessing her and further solidifying her image before she was happy with it. And as a result, she’d made herself ever more reliable, ever more predictable, ever more stuck in her own unhappiness. But now, in what happened to be one of the most romantic cities in the world, she was on the precipice of a new shape of existence, one not diluted or diffused with anyone else, but direct, immediate.

			With a stroke of sudden clarity, she realized that her life would always be split at this point.

			These would be her post-Ben years, a departure from that past self who would remain forever guarded in the world they’d created between them, the world she so loved, the world she was finally ready to pry her fingers from and release to the custody of time. This would be her first after.

			

			—

			
				An hour later, the sun had retreated entirely beyond the horizon and with it went most of the people, Anaa realized. She looked down at her notebook, pages and pages filled with her inky scrawl, while she massaged her cramping hand. Her back was sore from crouching over, her right leg had terrible pins and needles from sitting cross-legged, and the cool wind had raised goosebumps across her arms, but she hadn’t felt this good in a long time.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Five

			Anaa adjusted the shoulder strap of her laptop bag as she climbed the narrow staircase of Tiago’s building. She could already smell his apartment from a floor below, its sweet, musky incense and sun-warmed wood. Her body yearned to lie in it, to sprawl out and fall asleep.

			She knocked on his door, but there was no answer. She knocked again. After twenty seconds, she heard footsteps approach. Tiago opened the door, wearing paint-stained khaki pants and an open white linen dress shirt. He pursed his lips to conceal a smile, but warmth radiated from his eyes. “Oh,” he said with a detached air. “You’re here.”

			Anaa tilted her head to one side and squinted her eyes; he’d asked her to come over. “You were right,” she said gently. “It’s important that we talk.” She paused to see if he would invite her inside, and was only half-relieved when he didn’t. It was better this way. There were only a few rehearsed points for her to get through, but she knew that most of what she wanted to say would come naturally. “Firstly, I wanted to apologize. I should’ve given you the full picture. I handled it very badly and I let you get caught up in a mess that had nothing to do with you, and you didn’t deserve that. I think I’d kind of hoped that the week would just fly by, and that everything would continue on like before.”

			“I’m so glad you said that.” He reached out and took her hand, tugging her slightly forward, though her feet remained planted. She looked down at his fingers gently rubbing her own, then watched her fingers retract.

			“But…” Anaa hesitated, and Tiago immediately rescinded his warmth. “I don’t think it can. I’m not ready and…it wouldn’t be right. For either of us.”

			“Let’s not pretend anyone can be the arbiter of what’s right. We can—”

			“I don’t think it’s what I want right now, Tiago. I’m sorry.”

			He fixed his eyes on the wall behind her. “So, what, you just came here to apologize?”

			She waited for him to look at her, but he shifted his gaze to the floor. His disappointment chafed against her heart. “I want you to know how sorry I am. And that I don’t take this lightly. You know, it feels more like I’m breaking up with a part of myself than with you.”

			“Yeah.”

			“And it’s only fair to you, to make sure you’re with someone who knows what they want. Because you deserve that.”

			“Sure.”

			She tried to explain that she still cared about him, that this was about pruning back her own excesses to allow for better, sturdier growth. But all her efforts towards smoothing and collating were chopped apart by his sharp, monosyllabic responses. He was done with the conversation, it wasn’t useful to him anymore. She couldn’t blame him. It reminded her of how, at the beginning of her relationship with Ben, she used to retreat into herself at the first sight of conflict, hiding her feelings behind high walls. Back then she’d thought a steely exterior and impenetrable thoughts were a display of power. Now she felt real power in the fine, exposed skin of her underbelly, the soft flesh she entrusted with her steadiest truth, presented bare and defenceless—much like loving someone and expecting nothing in return.

			Tiago had offered her a brief, tantalizing opening, but now he’d snapped closed. She understood by his tense frame blocking the entryway that he was cutting her off from the privileges she’d once enjoyed inside. She would be outside his life now. He didn’t even look at her when she said goodbye. As she descended the staircase of his building, a small, panicked desire nagged at her to run back and return them to the way they were. He was offering an incredible ticket she didn’t deserve, to gloss over the past week and get back to rubbing shoulders at exhibitions, catching sun over late lunches, boundless conversations by the river, his hand on her knee, her pedestal as his muse, his girlfriend, and also a poet.

			But instead of denying her insistent desire or crumbling under its weight, she reasoned that all she had to do was put it off for one day. Then, tomorrow, all she’d have to do was put it off for one more day, and so on, until it hollowed out like an echo and eventually ceased to return. She thought about how scared she’d been that her present interacting with her past might alter the fabric of her existence, how she’d feared a single detail changed might cause a devastating ripple effect. If she could so readily believe that minor details of the past could alter the present, then it would equally be true that the little choices she made every day could hold enormous power over her future. Even if she couldn’t see it yet, she could feel it. Her legs didn’t hesitate once as she walked away from him, and she noted with pride that the second time around was already easier.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Six

			The dim orange bar was a welcome sight for Anaa, who’d ended up there by habit after walking for two hours to wear down her anxiety. She squeezed past stoic-looking bearded men and excited, posturing women, past a wall of old broken radios and jars filled with wine corks, relishing the bittersweet smell of fizzy ale, vanilla smoke, and humid bodies. The familiarity of the space instantly satisfied the comfort she hadn’t realized she was craving.

