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My name is Isadora Barnes. I turned seventeen three weeks ago. I am five feet, eight inches tall, and one hundred and twenty-five pounds. I was born on March 10. I have a birthmark the color of spilled coffee on the small of my back. 

			One of the lesser-known facts about butterflies is that they can see colors unknown to humans. The Xerces butterfly can be identified by the blue patterns on each wing: a color that has never existed on another insect, and will never exist again now that they’re extinct. This was the last thing I ever told Eleni. Fifteen hours later, she was gone. 

			When our mother told me, her hair was covered in snow. For a second, I thought it was glitter, and that was the last beautiful thing I saw for a while. In the morning light, it looked like something precious, and I had to stop myself from reaching out and catching some of it in my hands as she shook it from her clothes and hair. 

			In girlhood, Eleni and I were our own planet. We spent our nights paging through an illustrated copy of Anatomy of the Natural World. She showed me splays of bones that made a bird’s wing, the cycle of the migration of a butterfly. Now, in my memory, Eleni twists through the house. Dancing in the kitchen while we ate like half-starved animals, hunched over the plate of olives and bread that tasted of the chill of the refrigerator. She had big, dark eyes and a chipped front tooth that showed when she laughed. She was taller than me at five ten, with broad shoulders and a nervous, edgy way of moving, like she could spook easily. 

			Eleni and I drank our tea and coffee the same way: with so much milk and sugar it made everyone else gag. I still know the sound of her step on the stairs. Some nights I think I hear her. I know that soon, these small things will be gone, too, as hard as I try to hold onto them. When we were young, we invented a new kind of Morse code. We’d draw a series of circles for an alphabet, and she’d leave me notes: overlapping circles reminding me to bring my science homework home or saying that she loved me. The word she invented for love was a series of small half crescents that eclipsed each other. 

			She taught me how to roll the grape leaves around a cigar of rice to make dolmades. In my memory, I see her folding it in the center, pressing her thumb over the heart of the leaf to keep it still. She taught me to identify a bird species by  their call and to catch a butterfly between two cupped hands so as not to damage the wings. She was the brightest part of me. Anyone I could have become left with her, too. 

			She had been a long-distance runner in high school, spending her mornings darting through the trails of Lincoln Park at dawn. 

			She was almost never sick. She spoke three languages and could read four. 

			She would twist her hair into a loose knot when she was thinking. 

			She almost never cried. 

			On January 26, at the age of twenty-two, she went to sleep. 

			It was the Tuesday night after a normal day. She had two classes: Ethics and Cinema and Anthropology of the Body. Then she got dinner with her best friend, Ćazi. She called me to ask if I had gotten the book she’d sent me. I’d read her the fact I’d found about the butterflies. She’d forgotten her keys. Ćazi had to let her into their student apartment.  

			She had a pulmonary embolism between 2:45 and 3:15 in the morning. Ćazi said she’d noticed how still Eleni was as she was getting ready for her morning class. When she reached out to wake her, her shoulder was cold. With no warning that this was her last day on Earth, Eleni was gone. Fiddling with the gold of her new wedding ring, the doctor at the ER told my parents that there was no way anyone could have known. Likely, Eleni never felt pain, never knew what was happening. She only went to sleep, and then she no longer existed. 

			My father stopped speaking almost completely. One morning, he asked me to hand him a plate, and I realized I had started to forget what his voice sounded like. But my mother was the first corporeal ghost. Grief made her shrink in size. In the days following the funeral, I watched her fall into herself. It started slowly. First, she forgot to get dinner, then she didn’t shower for a week. Gradually, she stopped changing her clothes, washing her hair, going out. 

			Even after Eleni went to the City College of New York, I left her side of the room untouched. All of her things—the old emerald brocade pillows and scuffle of tea-stained books and notebooks, cotton shirts worn so fine at the collar they looked like lace, the big, mahogany bed that matched mine—stayed as she’d left them each winter when she returned to college after the break. When she asked why I never moved anything once she went to New York, I told her the room was big enough, anyway. But really, I was afraid of the loneliness that I knew would come when I moved her things into the guest room. 

			Our mother used the guest room as an office. It was full of mugs that grew their own ecosystems of moldy tea bags because she forgot to bring them to the kitchen sink. She’d scatter notes for the book she’d been writing for the last twenty-five years. I’d see her walking through the house wearing Eleni’s old T-shirt. I’d awaken at three in the morning to see her crawling into Eleni’s bed, and hear her crying into Eleni’s pillows. I’d stare at the ceiling, not knowing  whether I should go to her or pretend to be asleep, to allow her a moment alone with Eleni’s things.

			Eleni has been dead for two months and one week now. Some mornings, when I wake up, I’ve forgotten. Then I swing open the bedroom door only to realize that it’s not the door to our room anymore. And something dark and sharp edges its way into my throat and makes it hard to speak. It’s like falling, the remembering. In my dreams, Eleni is lost in strange cities. I’ll see her back, the flash of her light gray coat. She raises her hand—to wave, I think. But when I call to her, she never hears me, and I never can reach her before she disappears. Missing Eleni is like this. Sometimes, I think it is all I can do. 
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My mother swings open the refrigerator door. The blue floor tiles are cracked so we wear slippers to protect our feet. The house has always had a feeling of ruin. Eleni used to joke that it was our haunted house. The windows don’t close right, and the living room is drafty. My parents kept a combination of their furniture from graduate school and the gray armchairs and brocade couches that came with the two-story brick house on the outskirts of DC that they bought several months before Eleni was born. 

			The garden is full of forgotten rows of carrots and twisted fig trees that grow into the shape of outstretched hands. Eleni said our parents used to dance on the cracked kitchen floors while they made dinner, listening to Etta James on the record player as my father turned my mother around in circles like a marionette. My mom is never hungry anymore,  so I’m surprised when she turns to me, her voice airy, and asks what I want for dinner. 

			“Anything you want to have, Mom.” 

			Our parents never really cooked. Eleni and I subsisted off food from the deli: artichokes in plastic tubs, jars of pesto mixed with orzo salad. Eleni learned to cook from our Uncle Theo, and when she was thirteen, she took over preparing our meals. She’d make the two of us dinners, then leave out scraps for our mother to pick over when she wandered downstairs from her office, the undone sleeves of her button-down blouses hanging from her wrists like the wings of a strange bird. Usually, our father would join her, absent-minded and exuberant, spearing an olive or asking Eleni to recite what she did that day in Latin. They were like this. Our father once almost walked into traffic while lost in thought about an article he was writing. I often thought of our mother as being not quite human, but something more unworldly—always slipping away from me before I could catch her, always preoccupied with ideas she’d fuss over like they were real and heavy objects everyone else could see, too.

			Today, she is wearing a pashmina shawl over my pajama pants. They must have somehow gotten mixed up in the scuffle of laundry. I notice she’s washed her hair and put on her reading glasses. 

			“Let’s make crepes,” she says.

			I watch as she gets out flour and eggs and starts to mix the ingredients together in a cereal bowl. When she pours the batter into the pan, she watches the mixture start to bubble before frowning. “I forgot butter.” 


			She flips the burnt crepe onto my plate. I taste it and realize she left some shards of eggshell in the batter. She doesn’t seem to notice, taking only a few bites before she sets her picked-over plate down on the counter and wanders upstairs. 

			I do the dishes and go up to her study. “Mom?” 

			“Did you know she was not only the first woman to chart the flight course over the Andes, but the youngest pilot to attempt this?” 

			She’s looking now at her book pages: the first one hundred and fifty pages she’s never finished. 

			Her voice breaks a little bit. “Eleni used to love to hear about her. She would pretend she was flying when I’d take her on the swings in the park. She wore the pilot hat from her Halloween costume for almost a year, until she got too big for it.”

			I put my hand on her shoulder, but she doesn’t look at me, she just keeps staring at the same pile of papers. I don’t know what to say, so I don’t talk. She places her hand over mine and we stand like this for a long time before she drops her hand. I go, hearing her rearranging the papers. It’s like we’ve unraveled all our years of knowing one another since Eleni has been gone. Without her, the three of us stopped trying to hold on. 

			In the bedroom, I change into a fresh shirt. The egg whites from the crepes had smeared on the hem of my top. I don’t recognize the body in the mirror. My rib cage protrudes awkwardly, my hip bones stick out, and my breasts are basically nonexistent. “Mosquito bites,” my friend Ani once called them. 


			I cut my hair into a bob over Christmas. Eleni trimmed it for me in the bathtub so the clumps of hair wouldn’t scatter on the floor. After, we both looked in the mirror, and she smiled. “You look so much older now. Like Mom when she was in college.” 

			I didn’t say anything back, but I gazed at the two of us in the reflection: my short hair, her longer hair, which was a shade darker and straighter than my own. We shared our father’s big nose that looked crooked in the center, the same hazel eyes, and our mother’s high cheekbones. Eleni had a runner’s gait. Her off-kilter grace gave her a kind of charm. Without these things, she would have been too beautiful, but with them, she was more so, somehow. It only emphasized her loveliness. 

			The bob has started to grow out straggly. I study my face in the mirror. I look like her, but not really. Our faces were two illegible dialects from the same root. Her beauty had not translated over to me. I tuck the edges of my hair under the collar of Eleni’s old shirt. The first month, I wore it almost every day. Now, I only wear it when I miss her the most, or on the nights I can’t sleep, so that the shirt won’t get too worn and lose the sense that it is still hers. 

			I have never felt like a young person. I don’t know why. When I still went to school, I’d bite my cuticles until they bled. I wore the same clothes every day: black T-shirts, green canvas pants, and sneakers. I rotated three sets through the week. Too many loud noises or movements made me feel dizzy, like I couldn’t breathe. I’d spent most of my recesses  sitting under a ginkgo tree by the schoolyard until the tree was struck by lightning and got chopped down. Eleni went to the Mount Washington Preparatory School for the Gifted, too. She graduated my freshman year. I’d watch her shake her hair out of a ponytail or talk to her friends from French Club. She always had a brightness and ease around other people that I didn’t. 

			Once, a senior clarinetist named Gavin stopped me in the hall. “You’re Eleni’s little sister?” 

			I nodded. 

			He was chewing on chunks of beef jerky as he spoke. He had such a hollowed face that I could see his teeth grinding away at it through his thin cheeks. He kept studying me while I watched him grind down the final nub and send it on a slow, bobbing journey down his throat.

			“I can’t see it. You’re so different.” As if needing to provide further clarification, he added, “Like, not in a good way. I don’t get how you could come out so freaky.” 

			He wandered off before I could say what I wanted to, which was that he should go back to huffing glue in the bathroom between classes because the common chemical composite found in his beloved Elmer’s is known to cause ten kinds of birth defects and heart failure, and that if I had to choke down all my food like a snake, I would be less judgmental. 

			In my seventeen years, I have had two friends who aren’t Eleni. First, Ravi, who I met at eight and who moved to Glasgow when we were thirteen. We didn’t speak much. We would draw chalk outlines of each other’s bodies and  fill them in in silence, playing a game we called Guess the Corpse: We would have to guess the letters to a word, and fill in a limb for every letter the other got wrong. He didn’t seem like he knew how to be a person, either, but he was better than me at it. After he left, he sent me a few letters about how he couldn’t bring his cat with him, how much he missed her, and how he didn’t like the food in the UK—but then the letters stopped coming.