			As she made her way to the back, she found Caroline, Wallace, Valerie, and Maria walking towards her. They all greeted each other with hugs and cheek kisses, Maria remarking, “She’s alive!” and Wallace asking, “Where’ve you been?” Valerie only eyed her with a little concern, while Caroline’s expression remained cool.

			“We’re just leaving,” Maria said. “Come with us?”

			“There’s another Unread Recipe Blog Prologues on,” Valerie said in a honeyed tone.

			“I’d love to, but I’m exhausted.” Anaa rubbed the back of her neck. “I just stopped by for a quick drink, but I’m going to head home after.”

			They all looked at her for a moment, apparently deciding whether it was worth trying to convince her. “Well,” Wallace said as he tapped her shoulder, “if you change your mind, you’ll know where we are.”

			“Yeah. Enjoy it,” Anaa said, shifting her weight on her throbbing feet. They all said goodbye with a mildly distant air between them, one that she decided quickly not to spiral over as she took a seat in the back corner and immediately ordered a beer. She reached down to grab her notebook from her laptop bag. When she looked up again, Caroline had returned. With a hint of uncharacteristic hesitation, Caroline came up to the chair opposite Anaa and put her hands on the back of it, leaning forward.

			“Is everything okay?” Caroline asked without any probing intonation.

			Anaa fought a yawn and nodded. After her week off, she had returned to her full-time job, which was arduous enough on its own, but in the evenings she would come home and write until late before going back to work at eight in the morning. She had done that every day for the past week, and she was worn out, but happily so.

			“Are you avoiding us?” Caroline asked, more curious than accusatory. “Did we do something?”

			Anaa didn’t know what to say, mostly because she couldn’t honestly say she wasn’t avoiding them. “It’s me. I realized I’m kind of…I haven’t really been myself.”

			“This week?”

			“Maybe longer.”

			Caroline thought for a moment. “I know that we mostly talk about, like, writing, and shit that interests us or pisses us off, but you know you can talk to me about more than that, right?”

			Anaa blinked. It hadn’t occurred to her that Caroline might even want that. “I guess I haven’t been good at that. But thank you. Honestly, I think I really need that. And, of course, the other way around, too.”

			“I know I take a bit to warm up to as well—I’ve been told I’m a little…icy. But I like you. And you’re not alone out here, okay?”

			Anaa swallowed, overcome with emotion. “Okay,” she managed.

			“Oh, also, do yourself a favour and skip worrying about Tiago.” Anaa looked surprised, and Caroline continued. “He’s a big boy. This’ll be good for him in the long run. Probably his poetry too.”

			They both stifled a laugh. “Thank you,” Anaa said, channelling as much sincerity as she could.

			Caroline tapped the back of the chair and turned to leave but immediately turned back. “Did everything go okay with your friend?”

			“Uh, yeah,” Anaa said breezily. “It was nice to…catch up.” Caroline narrowed her eyes and Anaa laughed. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later, properly.”

			Caroline smiled in her unsmiling way—mostly her eyes—nodded once, then walked away.

			Anaa inhaled deeply, then exhaled the last bit of anxiety out of her lungs. She realized she hadn’t thought about Ben all day, and wondered where he was, what he was doing. It was exhilarating to remember that he was existing so vividly at the same time as her, like the feeling of when your crush is at the same party and it’s a much better party because of that, except the crush is your first love and the party is the whole world.

			She opened her notebook, a fresh one she’d bought the day before, after filling up her other. On the first page, she’d written a few questionably translated lines from a Pessoa poem: “I am nothing. / I will never be anything. / I cannot want to be anything. / Aside from that, I have within me all the dreams of the world.” She grinned, marvelling at her own preposterousness, feeling her own grip loosen around her narrative, feeling air return to the spaces where she actually existed. She’d wanted to be everything at the same time, and had been surprised to find out it was impossible. It was much easier to be nothing, to start again and claim nothing for herself, to return each decision to a mere decision, each afternoon to simply an afternoon, not some declaration of her character to the world. Her pages had gone empty with every day she struggled to write herself into her hours, into the eyes of others. She’d forced her light to refract through so many layers of imagined perceptions until it had grown dim, dark, a shadow. But she was done trying to shape what others saw, thought, and felt about her. There was certainly enough seeing, thinking, and feeling of her own to manage.

			The waitress set her beer on the table and Anaa took a sip, letting the cold fizz spread across her tongue while the room grew increasingly populated with ever more striking details. Then she pressed her pen to the paper.
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