			I met my second friend, Ani, when I was sixteen. Ani wants to be a violinist. Every Friday morning, she takes the fast train from DC to New York City to take classes at the music academy there. I notice how after these days of training a new light follows her and brings a quiet pride into each of her movements: an airiness, a grace. I try to understand the source of her brightness, the special quality of light that follows everything she does. Every month, for the last year, I’ve gone to her recitals. I watch as she sets her violin into place and prepares to play. The first time I saw her perform, I felt like my scalp and fingers were burning. I got nervous after the last show. The white rose I bought had wilted and lost half the petals, but she put it in her blazer lapel anyway. 

			This past December, Ani kissed me. It was fast. I felt her hand on my waist, the click of her gold bracelets’ chatter, and then she left. We didn’t talk about it again. I didn’t know what it meant that I liked it. It didn’t feel like a surprise, I guess, that I thought of Ani in these ways. Then I started dropping things around her all the time or repeating stories to hide that I was nervous from the scent of her geranium  perfume and the heat of our skin when I brushed against her. Ani has called me once a day for the last two months. Sometimes she doesn’t say anything. I hear her breathing, and we stay like that and listen for a moment before she hangs up. 

			I started keeping my notes when I was in fifth grade. Our mother’s best friend, Janet, was an anthropologist who would bring her ancient Pekingese, Peach, over with her so Eleni and I could play with her while Mom and Janet talked. Janet explained that she created ethnographies: the living record of a person, a place, or a country and culture, something that captured a community or a time while it still exists and that keeps record even after it doesn’t. Janet used them to make sense of the things she’d see when she didn’t have them anymore or couldn’t ask someone about them. She said that to be an ethnographer, you have to be an observer, which turns you into an outsider. 

			That day, I started carrying around the thick, red leather notebook my mom had bought me for my tenth birthday. I thought the cover bestowed a kind of authority, and I’d try to mimic the gestures of an older person each time I flipped it open to write down a new observation or make a list. 

			I have been lonely for as long as I can remember. The ethnographies became my way of understanding everyone around me. I thought that if I couldn’t change to be more like the people in my environment, I could preserve details about them that could show me what I was lacking. The afternoons when I came home from school after Eleni left for college  were a long, blank question. I’d flip through my ethnography notebook and try to practice for when I would not eat scraps of bread and halloumi alone for dinner, or when I would know how to act less like a Vaquita (one of the world’s most isolated cetacean species). 

			Ms. Reyes, the grief counselor the school assigned me, raised her eyebrows when she asked if I have any hobbies and I described my ethnographies. “Like a writer?”

			I didn’t know how to explain to her that capturing details about the world around me made me feel like I belonged in it more. 

			“No, I don’t really do anything with them. I don’t just write observations, ethnographies. I also like to write lists of interesting facts, or things I read about, too.”

			She leaned forward in her chair. “What kinds of things do you like to read about for these lists?” 

			“Animals, biology, I like to think about evolution, too, how in order for us to exist right now, so many species have had to disappear. I think that’s beautiful, in a way, I guess.” 

			When she asked me if I thought a lot about things, or people, dying off or disappearing, I didn’t know how to reply. “Doesn’t everyone?”

			She wrote something down in my file, then capped her pen. 

			“You seem like you worry a lot about things getting lost. What if you started writing down the things you are scared of forgetting about Eleni? It could be like your lists, or like a kind of ethnography of your favorite memories about her. It might help you with your anxiety about forgetting  things about her that mattered to you. Would you try that for me?” 

			I nodded. 

			That day, I started filling my notebook full of observations and lists of facts about Eleni instead. I wanted to make an ethnography of her that I could always return to, that could not get lost and be forgotten. Every time I remember something new, I write it down. 

			Today, I add more to my list of facts about Eleni:

			Things I do not want to forget about Eleni (entry 98): 

			
					She ate burnt toast with lemon preserves most mornings, scattering crumbs on the counter and forgetting to clean them up. She’d preserve the lemon rinds in glass jars by our kitchen windows and once, she cut her hand cutting a lemon open. After that, she had a small scar on the edge of her knuckle that made it look like her hand had a hole through it.

					She wanted to work as a forensic artist, to help sketch the faces of missing people. She also wanted to illustrate medicinal guides to herbs found in the wild. She liked to press plants in the pages of her notebooks and practice stenciling the edge of a fern for hours until she had the exact shape. I never understood why  she would give so much attention to such small things. “It was just a leaf,” I said once. “It will dry up in a day or two.” Eleni didn’t respond, but the next day I found the drawing of the fern in an old photo frame with my name stenciled on the bottom in red pencil. I hung it over my bed.

					She wore the same large gold coin necklace every day. She would twist the gold disc when she was upset, spinning it around in her hand. 

					She once went to the Neum Corridor in Bosnia and Herzegovina. There, she would drink pomegranate juice with Ćazi in the mornings before they would swim in the Adriatic Sea, floating in the salty water. 

					Eleni once told me that a single pomegranate is the exact size and weight of a human heart.

					Eleni had panic attacks a few times a week where her breath would catch. She would twist her necklace between her fingers until her breathing settled, then splash cold water on her wrists and the sides of her face. I never knew what to do, I’d pretend I didn’t notice because she’d get embarrassed. When I asked about it, she joked, “Didn’t you know? Anxiety is our genetic inheritance.”  And then she raised one hand to snap on the electric kettle to make a cup of tea.

					She refused to talk about the future. I’d told Ms. Reyes this in our third and last session, and she made a sharp sound before asking if I’d thought my sister could have committed suicide. 

					The day before Elani died, she started a new drawing. It was of a thorax of the tiger beetle, a rare species that will soon be extinct. The tiger beetle mostly burrows and lives in sand dunes. It spends its life in hiding. She had not finished shading the ridges of vertebrae on its protective shell. She would not have left one of her pieces unfinished because she said if she did, she could never get back to the shape of it, she would lose her sense of proportion or her idea of the study itself. She wouldn’t leave the house until each first sketch was done. This is how I know Eleni did not kill herself. 

			

			One day, I know that I will forget Eleni’s voice, the way her laugh sounded, which notes she’d hum while she made her morning coffee. Not now, but in six years, ten. I wonder where these things about her will go when I can’t carry them anymore. Sometimes, I think the process of forgetting is the finale to loss. When I can no longer remember, she will really be gone. 

			
			I go to the kitchen and get a jar of pickles out of the fridge. I like to drink the brine until I feel sick and my gums hurt. I pour the jar’s contents into an unwashed coffee mug and drink the acidic-sweet mixture until my tongue is sore. I always do experiments like this. The kitchen is stained with clay from when I tried to cultivate a new genus of orchid. I made a volcano out of clay and vinegar mixed with baking soda with Eleni once. When I was ten, she helped me make a model of the solar system out of foam and an old dress hanger. 

			Our fridge is mostly empty. I find a can of salted fish and ketchup. I sit on the counter to eat and try to ignore the fact that, even though I was pretty much always on my own when Eleni left, I still don’t know how to take care of myself. When I was in middle school I kept hundreds of pages of notes on Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. I wanted to be a biological anthropologist and discover new forms of life, to study the world around me. A year later, I read Darwin’s second book about the evolution of man and stopped believing in him because his theories about humanity were too racist. I started to think this made his definition of natural selection seem like he was erasing what he did not think deserved to adapt alongside everything else. It was unfair. 

			I was allowed to skip the first month of school and to make up my senior-year assignments remotely. After the first month, the principal said I could just email in the assignments and only had to come in May to take my final. No one knew how to talk to me anymore, if they ever did. The  teachers’ faces would get tight and shiny with effort then go slack from relief when our short conversations were over. 

			I applied to ten colleges before she died, to study biological anthropology. Last week, I got into the City College of New York, but I haven’t told anyone or responded to the letter. My chest gets tight when I think about leaving. It would be like leaving her, too. So I don’t. The idea of wandering into each CCNY lecture hall and wondering if Eleni had been there not knowing it would be the day she died makes my chest get so tight I can’t talk. 

			Once a week, on Wednesdays, Ani comes over so we can smoke weed on my roof. Today she knocks on the back door, then dangles a baggie in front of my face. 

			“Ia, I got it from Leyla, you know, from orchestra, and she said she cut it with nutmeg which is supposed to make you trip. She read an article that said it makes the high last longer and can be slightly hallucinogenic.” She does her best Disney voice. “Go for a magic ride with me?” Winks. Curls falling over her face like a veil.

			I think about leaning over, pushing them out of her face, letting my hand linger against her neck. Instead I sit up, say yes, like I always do with her, grab the box with our rolling papers, and follow her upstairs. She roots around in her bag and tosses me a container of her mom’s curry goat with rice and peas. 

			When we climb out of the window and onto the ledge of the roof, she holds out a hand to pull me up, even though she doesn’t really need to. We alternate between passing the  Tupperware and the joint. Ani’s laugh is as wild and lovely as a bacchante’s. She got gold rings pierced into the length of each ear at thirteen when she wanted to be a punk rocker. The rings clink together when she moves. Everywhere she goes there’s music.

			I take her water bottle and drink most of it without meaning to. I’ve never told Ani that smoking makes my tongue feel furry and dry, or that I get scared after she leaves and sometimes curl up on the floor under my bed until it gets dark. I don’t think she knows what it feels like to be only the shape of a girl. The gaps were always there, but after Eleni died, it became this ugly, unmanageable thing. I don’t want Ani to see it, and now, I arrange a smile and make my voice louder and brighter when I ask about her week. 

			Ani passes me the blunt. “I think I like someone.” 

			I inhale too fast, swallow my cough. “Oh?” 

			She nods, taking a deep inhale. “A girl.” 

			I nod back, not knowing what to say to her. 

			She cocks her head at me. “What do you think about that?” 

			My mouth goes dry. I feel the ellipses of each thump of my pulse. 

			“I think it’s good. That you like someone.” Another swallow of my dry mouth. “Does she know?” 

			“I’m not sure. She’s in the same music class, she plays harp.” She passes me the joint to finish. “I wanted to tell you, I don’t know—we never really talked about it, when I kissed you.”

			I let the end of the joint sear the tip of my thumb. “I’m sorry.” 

			
			“No, you didn’t do anything wrong. I thought maybe I did. I thought you were gay.”

			I don’t say anything. The tip of the joint extinguishes. I crush it up in my fingers and toss the dust down to the dead garden bed under us.

			“I might be. I guess I didn’t know.” I flail for a second. “What it meant, for me? That I did like it?”

			She wraps an arm around me, doesn’t say anything. On these evenings, we’re a world apart from everyone. The night air is sour with promise and exhaust from the highway, and the headlights are starting to flicker on in the distance like homing signals. “I can’t tell you what it means, that’s not mine to know.” 

			For some reason when she goes quiet again, I say, “The majority of dolphins are gay or bisexual. They also eat enough puffer fish to get high, but not enough to poison themselves.” 

			“We’re not dolphins.” 

			“I know. I’m sorry.” 

			“Don’t be.”

			I wish I could be better, somehow. At what, I’m not sure. For now, we’re stoned. The balmy evening, warm for this time of year, is coming to a halt and the ridges of the roof stick to the backs of our thighs in a way that I know will leave red marks. We can see the sun set over the distant memorial for dead pilots. The two curved arcs pinch together and at the right angle look like tweezers grasping at the sun. Eleni used to joke, “Thank you for your service. Here is a giant speculum in the sky in your honor. Defending the cervix and the aerospace, for eternity.” No one found this joke funny but me. I look at Ani for a second, then look back at the memorial. 

			
			“Eleni had a joke about that memorial. She’d say it was meant to be the gynecologist of the afterlife, because it looked like a speculum, and it’s for women who died in the Air Force. It’s kind of hard to explain, but she’d joke that when she died it would be her turn for a pap smear in the sky. You know she had a kind of weird way of trying to be funny, but I always think about that when I sit out here now.” 

			Ani laughs, her teeth flashing in the dusk, her voice smoky. Her long body is half on the roof and half off, her head in my lap. So close to me that I worry I won’t be able to stop myself, that for once instead of thinking too much I’ll lean in and kiss her. 

			I’ve never been brave or known what to do with my hands, how to still them from shaking when I talk. But for a second, with the sun setting red all around us, I think that I could be. I start to say the words I’ve been trying to say since this December, but like always, I can’t. When I open my mouth, nothing I want to tell her comes out. 

			I close my eyes and rub the edge of the roof shingle. Dirt comes off in my hand. “I did—like you.” 

			She doesn’t say anything for a bit, then she sits up and smiles. “Good to know.” 

			A moment later: “I don’t think the nutmeg changes anything.” In a singsong voice, she adds, “Leyla’s a liar.” 

			I don’t say anything in return, and for a while, we don’t speak. We go back into the house when it’s so dark that I can’t see my hands in front of me. 
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I’m no longer stoned when my mom starts crying. I’m sitting in the corner of our old room, worrying at each thread on the hem of Eleni’s T-shirt. Glass breaks. I wait, breathing in, checking my skin for any residual pot smell, though I doubt she’d care or notice. I start to make my slow way down the stairs. I see my father leaving. He turns before he opens the front door, and when he sees me, he startles. He starts to say her name, Eleni’s, then stops himself. He walks out and into the night. 

			I find her in the kitchen where a broken mug is scattered on the tile.

			“Mom? What happened?” 

			She reaches out and touches the edge of my cheek. “I’m sorry, we’re just upset. I knocked this off the shelf looking for her cup.” 

			
			She turns and leaves the house, too, before I can say anything. 

			I’m alone here most days, but the kitchen still feels emptier than usual. The floor drops out around me. I hear my heart, its fast movements, and I feel dizzy and hot. I kneel against the fridge and wait for it to start. I think I might be falling, that maybe I could fall, that I was already falling—but by the time this occurs to me I am on the floor again. I knocked over my water bottle. I can feel liquid pooling at my feet. It takes a while before it passes. I feel the edge of the kitchen light come back to me and my heart starts to slow. I look around but no one is home, and there is nobody there to see the mess I made. 

			The first time I had a panic attack was the day of Eleni’s funeral. Before she died, Eleni said I would probably have them, too. She combed my hair back, tugging it into place gently, saying, “If you ever get anxious, you can call me and I’ll talk to you until it passes, okay?” Eleni fussed with the ridge of the gold coin on her necklace. I only nodded. 

			I look around the empty room, and for the first time in a while, I start to cry. 

			I think about going over to Ani’s, calling and asking if she can come get me for dinner. Her mom’s company, District Catering, does weddings and she brings back multicourse leftovers each night. Sometimes, Mrs. Jones asks if I learned anything new in school and I  tell her an animal fact. Sometimes, Ani kicks my leg, or reaches out and puts her hand on my knee under the table while we eat. Instead of calling Ani, I scan the phone for clues. 

			The only message waiting for me is from Uncle Theo, who calls every other day—inviting me to come to Brooklyn to stay with him or checking on my dad—leaving anxious voicemails like little missives searching for signs of life. 

			The story of the first female pilot to fly over the Andes that our mother has never been able to finish begins like this: 

			In 1910, Isadora Villanueva-Ružić was born in a small town in Chile to a mother from Yugoslavia and a Chilean father. Her parents had moved to the southern hemisphere and built their home near the mountains that would later define Villanueva-Ružić’s short life. In childhood, Isadora Villanueva-Ružić thought that meant she had been born at a split in the universe. At twenty-six, she would disappear after flying to a height so great her plane could no longer be found on any tracking device or imaging of the night sky. Those close to her believed she may have finally found the edge of the universe and slipped into it. That somewhere in the fabric between the world and space she found an in-between. 

			
			Once, I asked my mother why she would name me after someone who had disappeared: Wasn’t it unlucky? She was chewing on the hem of her sleeve and she spat it out. “Why would it be unlucky to be named after someone who achieved greatness?” 

			Eleni made an annoyed sound and started to leave the room, then turned around in the doorway. “But isn’t she dead?” 

			My mother’s eyes went distant again the way they did when I sometimes thought she was looking past and through me. “You don’t know that she is.” 

			I said it had been over a hundred years since she disappeared and that she would be the oldest person alive today if she was ever found, and my mom said that would be truly extraordinary and fitting for how special Isadora Villaneuva-Ružić was, missing my entire point, and missing that I was frustrated with her, that Eleni had stopped speaking to her and this was their first conversation in several days, and that the sleeve she was chewing on was stained with ink from her desk. 

			My mother used to read us the unfinished chapters of the book when we were trying to fall asleep. I know more about Isadora Villanueva-Ružić’s life than I know about hers. My data, after seventeen years of knowing each other, is reduced more or less to the following: 

			
			Genus: Woman, Mother, Homo sapiens. 
Age: Fifty-Three.  
Profession: Classics Professor/Failed Author. 

			
			My mother was an only child. She grew up what she called “a bit poor,” in a rural part of California. Her father died twelve years ago, and her mother died a year after him. She never returned to the town after selling the little land that was left in their name. 

			She met my father when they were both late for a meeting for PhD students in the Classics department at the University of Kent. She said he was tall and thin with tortoiseshell glasses that were too big for his face. He was the oldest teaching assistant there at thirty-two because he had spent the last years of his twenties with his dying brother, Samuel, who had been born with a defective heart that couldn’t be fixed. Samuel died in home hospice at twenty-three, as my father and Uncle Theo stroked his hands, which by then had become so thin that holding each palm up was like looking through a piece of paper. My father left after the funeral and never went back to the house in Bay Ridge. Uncle Theo stayed. 

			My father would spend the rest of his life talking about death. He once described to Eleni and me the moment a thousand unclaimed ashes were lost in the rooftops of Manhattan after 9/11. He liked to ask us to answer what he called “The Perfect Question”: Your car’s brakes have broken, and you are hurtling into a busy street. Do you turn the car and hit a child in the middle of the street playing, or do you go straight and hit a bus of commuters? He always chose to hit the bus. Eleni and I always chose to hit the child. 

			
			When he taught Eleni to drive, with me in the back seat, he spent most of the drive describing how Princess Diana’s heart jolted loose from the muscle. That was our lesson on correctly using our seatbelts. He liked to eat a half pound of pistachios every day, cracking the shells and dropping little bits that left a trail behind him. 

			My mother said my father seemed different from the other boyfriends she’d had. They finished school, got teaching positions at the same small university, bought our old brick house at the edge of DC, and had Eleni and me. Then they spent the rest of the time we knew them disappearing into their own minds, leaving Eleni and me to decode the papers scattered on the sofa or the mush of burnt coffee grounds in the sink for clues about where they had gone.

			When neither of my parents come back the next morning, I call Ani. I hear her chewing something on the speaker and setting down her plate, then the clink of a knife. “I’ll be over in an hour.” 

			Ani maintains her energy by consuming large quantities of sour candy. She is always gnawing at the edge of one of her several daily bags of sour apple–flavored Haribo gummy worms. She’s on her second, lugging her violin case behind her. She tosses me the bag of worms and I chew on a couple, licking the chalky residue off my teeth. 

			“Where do you think they went?” 

			I try to hide that I have no answer by gnawing on another gummy. She pads around the kitchen, tugging at her school blazer and throwing it over the counter. I can tell she’s  already a little impatient or worried as she opens the fridge, inspects our options, and, finding them unsatisfying, closes the fridge again.

			“Well, have you looked?” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Through their things? To try and figure out where they would go?” 

			I shrug. She snaps her bag of candy down on the counter and gestures for me to come upstairs. In my mother’s study, she musses through some of the pages on the floor, wrinkling her nose at the gunk in the abandoned cups of tea.

			I try and hide my embarrassment. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s a mess, but I don’t see anything that would explain where they’d go.” 

			I follow her to my room, where she climbs out the window to our roof ledge. It is still damp from the morning, and cold. I rub my hands together. Ani stares past me, quiet, tapping her fingers against the edge of the windowsill behind her. She notices me watching her and takes my hand. Her fingers are warm against my palm. I move closer against her. 

			I don’t tell her what I am thinking: that I don’t know what this means; I don’t think I know how to be a person anymore, if I ever did at all; the Mediterranean Sea has the second-highest salinity level in the world; I’m pretty sure that I’m gay; and I think that somewhere in the world there are likely several poisonous species that will not be discovered until it is too late to resolve their impact on human life. Instead, I ask to kiss her. 

			
			She tugs me off the ledge and into my room, where I lift her shirt up and start to kiss her neck and chest before she pulls me away. “Are you sure?”  

			I nod in reply, then she says she is sure, too. She laughs when she unbuttons my sweater, leaning into me so I can feel her breathing against my skin. 

			She moves my hand to the edge of her skirt. “Is this okay?”

			I nod, and she guides my hand to the elastic band of her tights before she motions for me to take them off. I don’t want to seem too excited or inexperienced, though I’m not entirely sure what to do, and I’m relieved when I ask what she likes and in response she takes my hand and shows me where she wants me to touch her. 

			Afterward, she sits up and drinks from my water bottle on the nightstand. 

			“I didn’t really like anyone.” 

			“What do you mean?”

			She looks away from me, at Eleni’s drawing of the fern that I hung over the bed. “I didn’t want it to be weird, I thought maybe I’d messed things up between us. I thought if I liked someone, it would make it less weird, or not freak you out.” 

			I put my hand on her knee. “It made me really sad, when I thought you did.” 

			She moves my hand off her knee and holds it.

			I say, “It doesn’t have to mean anything. I mean, it can be what you want it to be. Things can stay the same, after, I mean, we can still just be friends. I know I’m a mess. With everything.”

			
			When I move closer to her, she brushes my hair out of my face. I let myself look back at her, returning her gaze, and then I kiss her again. She helps me pull off my pajamas and then she kisses my stomach, the inside of my elbow, the center of my palm, and when I laugh, she starts to kiss lower and then she asks if I want her to touch me, and I say I do, and I am not sure if I have wanted anything more. 

			After, I rub my thumb over the nape of her neck, and she hums, tapping her fingers in a rhythm against my chest.

			“Wait, what time is it?”

			“I think it’s nine twenty-five-ish.” 

			She starts up. “I’m late.” We begin a scramble to find her scarf, tights, socks, and packet of gummies. “I have my late lesson, so can I come see you after school on Friday?” 

			“Of course,” I say. Before she leaves, she kisses me again. 

			After Ani drives away, I check the time. It is 9:36 a.m. I go to call Eleni to tell her, and then I remember, and I feel like my organs are being ground up from the inside. I imagine my body doesn’t actually exist, or that it’s a robot missing a motor. 

			I think that maybe death is just a state of being, one that we feel and brush into every day. I like to think of it this way: that Eleni is brushing through the kitchen or watching the beginning of spring, painting something I can’t see yet, or waking up across the room from me to go for a run and pulling the covers back across my face. In time, I will be a shadow, too. Maybe I’ll find out what it’s like. 

			I go upstairs and sit down at Eleni’s old desk. I write here  in case she could somehow feel it. But I’ve never looked inside it. It feels wrong, because going through her things would mean she isn’t returning for them. I can’t bear another night of Eleni disappearing. I decide to open the drawers, hoping I’ll find a sign from her: some small thing to show me that a piece of her is still here. 

			The desk is pocked with paint and ink from years’ worth of art projects. The edges are still curved dark cherry wood. Eleni painted the handles bright blue when she was in high school and it’s starting to come off in flecks. I see the little blue fragments in my palm, and I brush them carefully onto the floor. I don’t want to disturb anything.  

			When I open the top drawer, I see a sketch pad, a few claw-shaped hair clips, the varnished pair of earrings she got for prom—little pearl tassels that turned her ears green—and three large manila envelopes that are taped shut. The tape is frayed in a way that tells me the envelopes have been closed and opened many times. Otherwise, they are unlabeled. I start with the notebook. The first few pages are blank. There are some class notes on angles and shading light. 

			There are a few sketches of different people walking around the city, and of people at a café. There are three studies of the same woman. She is tall and slender. She has dark wavy hair, and big, light eyes. She looks serious in most of the drawings, and something about her seems familiar in a way I can’t place. They are all finished, but Eleni never dated or titled the portraits. In one, the woman is standing on the street. She’s holding a bag of books, and behind her, the sky  is cloudy. Her hair is blowing in her face. On the next page, the same woman is on a train, looking out the window. She has a quiet expression. 

			I open the first envelope and dump the contents on the table. I’ve stopped being careful. There are a few notebook pages and a smaller envelope of photos. I shake them out on the table and pick up the first one. Photos of streets: high, white, and gray; close buildings, a blue and light pink sky; concrete and holes; craters in the sides of metal buildings; light tile. There is a photo of a pomegranate vendor holding out a cup of juice to a girl with dark hair who looks like the person in the sketches. I flip the photo over, and see Eleni’s written in pencil, Ćazi, in Sarajevo. Buying juice from her cousin. I realize who it is, and that I have seen her once before, in the background of the photo Eleni sent me from her trip to Bosnia. 

			There are more photos of the city, birds circling a mosque (in Eleni’s hand, Call to prayer near the capital with Ćazi’s cousins), a boy playing in a pink sunset beneath the concrete and silvery buildings. I find a photo of Eleni and Ćazi dancing in a courtyard. Ćazi has her arms around Eleni’s waist. Eleni’s face is hidden from the camera. I just see the corner of her smile and her hair, messy and twisted up. She’s wearing clothes I’ve never seen: a brown silk dress with wide sleeves. 

			Ćazi is laughing, too, and I can see in the way her arm is wrapped around Eleni’s waist that she loved her—that there was a softness even in how she was dipping Eleni away from her body as they danced. In another photo, in  the same courtyard, they are sitting on a bench. Eleni has her face buried in Ćazi’s shoulder. She’s laughing and holding a glass of wine—I can tell they’re both a little drunk, and Ćazi is kissing the top of her head, looking down at her with so much tenderness it makes my stomach hurt and I have to look away. 

			How could I not have known? I look back down at the photos. As if they could reply, I ask, “Why didn’t you say anything?” 

			While I’d known of Ćazi’s presence in her life, I allowed her to be abstract: I didn’t know her full name, or how to reach her. Each time she was supposed to come to see us, something would happen. The weather was too stormy, her dog got sick, Eleni had too much to do, Mom wouldn’t want to be disturbed from writing. 

			Our parents would nod like these were real, clear reasons. Eleni’s face would get pinched when I challenged her about it. I wondered if she was embarrassed of me. I knew she was embarrassed of them. I wondered what our life would look like to an outsider: the broken mugs, the dying fig trees and empty garden rows, the cracked floors, the attic ghost that was really a hole in the roof no one wanted to go through the various steps to fill—so every morning little bits of rain, dust, or dirt would pile at the top of the stairs—the fridge of deli scraps and the bones of that week’s grocery store rotisserie chicken. I had thought I understood why Ćazi’s bichon frise met untimely fates for seven consecutive weeks of summer break.

			Eleni would stiffen and get a visible film of disgust over  her face when she was confronted with the majority of the Warner Brothers productions, commercially viable Valentine’s Day paraphernalia, greeting cards, the majority of children, the majority of mothers inclined to cooing noises, every school spirit–related event, public displays of affection, most public holidays, and the entirety of the HGTV universe. 

			As far as I knew—had known—Eleni only went on one date in her life: with Jake, a boy from her school, the summer before she started college. She was seventeen. I had tied her hair up with a black ribbon and she’d let me watch as she put on mascara, which clumped at the corners of each eye. I’d jumped in circles around her. That summer, she listened to “The Sphinx” on repeat every day, and she twirled me around at the end notes, singing quietly. When the doorbell rang, I ran down before her to answer. Jake gave me a single yellow tulip for her. I told him she didn’t like flowers and he said I could keep it. I didn’t. 

			He was tall and nervous, tugging at the edge of his shirt while he looked at the top of the stairs. Eleni wore my mother’s stolen white blouse and a black skirt. On the couch downstairs, while we waited for her, Jake told me about seeing a Galapagos tortoise named George with his mother. A rare fact about the tortoise: They can live longer than most humans. The last of the Pinta species, George, did not have a mate and instead sustained a solitary existence until his death. 

			That night, when Eleni came home late, her hair had fallen from the ribbon and her lipstick was worn away. She said she wouldn’t see him again, smoothing the covers over  my shoulders. She never talked about Jake after, and she never mentioned anyone else. The next morning, when I asked about the date, Eleni said that what she loved most was me and illustrating. She showed me the corner of a moth’s wing and the shading she did to the corner of an urchin, where the stomach is protected by a thin layer of bone-like spikes. 

			Loving this, she said, meant she didn’t have to be in the world, to love anything there. I worried she gave up her own life to capture the smaller life forms around her. I worried she gave up her own life for me, that we were slipping into a distance: The world would move away from us until one day I’d find we no longer knew anyone else. I worried about the extinction of beetles in general—and also, that the two of us would always be a lonely species.

			I flip through the rest of the photos. There aren’t many more of Eleni. In most of them, she hides her face from the camera. She raises one hand over her mouth, where she had a small chip in her tooth that she was embarrassed of her whole life. I see only one of my sister’s eyes—her hair flies around her in the wind to meet the hidden end of her smile. In the only other photo with her full face, she is laughing. She’s standing at the corner of the street and holding a basket from the market. The basket is full of fruit. She’s wearing a white button-up shirt and a long black skirt with sandals and she has tied a blue sash around her waist. She’s smiling, and she is wearing lipstick, staring into the camera. Eleni looks different: so bright and alive it gives a kind of light or heat to her expression. 

			
			I unfold the notebook pages: 

			C—
I think of you most of the time, but especially when I can’t sleep. August 26th is too far. I have been marking each day in my notebook. Things are getting worse—my mom forgot what year it was when she was trying to make an appointment. I snapped at Ia yesterday and felt mean—she was describing the subtypes of each lemon to me, and I asked why she can’t just try to act like a regular person and help me buy lemons for dinner like I asked her to, and I could tell she was trying not to cry when we left the store. She doesn’t have any friends. She’s fourteen now, and she’s still dragging the copy of Darwin around with her. I asked my mom if she should try and make it easier for her to make friends, but she didn’t get what I meant . . . 

			The last few lines are crossed out and smeared. I try to make out any other letters or hints of what Eleni was trying to say, but I can’t. The desk starts to lurch under me as I feel my breath catch. Then the start of a panic attack flattens everything, and I have to get down on the floor under the desk and rest my head in my hands until I can breathe again. 

			She never told me. I pick up a few more fragments of blue paint that fell on the floor and look at them in my hand. She hadn’t told me that she was gay, that she loved Ćazi. If she had been planning to, we ran out of time. I didn’t get the  chance to tell her when Ani kissed me, she died too soon after it happened. But I had told Eleni everything else—all of my dreams, each fear I had. I thought we had known all of each other. She had taught me everything I knew. She gave me all my books and showed me everything I loved first. The sum of everything I know about myself is from her. No matter how strange or how lonely I feel, before now I’ve always believed I was truly known—that we both were. But I was wrong. I did not know who she was. I did not know who she was when away from me. I did not know what moments she would have saved if she had known she was dying, who or what she would have thought of. I did not see her. Not really. 

			I stay like this under the desk for a while, trying to sort through the jumble. I can’t understand why she wouldn’t have told me that she was gay, why she didn’t want me to know or to see who she really was. I feel something brush against me, and I startle, feeling over my head. I touch something papery that crinkles when I press harder. 

			I look up and see only the corner of a piece of paper: It’s a small, flat cardboard box taped to the bottom of the drawer and smushed into the space between the drawer and the underside of the desk. I rip out the paper, tearing at it. Inside, I find a photo of five-year-old Eleni holding me as a baby. The collar belonging to Eleni’s pet rabbit that died when she was eight. A small rainbow pin that says First Pride NYC! in cursive. A Trojan wrapper that expired one presidential inauguration ago, a pair of fuzzy pink handcuffs, and an unopened packet of graphite pencils. I stuff  the assortment back into the box, leaving only the notes and photo out on the floor. 

			I don’t know how long I stay here. It’s already late when I hear a car pull into the driveway. When the front door opens, I stuff everything of Eleni’s under the bed. I know I can’t tell them about Ćazi until I know more—that any secret Eleni had wouldn’t be mine to give over. I hear my dad’s voice in the hall, saying something I can’t make out, and the tap of my mom’s boots. I wait for a while, listening to them to try and piece together where they were or what happened. 

			Downstairs, my parents are quiet and edgy. My father washes the dirty plates I let accumulate in the sink last night. They both look tired. 

			“Are you okay?” 

			My mother’s hand flies to her mouth like she is stuffing something back into it. My father slides the plate into the drying rack and turns, looking at his feet while she starts to speak. 

			“I think your father and I are going to take a little space. From each other, I mean.” She looks to him for a moment with something like longing. “I don’t think we’ve been well, either of us. And we haven’t been here for you, or taking care of each other, since.” She starts to cry. 

			Dad’s face looks undone.  

			“We need to get better, and figure out how to fix things. But we can’t do that together, so I’m going to stay at Angelo’s—your godfather, I don’t know if you remember him—until we can.” 

			
			I don’t know what their new faces mean. I don’t know what his leaving means. I knew we would keep unraveling and getting lost, becoming strangers again and again, but I didn’t think there would be an end to it, that the thread would snap, one of us would leave, then the rest would, too. 	

			“I’m hungry, could we get some food?” 

			Guilt swarms my dad’s face. My mom bites her thumb—to hide her crying, I think. He ruffles his hair and shakes himself a few times before arranging his face again. 

			“I’ll take you out to get dinner. We can go anywhere.” 

			“Isn’t it too late?” 

			He seems propelled by a new force of energy. 

			“Get your shoes, and your coat,” he says, looking wildly around the kitchen, grasping. “We’ll go now.” 

			We’re quiet in the car. I roll down my window so I can feel some of the rain mist my face and hands, then close my eyes and lean in closer. 

			“Are you okay?” he asks. 

			“I think so.” 

			I see my eyes—Eleni’s eyes, identical to even the hazel spot in the middle of each iris in the side mirror. I look away from them. I wonder if I have my own eyes again, the expression of a daughter he would know. 

			“I miss her.” I stop talking so my voice doesn’t break. Then, I try again. “And I’m going to miss you.” 

			He doesn’t answer for a long time and when I look over, I see it’s because he is crying. We go to the old Polish restaurant that stays open for twenty-four hours. Eleni and I used to come here with him to get blintzes with clotted  cream and a mess of berries after her debate team events. My dad seems to arrange his face again. He seems focused on a singular paternal goal: the task of feeding me. He orders half the menu, waving away the older woman with dark purple hair who asks if we can eat it all. Pleased with himself, he sighs. “This should be nice.” Then he fades again. 

			“Are you okay? I mean, of course not,” I fumble. “But I guess I don’t understand why you’re leaving now?” 

			“Losing a child—no one is prepared to outlive their child. To have to try and figure out how to be a person without them, it’s unnatural. And for you, to have lost your sister now, to have to go on without her. I don’t think any of us know how to go forward. How to be in the world. But your mother and I, being around each other like this, watching each other like this, too—if I don’t go and let your mother grieve, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to come back, or help any of us.” 

			Neither of us speaks for a while. 

			“Leaving doesn’t always mean you don’t love someone.” 

			He looks at me like he’s trying to say more than that, and I feel like I’m missing what he wants me to know. 

			“Sometimes you have to go in order to stay for them later.”

			I think I know what he means, and I nod in return. I wonder what Ani is doing now: if she is stepping out of class and into the Metro station or practicing her chords in the empty marble auditorium. I wonder if she’s thought of me since she left this morning. If she will kiss the space in  between my eyes again tomorrow. I know what he means by needing to go to stay, and I realize what I need to do: I need to go to New York City, to Uncle Theo’s, to try and find Ćazi. 

			“Dad? Uncle Theo has been inviting me to come stay with him. I just realized that it might be good for me to leave the house, too. It’s too hard to be there right now.” 

			Neither of us talks for a while. The waitress comes back with a platter of pierogi and a side of pickled beets and gestures for us to start eating. Dad startles, as if forcing himself into action. 

			“I think that’s a great idea. Do you want me to call him?” 

			“No, no, it’s okay. I want to.” 

			He nods. We pick at the platter together in quiet for the rest of the meal. The pierogi are lukewarm, and the crinkled edges of dough taste saltier than I remember, but I keep eating. When I say I can’t eat any more and ask if we can go, he kisses the top of my head and hugs me.

			“I love you.” 

			“I love you, too.”

			We don’t talk much on the drive home. When we go inside, he hugs me again. “Will you let me know, when you call him?” I nod and wait until I can hear the door close before I go upstairs. 

			I haven’t opened the final envelope I found in Eleni’s desk. Now, I shake the contents out on my bed. There are four small blue cards. I can tell she’d opened and closed them so much because the paper is worn and torn. 

			
			I open the first in the stack: 

			June 30—

Eleni,

“One” is so beautiful. I can’t stop thinking about the first part you showed me. And you, I always think about you. I saw the gallery today, it’s perfect for the show. Nine days—

			—Ćazi 

			
			I flip the page over, looking for more clues. The rest of the letters from Ćazi are similar: One is just a graph of yes-no suggestions for a date (the park, a bar, a French film festival, Friday at eight, seven, or six). There are notes about missing Eleni, and a story about a professor walking into a glass wall during class. One has the corner of a print of lipstick on it, like she pressed her lips against the paper for Eleni to receive. In the only one that hints at any problem, she asks why Eleni won’t invite her here to visit, if she is embarrassed of Ćazi, or if she did something wrong. I can tell from the tape holding the envelope closed that that was the one Eleni read most. 

			I put all of the letters back in the envelope, and I add them to the box of her things. I sit for a minute, looking at it. When I close my eyes and open them again just to be sure, it is still there. I hide it in the back of the closet, with what’s left of my minor collection of weed and a Listerine bottle full of brandy. For good measure, I close the closet  doors, and then I climb out of the window and onto the ledge of the roof. 

			The rain has cleared. It’s just cold and damp now. I look out at the sky for a long time. Snippets of Eleni’s letter to Ćazi return to me. Things are getting worse again . . . why can’t you just try to act like a regular person? I remember that day in the store vaguely. We didn’t talk about it on the way home, and when she snapped at me, I didn’t respond or think much of it after. I must have thought Eleni was just tired, or hungry. How could I have missed that I was a burden to her? 

			I say out loud that if Eleni can see me she should give me a sign, or tell me what to do. I tell her I miss her, and then I let myself cry again. I look at the sky, but there is no answer. I stay out on the roof until the sun rises. I think there is a light no one talks about: the end of night, when the sky goes blue. I think about Ani. Once I leave for New York, I won’t get to sit on the ledge of the roof and hold my breath, hoping she’ll brush her knee against mine. I worry she will be disappointed when I say that I’m leaving. I worry she will forget about me once I do. 

			Every time my breath starts to catch and I feel my pulse moving into my ears, I whisper my plan to myself: call and ask Uncle Theo, call Ani, tell her, find Ćazi, and try to find pieces of Eleni, the life she had, and who she didn’t get to be, in Ćazi’s handwriting, in her room in Theo’s old gray brownstone, on the street she drew Ćazi walking down. When I can calm down, I look out to the distance, searching, like Eleni could be coming home, like I could catch her in the corners of the dawn.

			
			It’s Friday morning. When it’s almost a reasonable hour (8:35 a.m.), I call Uncle Theo. He picks up on the eighth ring. 

			His voice is rough with sleep. “Hello?” 

			“Uncle Theo? It’s Isadora.” 

			I explain that everything is okay, that yes, my father is staying at Angelo’s which is why he’s missed his calls, and my mother, not fine, but not catastrophic, that I hoped he would still want to offer me a place to stay away from our old room and the ghost of Eleni’s footsteps that I still think are coming down the hall each night. When I’m done, I’m out of breath. 

			He’s quiet for a while. “I’m sorry, I should be there for you. More than I have been. Of course, you need to be with family, get out of the house.” 

			“No, don’t be sorry, and thank you so much.”

			“I can leave now. I’ll take the first train down this morning and we can go.” 

			“No, really, that’s okay. I can just get a train ticket. Can I come tomorrow morning? I need to finish a couple of things first.” 

			“Of course, of course. I’ll get your ticket right now and send it to you.” 

			He gets frazzled. “I have much to do, too. Are you eating? Do you still like fish? Nonno will be so happy. He gets tired of me, you know. I’ll call your dad, as well. Check in.” 

			When Uncle Theo used to visit us, he would arrive with giant cooler bags of dinner. He’d take our plates and  refill them with food as soon as we finished, and his schnauzer, Nonno, would get what we couldn’t eat. He would cradle him like a baby and give him chunks of rice from the palm of his hand. Every year, the victims of Uncle Theo’s hospitality would fall asleep at the table. Eleni would dance around with Nonno, flopping his legs around to mime a waltz while I watched. 

			He buys me a 9:00 a.m. ticket for tomorrow, then hurries me off the call. 

			I go into my mom’s study, where she’s drinking her coffee. I can tell from the rings around her eyes that she hasn’t slept. I lean down and hug her and she kisses my cheek. She seems a little brighter, more in the world. I notice she’s twisted her hair up the way she used to instead of letting it fall wild and unwashed, and that she’s showered and changed into a clean shirt. 

			“Mom? Did Dad tell you he thinks it would be a good idea for me to go stay at Uncle Theo’s for a while?” My voice catches on my guilt. 

			“Yes, my Isadora.” 

			She always called Eleni and me hers, never only by our first names. 

			“I think it might be good for you to get out of the house.” She furrows her brow. “You feel well, right? Healthy?” 

			I nod. 

			“If anything feels wrong, even the littlest thing, will you call me?” She looks like she might cry.

			“Yes, of course, Mom. But I feel great.”

			
			The doctors ran tests to check that Eleni’s death had truly been random and not genetic. I had thought she didn’t want to go out because she was scared of leaving the house Eleni had been in, that she was coming into the room at night to check on her things. Now, I wonder if she was also checking on me. 

			I don’t know how to respond, so I pick up some of her papers instead. 

			“Everything’s going to be okay,” I say. “It’s safe.” 

			Mom says, “We are trying, I want you to know, I am.” I hug her again. I can hear her heartbeat moving fast.

			“I know you are,” I say. “I don’t want you to be worried. I love you.” 

			I stay for a while. “Are these new pages?” 

			In response, she says, “In the months after Isadora Villanueva-Ružić disappeared, her mother refused to leave her room. She trained a telescope at the night sky, thinking she might be able to spot her lost plane and bring it back to Earth.” 

			I take this as neither confirmation nor denial, but wince as I leave the study. For two years in her search for Isadora Villanueva-Ružić’s body, my mother became obsessed with spies. She would watch BBC documentaries on the man who was executed in Beirut for betraying the government. Once, she came downstairs, breathless. For the first time in months, she had on a real blouse. 

			She put a package on the kitchen table. “I figured it out.”

			Eleni and I looked at each other, and then we looked at her. 

			“She was hiding in plain sight.” 

			
			Eleni poked through the papers: photos of women, all in their mid-thirties, most of them pretty but unassuming. 

			“There were others like her.” My mother hovered over the package for a moment. “Women, extraordinary, in the tops of their fields. Some lost, some found, always in a certain kind of apartment, in certain quarters.” She poked the box with her index finger. “Very suspicious.”

			Eleni rolled her eyes. “Their apartments were suspicious?”

			After years of reading, Mom’s glasses magnified her left side slightly more than the other, and it made one eye loom over the rest of her face when the glasses fell crooked—like they did as she looked over them at Eleni. 

			“Of course. Old world but unfurnished. Carpets too yellow and too old to match the rest of the outside building. Joining closets. Marble that looks too nice for the rent.” She looked at me. “Here, see,” she said, opening photos of apartments in DC, Paraguay, and Beirut, all from what looked like a realtor’s website. 

			Eleni said, sarcastically, “Of course, marble means espionage.” 

			Mom looked at Eleni disapprovingly. “You can laugh now, but I knew she didn’t disappear.” 

			She looked back at the photos spread out on the kitchen table. “Everywhere, there were clear signs. It wasn’t what it seemed.” 

			Studying her face, I wished that she had found her answer and that the book would be finished. Maybe then she would start combing her hair, speak to us in complete sentences and not fragments of realizations, remember to water the  plants, get groceries, or remember our answers when she asked about our days instead of disappearing them in a series of “sure, sure, sures.” 

			Her hair got dark at the roots before it started going gray. When she bent her head down to study the apartment photo, she and Eleni could have been sisters. She was still so slim that they could share clothes. If it wasn’t for the glasses and her work blouses—always a little stained and messy paired with pajama pants—she could have been another one of us. Maybe it would be easier if we didn’t have to think of her as a mother, I thought. It seemed unfair that we always thought of her as being something she wasn’t, not really. 

			In the kitchen, I find Eleni’s old jars of preserves. There are eleven left. I pull out one jar and look at it for a while. I wonder what it will be like when they’re gone, or when they go bad: I will never know what they taste like again. She always wrote her name and the date on the side of each jar with her scratchy handwriting, though no one else ever ate them. I take out her favorite plate, an old bright yellow-and-blue ceramic with flowers. I make a piece of toast, burning the edges the way she did. Then I spread the preserves over it until it goes soggy and eat it with my hands. I cry again, a little bit. I look around the kitchen a few times, wishing for a miracle. When none comes, I wash the plate and my hands in the sink. 

			I call Ani and ask her if she can come over earlier than usual tonight. Then I leave my dad a message. 

			
			“Dad? Uncle Theo got my ticket. I’m going to go tomorrow morning. Thank you for dinner last night. What you said really helped me, about leaving to stay for longer, I mean. I’m going to miss you. I’ll text you when I get there, too.” 

			In my room, I pack: A thermos. A package of red BIC pens. My ethnography notebook. Eleni’s drawing that hangs above my bed. Eleni’s things, taped securely back in their box along with Eleni’s old T-shirt. Eleni’s lucky boots. My own worn sneakers. My own sandals. Four pairs of green cargo pants. Two pairs of black pants. One pair of jeans. Six tank tops, three sweaters, eight T-shirts. Twelve pairs of underwear, all of my socks, four bras, six pajama pants. The assorted necessary toiletries. A peace offering for Nonno: a small stuffed pig, meant for a much younger child, that Janet gave me the last time she visited. A map of DC. A map of New York City. A map of only Brooklyn. A box of Ceylon tea. One jar of Eleni’s lemon preserves (unopened). My father’s old silver watch that he gave Eleni when she graduated high school. When I’m done, it all fits into two duffel bags. I drag them down the stairs and out into the hall. 

			I try and pretend that I am going to visit Eleni. I could almost believe that, when I get into Penn Station, I’ll find her walking down the platform, searching for me like in my dream where I can’t catch her hand fast enough before she disappears. In my dreams last night, she finally turned and showed me her face. But it was blank, a hole. It wasn’t her. There was nothing there.

			
			I make a second list in my head: 

			Things to say to Ani instead of, 
“I’m leaving tomorrow morning”:

			
			
					I’ve never seen the ocean.

					Sometimes I think I am evaporating.

					There are cities that exist underwater, ones we will never know of.

					The best part of each day has been the sound of you breathing into your phone.

					I know you only make these calls to check on me.

					In fifty years, half the population of the earth’s bees will be extinct.

			

			
			When Ani arrives this evening, she smells like the rain. She unwinds her long green scarf and drops her Matrix-y raincoat on the railing and leans in to kiss me. I am scared, but I inhale and then count to four. 

			“Ani? I found some things of Eleni’s. Letters, and some photos.” I pause. “She and her friend, Ćazi, were together, and she never told me, and I found other stuff, too. My dad is staying with his friend to get help and get some space. I think he  and my mom might split up, I don’t know. But I’m going to stay with my Uncle Theo in Brooklyn. He knew Eleni really well, and I want to try and figure all of this out.”

			I take another gulping breath. “I need to find out who Eleni was. I feel like I didn’t know her, like I can’t remember her the right way now, and I think there will be answers there. But I leave tomorrow, I’m taking the train in the morning. Maybe we can meet after your classes, still?” 

			Before I say anything else, she kisses me. “I think it’s good that you’re doing this.” 

			“Do you want to spend the night? I think Mom’s at Janet’s and she’ll probably be there a while.” 

			“Yeah, let me just go call my mom to let her know.” 

			In the kitchen, I heat up the extra pierogi and we eat them covered in ketchup. Ani concentrates on her plate, staying quiet for a while. I can tell she’s watching me and trying to figure out what to say. 

			I decide to be brave. “Do you think this could be something, I mean, you and me? We can keep hanging out once I’m in New York, right?” 

			She laughs and nudges my leg with hers. “I thought that was obvious.” 

			“That we can still see each other?”

			“Yeah. So you really think Eleni was gay, and dating her friend?” 

			“Yeah. I think they were together for a while, too. The photos were from two years ago.” 

			“And she never told you? Like you never guessed or hinted at anything, or even wondered if either of them might be?”

			
			I look at my plate and blink so I don’t cry. “No. I don’t know why.” 

			“Maybe it was hard for her.” A moment later, she adds, “This is a lot of things, at once. To find out, I mean.” 

			After we eat, we grab some mugs and a bottle of wine from the pantry and go up to the window ledge. It’s getting dark. I look at her while she drinks from her mug. I admire her long, graceful hands—scarred from years of violin lessons and broken strings—the way her laugh rings out, the silhouette of her eyelashes illuminated in the dark by the lamp next to my bed. “I’m going to miss you a lot.” She wraps her arms around me. In the dark, she kisses my palm a few times before pulling me into her. “I think you’ll just miss Leyla’s supply.” Then she kisses me, pushing me so I can feel the edge of the window against my back. 

			When it gets too cold, we go inside. I hear my mom’s car pull in, the sound of her getting ready to go to sleep, running water. Ani and I watch a movie where a boy chases his lost balloon through the streets, trying to save it. I think I’m going to cry again. I wonder when I started crying constantly, at everything. When we finish our mugs of wine, we do a shot of the brandy I keep in my bag in the closet, but the taste is so off I pour the rest down the drain in the bathroom sink. 

			Back on the bed, Ani gives me her hand, and I hold it. She settles with her head on my chest and I wrap my arms around her. I kiss the top of her head and inhale the bright, herby scent of her perfume. I’ve never held someone before.  To break the silence, I ask if she wants to watch something else and realize she fell asleep. 

			Ani wakes me up. “Ia? You have to leave soon.” 

			She gets up, and I watch her start to gather her things and pull on her black pants and sweater, and my chest hurts again. 

			She turns around and looks at me. “I want to help you find Ćazi. I could visit you, maybe, after my class? If my mom agrees?” 

			“I’d really love that.” 

			When she gets changed, I walk her to her car. “I really am going to miss you.” 

			She kisses me one more time. I worry that this could be the last time I see her. I worry about saying enough, and about saying goodbye. 

			On the drive to the train station, my father and I can’t look at each other. He hugs me goodbye, and I can tell we’re both trying not to cry. The rest blurs: All I can think is that I can’t lose my bag with Eleni’s photos and letters—that I can’t risk dropping it between the tracks. Then I’m on the train, and I watch my dad watch me go from the platform. He looks older and smaller than ever. 

			I think maybe this is what getting older feels like: always gulping at the little lump of sadness in my throat when I remember that nothing stays as it was. I think I’ll find answers to what Eleni’s life was really like. That I’ll find the missing fragments, the pieces of her I lost. That I’ll figure out why she didn’t want me to know them. Maybe in a way, if I can find Ćazi it will bring Eleni back. 

			
			I see the district tunnels, the edges of white buildings, and then we click into a greener landscape. I look away from my reflection in the window, from Eleni’s eyes. I wonder if she would be angry at me for doing this. Maybe she would be relieved. I think of Ana Villanueva-Ružić looking for her daughter each night until the day she died after never finding her again. I think of how I tried to call for Eleni last night, too. I worry that all of us—me, my mom, Ana—will spend the rest of our lives looking into the dark and asking it to show us who is missing. I wonder if I will dream about Eleni for the rest of my life, if I will ever see her real face in those dreams, if she will ever hear me and turn around, if she’ll ever stay. 
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At the station, a swirl of fur launches at me. In one swift and seamless motion, as if performing a man-and-dog duet, Uncle Theo swoops my luggage and me into a taxi. When we roll to a stop outside of Uncle Theo’s brownstone, it looks the same as always. The same triangle-shaped red doormat, and the old green porch lamp he forgets to turn off in the mornings. 

			Uncle Theo is quieter than usual as he sets the bags down in the guest room. Eleni’s room, really. Dust has settled in a sheen across the plain black bed frame, the IKEA comforter the same cream as the sheets and pillows, unstained. Eleni was always neater than I was. She’d cluck a little with disapproval when she would see the ink, tea, and coffee blotches on my sheets, mixed up with hers in the wash.  The little illustration of a dancer still sits on the dresser, next to her stack of books on the old bronze shelf. 

			The room was always spare. It occurs to me now that she liked this kind of sparseness. The tan and gray sweaters in a row in the closet, the navy and black trousers neatly folded. A box of pens and a pad of paper left on the desk, unopened. Eleni had the minimal elegance of an orchid, both even more beautiful because of their simplicity. 

			“I haven’t been in here, since. Are you—this—is it okay for you?” 

			“Yes, thank you.” 

			“She would have wanted you to have all of it, everything she left here.” 

			He smiles, then leaves me. I sit down on the bed, looking at the stitching in the quilt, as though it could reveal some missing piece of Eleni’s portrait. I lie down on the comforter and close my eyes. I know the pillow will no longer smell like her, but I inhale anyway. The space behind my eyes aches. I have barely slept since I found the letters under Eleni’s desk two days ago. Then the afternoon elapses. 

			I wake up to the sound of Nonno scratching at the bed. He’s too round to jump up so he digs at the blanket, emitting a high-pitched whine. His eyes open further when I lean down to face him, as he knocks his wet, whiskered nose against me trying to lick my face. I scoop him into bed with me. 

			“What?” 

			He whines again, licking my face between my fingers as I try to shield it. 

			
			“What do you want?” 

			He keeps scratching at the blanket so I move it off of me. He settles on my lap, curling against the shape of my body and offering his pink belly, nudging me with his snout to coax more pets. 

			“Is that what you wanted? Good boy.” 

			Uncle Theo comes in with a full bag. “Forgive him. At ten, Nonno has a tendency for melodrama. We just got back from the market.”

			He turns to the desk, then catches himself and pretends to inspect the room as if ensuring it is up to standard. He sees me watching and knows I was also searching for her ghost. 

			“We got you something at the market, this creature and I. Peonies were her favorite, she liked to have them in that vase over there. Should I cut them for you?” He digs around in the bag and pulls out a bouquet of coral-colored flowers wrapped in brown paper. 

			“Eleni didn’t like flowers.” 

			He studies the blossoms for a moment. “She liked these ones, I don’t know about the others. Did you know they only bloom for six weeks out of the year? They’re impossible otherwise. You have to wait for them.” 

			He places them on the foot of the bed. “Maybe that’s why she liked them: They don’t last long, but when they do”—he pauses for a moment—“they’re a pure beauty, really.” 

			“They are lovely.” 

			It is my turn to look at the peonies so as not to meet his eyes and say what we both are thinking: like her. I know I  have never had an eye for beauty. Any prettiness I have ever mustered, any lovely thing I own, was always Eleni’s first. 

			“I called her that, you know: my lovely. Since she was little and met Alexander, he took one look at her and exclaimed it. She must have thought he was a mystical creature, this tall man, holding a giant feather he brought for her, calling out to her.” 

			He trails off, then points to Nonno. “Should I relieve you?” 

			“Why didn’t I know?” 

			“You were so young. You wouldn’t have even spoken yet.” 

			I look up at him and then at the room: the life Eleni never brought me to laid out around us.

			“I meant all of it. I thought—” My voice catches again. “I thought I knew everything about her.” 

			He looks stricken. “I’m sorry, I really didn’t mean to make you upset. Here, we’ll get out of your hair, give you a little time before dinner. Oh, and she left some notebooks last visit, too. I left them on the chest of drawers, I thought you might want them.” 

			He picks Nonno up off the bed and turns, leaving as quietly as he arrived. I look at the flowers at the foot of the bed and feel another pang, of guilt, this time. He had tried to bring me a part of his Eleni, but he hadn’t known it would just be a reminder that Eleni was not mine, not really. 

			In the bathroom, I run cold water over my wrists until my breathing stills, and then fill the porcelain vase he said was hers, sliding the paper off and putting the peonies in. I hover there with the vase for a moment, catching myself in the mirror. As if searching for some  recovered memories in the fragrance, I breathe in the buds, but I smell something like lemon. How many times did you look into this mirror, I think, and how much did you hide from me? I try to picture her here in the mornings, brushing her teeth and pulling her hair back, but the images I conjure don’t feel real. 

			In the chest of drawers, I find only more of her clothing, a comb, plastic-wrapped graphite pencils, and yellow pads of paper with the cellophane still on them. On top of the chest of drawers, I find the two college notebooks Uncle Theo mentioned, and a few more pencils worn down to nubs. I sit down and begin reading what look to be notes from a semester she spent in an archaeology class. She called me once to tell me about it, a little breathless from excitement: “Think about it, Ia, being able to understand so much about someone’s life just from how they were buried. It’s kind of a beautiful thought, isn’t it?” 

			Later, she took me through the sketches she had done. “Look,” she said. It was a drawing of a maggot. 

			“It’s a bug.”  

			Eleni frowned a little. “It is a bug, but after the blowflies hatch from pupae, they go through their own life cycle inside the human body. The movement from their hatching is strong enough to move a person’s remains. Some societies considered it the final cycle of death needed before burial. Do you know how important these are?” 

			Eleni rarely got into this mood but when she did, I learned to accept the impromptu lecture until she grew bored. The pages contain no secrets—only further proof  that my sister spent most of her short life thinking about all the different ways to leave it. She showed me drawings she’d done of ancient gravesites, telling me about how easy it is for small, fine bones to get lost as they settle into the earth. I looked at the sweep of graphite depicting a disarticulated femur. 

			“Isn’t it amazing to think of what our bones could look like five hundred years from now?” 

			I did not think it was amazing, but I did not tell Eleni that. At her funeral, I watched the casket to make sure it was set down gently. I was afraid of her being jostled. I was afraid something could be lost. It seemed important that a thousand years from now anyone who found her would know everything was hers.  

			At the funeral home, I watched our father pick out the coffin and the stone. I just looked at the marble ceilings. Helping to arrange anything felt like letting her go. So, I didn’t. I just watched the reflections from the stained glass window run across the floor until the light made a blurred pattern. When a member of a dolphin’s pod dies, the remaining members will stay with the body until it sinks into the sea: a burial process that can take up to two weeks. I did not tell anyone that I was thinking this. Now, I wonder if I should have held on. If what Eleni said was true—that how someone was treated when they died could reveal almost every major detail about their life. I wonder if I made sure that the right things about her would be known. If it would be obvious that she was loved, and how much.  

			
			“Maggots live only ten days, but they go through a transformative process in a way no other living being does,” Eleni said cheerfully as I looked at another sketch of a pupa. 

			The thought made me dizzy. Some nights, when I can’t sleep, I think of those maggots. It has been two months now. Generations of blowflies could have moved through the wood of the coffin and out to earth. The thought makes my breath catch again. 

			I flip to a blank page in my notebook and start a new list:

			New facts I would tell Eleni:

			
					Some societies in Greece would bury their dead with all the dishes they could need, so they could be fed in the afterlife.

					In the English language, there is only one word for love, though that word can be interpreted more ways than it is possible to define.

					Once, you told me the story of Laika, the first dog sent into space, who died on the journey from Earth. When you painted a constellation over our ceiling, sometimes I would look at it and wonder if Laika understood the expanse of nothing around her.

					In the womb, we absorb enough of our mother’s DNA that we carry it with us after we are  born. It embeds in the matter of our body. So you and I are both fragments of her.

					Maybe that is how you experience death. Maybe sharing the same matter is enough: We will always be part of someone else. Maybe this is how I can keep knowing you.

			

			Looking at the picture of Eleni in Sarajevo, I make a second list:

			Facts about Bosnia and Herzegovina:

			
					During the genocide, more than 100,000 people were killed, and over 35,000 went missing—that means that, out of the country’s population, one in fifty people died.

					Many of those who went missing between 1992 and 1995 have never been found. Scientists are still finding the bones and testing the DNA of surviving family members against them. Eleni once said to me, “It’s very hard for families to grieve an absence.” She said that the missing aren’t really treated as dead, it’s like they have been forced to exist in a liminal space.

					Today, the limestone graves for Bosnian Muslims rise over the hills of the city, surrounding  its entrance. Bosnia and Herzegovina is known for its rare breeds of roses, which smell sharp, like pepper, and bloom into the size of a saucer. I know because Eleni also sketched one. The national flower, though, is a lily with a red stamen.

					Eleni had two favorite painters. The first was Đoko Mazalić, who was born in 1888 and died an old man in 1975 in Sarajevo. In 1927, when he was thirty-nine, Đoko painted a portrait of two lovers that Eleni called “a masterpiece.” Her second-favorite painter was an early impressionist named Arshile Gorky, who fled the Armenian genocide to a Russian area before he made his way to New York as a teenager. He became famous for the shade and smoothness of his paint colors in his portrait of his mother, who was killed. Arshile believed he was unlucky, and hanged himself when he was forty-four years old. Two poster cutouts of both of their paintings hang in our old bedroom. 

			

			Downstairs, Uncle Theo dishes out homemade spaghetti Bolognese into two chipped blue bowls. We sit at the counter to eat. He’s quiet for a while.

			I thank him for the peonies. “They really are beautiful.” 

			As I chew, I knock the fork against my teeth and feel the chill from the metal. 

			
			He looks at me for a moment. “I hope you have some—some good friends, some people around you who you can rely on or who can pull you back into the world if you need them while you’re going through this.” 

			I feel a pang of longing for Ani. “I have one, in DC,” I say, before I ask, “Did you—have one? When you lost your brother?” 

			“I did. Alexander.”

			“The writer you know?” 

			“He has quite a story.” He nudges the bowl in front of me. “Eat.” 

			As I eat, he says, “Alexander, he wrote a novel where, in one scene, an autocrat drowns in a tub made of gold. The government saw this as a criticism of the president. He and his publisher were arrested in Cairo. His publisher was released two days later, but Alex was not. I was a student journalist at the time, he was the first person I became close to after losing my brother. I think I saw some of Samuel in Alex. They had the same frenzied, warm energy. A little out of place in the world.” 

			“Did he ever get out of prison?” 

			“Two years later, he was released. He left as soon as he could for New York, where he took a job at a consulate. He’s still here, still writes. He was never the same. We patched each other up, a bit, still do. But that’s the point, isn’t it, of having a great friend—like yours in DC—to be able to recollect together.” 

			I want to ask about Ćazi, if she was there for Eleni like that, but I don’t tell Uncle Theo, either. It feels wrong to  reveal something Eleni wanted hidden before knowing why she hid it. 

			“It’s great he got out,” I say. 

			He seems dismayed by my limited verbal capacity. 

			After a pause, he says, “Oh, I found something else for you. One of Eleni’s books. It’s on the shelf upstairs, too.”

			I eat the rest of the spaghetti quickly. Before I excuse myself, I turn in the doorway. “Thank you again, for everything.”  

			He looks up from the sink full of dishes. “Good night, Ia.” 

			Upstairs, I begin looking through the bookshelf. I find the book almost immediately. It’s the same copy I remember her reading, with a green cover and cracked pink spine. I do not need to look for the title, I already know: Zvijezde (Stars, in English). Eleni’s favorite novel. A short, bilingual Bosnian and English edition that has been out of print for almost fifteen years. 

			In Zvijezde, an old woman, Zejneb, is dying of hunger. As she begins her final days of starvation, she has visions of her son, Ibro, who died burying his father earlier that year. Knowing mourners were still shot as they gathered in the city plots, Zejneb had tried to stop the burial. Her son insisted, believing it better to die than to leave his father unburied, without customs or the promise of an afterlife. After he was shot, Zejneb waited until darkness shrouded the city and then finished the burial, laying her husband and son in the same casket. 

			While the novel was very sad, it was also about freedom.  Zejneb chose to starve herself and die on her own terms before she could be killed. At the end of the novel, she wakes one morning and predicts that she will die that day. She tears off the newspaper she had covered her apartment window with, and steps out onto the balcony to leave what is left of her rationed bread for the city pigeons to eat. As the birds begin to descend, she closes her eyes, saying that to die a good death is not to leave in a moment of glory, defined by its heroism or witnesses, but to die with one’s own selfhood intact. Her final act, even if no one witnessed it, was one of bravery. 

			The novel was thought to be posthumously published. The author, who shared the same first name as her character and whose last name was unknown, was thought to have died in the war. It was rumored that as Zejneb wrote her character’s fictional death, she had predicted her own. Her fate and the fate of her book, Eleni said, were linked. 

			Now, I wonder if Eleni didn’t like to talk about the future because she knew, in some innate way, that she would not live beyond twenty-two: that she would never return to the Adriatic and float on its surface or make another jar of preserved lemons, that she would never be a renowned artist, buy a house, spend evenings twirling over the broken tiles she’d never get around to repairing. If she woke every day with some sense that soon, this would end. That everything around her would go on and she would remain immune to time. 

			I start to search the book for clues. There is a note, in  messy handwriting, on the title page (From Ćazi: you are my star, always—). I flip through the pages, looking for more clues, but find only a few scribbled pages highlighting different quotes. In the middle of the slim book, I find another photo tucked into the pages. 

			I hold it up with shaking hands: This one is just of Eleni, in a restaurant with yellow walls. Her hair is in one long braid. I can tell it’s summer from the tan lines around her wrist and shoulders. Her cheeks are a little flushed. She doesn’t look like herself. Something in her face is softer and more at ease than I knew her to be. I take in her white shirt, knotted at the waist, her black trousers, the way she softly cups her chin with her hand, smiling into the camera. A bowl of what looks like rice and some kind of roasted meat is next to her, but the meat has been picked to the bone. “Who were you?” I ask the picture. She doesn’t answer. I prop the picture up on the edge of the nightstand with the book, as if it could make her visit me. 

			That night, I dream of Eleni again. In the dream, I stand outside our house. It is winter and the stoop is slick with melting snow. I feel someone brush against my arm and turn around: Eleni. Then it’s like time has skipped for a second—a spacelessness—and when it’s righted itself, she is gone. 

			I see her on her eighteenth birthday, wearing a white shirt, her eyes closed, blowing out the candles: Look, they went out in one go, I think that means I’m lucky. Smiling at me, the smoke curling between us. The sharp beauty of her  smile, the chipped tooth that gave her a rakish air, her laugh, always surprisingly loud for someone who barely spoke above a whisper. Gone now, Eleni was always the brightest half of me, my sister. I was always happy just to be her shadow. 

			The dream flickers, and I am in the hospital again, on the day after she died. The nurse moves the blanket farther off her body so I can sit down next to her and take her hand. Her skin was cold, dry. I once read that the body begins to break itself down after death. It’s called autolysis: The absence of blood and oxygen makes cells digest themselves. I wish, for the thousandth time, that she had never taught me about all the ways that a body can fail you. I wish I didn’t know enough to know she was gone when I felt her strange, cold skin. 

			In real life, I never got to see her again. My parents said she should stay as she was in memory and kept the casket closed. I will always wish I had opened it. That way, I could have known why they thought that in order to preserve Eleni’s memory in life, we had to be kept from her in death. 

			The last time I saw her, Eleni turned to look back at me before she got in her car. In the dying light, she was illuminated for a moment. She set her bag down and slid inside, closing the door and turning her face away from me. I stood there watching until the car was no longer in view. 

			I’m back on the roof outside our bedroom, looking out at the sky again, searching for Eleni still. Standing at the edge of our roof, the night that now feels like a lifetime ago.  In the dream, I open my arms as I sink, weightless, for a moment, before the darkness spirals out under me. Holding my arms out like wings and plummeting through nothing in the dark deep weightlessness. A bright expanse of lost space. 

			I wake up gasping. The sky is starting to turn from pitch, tinged with blue. In five years, I will be older than Eleni ever got to be. In ten years, I’ll be the age when most people have their first or second child. Objectively, I have already failed at everything. There is a rare genetic disease in which chameleons lose their ability to change their skin color and become completely unable to fit in amongst the wildlife. As a result, they’re the first to be eaten. Sometimes I think that, like those chameleons, nature has failed me in some vital way I don’t yet understand. 

			In the night, the peonies bloomed, and their jammy lemon scent feels like a ghost. I know what I need to do. The stars, usually hidden by the city smog, are visible. I look out the window, searching for Cassiopeia, Scorpius, Sirius, the Pleiades. I wonder what the dream means, if I can still find beauty again, without her. I start to cry—for what, I still don’t know. 

			I looked for Ćazi at the funeral: Eleni’s best friend, I thought. Now, I wonder if she lies awake, her face soft and unrecognizable without the mask I’d seen in that photo—something in the careful stiffness of her expression had reminded me of the enamel opera masks of old—the thought of an aria hanging for too long in the stillness.  She was like a stage with no audience. I’d wonder if she was thinking about Eleni. I imagined grief, like water, filling her slowly, in the same way a crack gradually floods a house or sinks a ship: First, there’s only one drop of water, one tear, and then there are thousands. 

			Other times, I wondered, did she know about the funeral? Did she think about going to watch the coffin be lowered into the ground? Did she come to the funeral? Did she stand on the periphery of the cemetery grounds, her bright black hair tied back, watching? Maybe she thought about going to us, but instead walked away, out of the graveyard and into the bright street? Decided to forget everything, to move on untouched? Or, every night when she can’t sleep, does she see Eleni’s face and hear the sound of the earth settling around the coffin as she was lowered into the ground? 

			I had wondered once, before, if she was in Sarajevo. If that was why she did not come. But I had otherwise avoided thinking of going to Eleni’s old apartment. After the school returned her things to my parents, we never talked about it again. It seemed like a place that none of us wanted to exist: where Eleni had died. So her boxes went into the corner, and the details of where they had come from, and why they were there, were not discussed.

			I know that Ćazi can’t bring her back, but she can give me answers about why Eleni didn’t tell me. Maybe seeing the full terrain of Eleni’s life would be enough. 

			I begin to gather everything I think I will need. My  notebook and map. The photo of Eleni and Ćazi in Sarajevo. I add the novel. Looking in my backpack, I also add a pen and a granola bar. I put on my green pants, my white button-down shirt, and wrap a sweater around the photos and papers in the bag. I deliberate over the shoes before I lace up my ordinary tan sneakers. I write a note in all capital letters, went for a walk. and to get breakfast. back soon. I think for a moment, before I add, DON’T WORRY. I don’t want to waste any more time deciding if this is convincing. I put the note on the dresser. Walking as slowly and quietly as I can so Nonno won’t bark and wake up Uncle Theo, I slip out of the house and into the morning. 

			I take the subway to her old neighborhood in Morningside Heights. On the subway, I open and refold the paper with the handwritten address until I worry the words will smear and become illegible. I stare at my feet. Around me, morning commuters punctuate the day with the hum of phone calls, coffee containers clicking open and closed, the rattle of a foundation brush against a compact. The apartment building is tucked next to an Uzbek market and an exotic fish shop. Inside, the floors are yellow marble. The walls are covered with faded red brocade wallpaper. A small fountain without any water inside of it sits in the middle of the oddly quiet lobby. It hadn’t occurred to me that, at seven in the morning, no one would be awake. 

			I don’t know how it will feel when I see it, the last place Eleni ever existed. She had liked that the apartment  was all odd numbers, 319: “Lucky” she said, when she sent me the address before moving in last fall. I’d never wondered about it—if she liked her life here, if she had a nice room, if she took her shoes off at the door or if she brought them inside. It hadn’t occurred to me before now how many little things can be left unknown, how much gets lost over years of knowing someone. 

			I think, I’ve made it this far, and start to walk up the stairs to the third floor. I knock once, twice. No answer. I look around the empty hall, which smells slightly sour, of old carpet and stuffy air. On the third knock, a boy opens the door. He looks confused or half asleep. His shirt is bunched up, partially exposing his stomach. He rubs his eyes. He can’t be more than eighteen. The inside, from what I can see, looks like a typical college apartment. A paper bag with cans and pizza boxes to recycle sits next to the front door. The walls are bare except for a few coat hooks. I crane my neck, but he’s blocking my view. He looks down at me, seeming a little irritated to have been awoken, and acting as though I’ve interrupted the best day of his life, asks, “What?”

			Now I don’t know what to tell him. “Does a girl named Ćazi live here? I’m looking for her, she is a friend of my sister’s. They both used to live in this apartment.” 

			He looks at me for a minute, then rubs his eyes a second time. I see that his face is scattered with pockmarks and that he seems unsure of what to do with his new height, moving with the typical colt-like amble of young men. 

			“Uh, no, I just moved in. I’ve gotten mail for her a couple  of times.” He looks at me, suddenly suspicious. “Why, was I supposed to have done something with it?”  

			I stare back at him, unsure of what to do with this unexpected gift.

			“Yeah, actually, I was here to pick it up for her. She said she got something important from her school and they said maybe I could find it here. They had sent it to the wrong address. They didn’t have the new one.” 

			He looks at me for a moment. I think maybe he doesn’t believe me, that I’ve overplayed my hand. “Okay, give me a second. You can come in.”

			In the entrance, I look around the apartment. It’s really just one room with a sort of closet for the kitchen. There, I see more empty boxes and two trash bags that have been tied and left on the floor but not taken out. They fill the apartment with the sour, curdled smell I noticed in the hall. I look at him again. I can’t imagine her, my Eleni, living here. It doesn’t fit. I wonder if Eleni ever paused in the doorway, like I am now, maybe waiting for Ćazi. If she ever stood in the cramped kitchen and rolled dolmades, holding one finger steady in the center. 

			There isn’t much furniture: a gray couch in the center of the room and two bar stools by the kitchen counter. None of it looks like it could have been hers. It’s clear the apartment belongs to a stranger. I wonder if I should leave, go back to the lobby and wait there, but the promise of an answer keeps me in place until he returns from the corner of the kitchen. 

			He hands me envelopes. “I think that’s all of it, there was only a couple.” 

			
			“Okay, thanks, I’ll make sure she gets it.” 

			I look back around the apartment and try not to be disappointed again when I find no further clues. 

			“Have a good morning.” 

			As I turn to go, I wave. He closes the door and I hear the lock quickly click back into place. I stand at the door for a moment longer after he closes it. I didn’t find her: The ghost of Eleni’s old life didn’t reveal herself to me. I whisper “goodbye” to what I’d thought I’d find, or to what once belonged to Eleni, I don’t know, and start walking downstairs, back to the out-of-place lobby. The day is brighter now, and as I pass through, I hear the sound of the building’s residents going about their days, preparing for classes or work, stuffing their children’s arms into backpack straps, chasing them with their shoes untied through the marble lobby. 

			In front of the fish shop, where the starfish float strangely and outstretched, I look at the envelopes. The first is addressed to a Ćazima Delić—so that’s it, I think, her full name. I consider that it is a felony to open someone else’s mail. Then I remember what Janet once told me—about how “right” and “wrong” exist in a kind of subjective moral gray area. I decide there are crimes of greater consequence.  

			I begin to tear open the envelopes and find an invitation to renew a membership to Carnegie Hall, and a birthday card from a dentist’s office with no other pertinent information. This is the kind of person my sister loved? I think, unkindly. Someone who only got cards from her dentist, who would not otherwise be missed when she forgot to update her address? I think for a moment and then go back inside. I knock on  the door again—this time, less concerned with maintaining my lie.

			He answers, still looking half asleep. It’s clear I’ve now woken him a second time. 

			“Sorry, sorry.” I look at my feet again. “I just, uh, my sister, she forgot to give me the address in New York that I’m supposed to send these to. The new one. She has, I have the one abroad, but I realized I got it wrong,” I stumble. “Would you know where she lives now? Do you have the new address, or maybe her phone number?” 

			“For the last time, I don’t know her.” He closes the door.  

			On the street I flip through each piece of mail again, as if there could be some code, some answer that I’ve missed, or something of Eleni’s hidden in the stack, but I find nothing. I think of all the years that my mother has tried to untangle a mystery that she’ll never solve. One that really isn’t even a mystery at all. I wonder if I will do the same. If I’ll always be looking for Eleni, searching the corners of dawn, the places she walked with no afterthought or real significance. If I’ll be left to create histories in the aftermath of her life, in the residue of the places she went, to try to prove to myself that I really did know her.

			I stand on the street for a while before taking a deep breath. In the two decades that she has searched for Isadora Villanueva-Ružić, my mother has gone to five countries and eleven cities and has learned two languages, for only the hope that one day, she might find where her body is buried.  I should not have expected finding one woman to be so easy, I think. But I have her full name, Ćazima Delić. It is not nothing. And so, I decide to go to CCNY, armed with a name, a couple of envelopes, and my sister’s photograph. 

			The humanities building is bigger than I’d expected, and a new wave of panic hits me as I step inside, navigating through the gaggle of students in the entryway. I rub my thumb over the corner of the photograph that I tucked in my pocket for courage and approach a group of women standing by the stairwell. 

			“Sorry, do you guys know where the administrator’s office is?”

			“Fourth floor.” 

			In the elevator, I rehearse what I plan to say in my head, though when I step into the small, fluorescent office, it jumbles. The administrator is a tired-looking older man. His sleeve is stained with spilled coffee, which he mops at while I stand there, unsure of when to speak. He nods at me, as if granting permission, as he continues wiping at his sleeve, so I begin. 

			“Hi, my name is Isadora Barnes, and my sister Eleni Barnes was a student here. She died this winter and I have mail for her roommate, Ćazima Delić, from their old apartment, and I need to find her. I was hoping maybe you could help.” The last sentence comes out too fast, and he blinks at me before letting go of his sleeve and sitting back in the chair. 

			“I’m sorry about your sister, she was very kind. But I can’t give you another student’s personal information. It’s against the law.” 

			
			I hadn’t considered this.

			“Maybe . . . maybe you could contact her for me? And tell her I need to speak to her?” I offer weakly. 

			His expression softens, though only a little. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, either.” 

			“Oh.” I don’t know what to do now, so I just stand there. 

			“There’s a memorial for your sister in the student lounge. Her class made it. Would you like to see it?” 

			For a moment, I wonder if this is his ploy to get me to leave his office, but I follow him down two flights of stairs, to a hall with rows of green couches and desks. 

			“Here, the bulletin board on the left.” He turns and goes, leaving me to approach the wall. 

			The board reads, In loving memory of Eleni Barnes. There are photos of her painting in the studio, at parties, with clippings of a newsletter showing her at last year’s student gallery show. The people who added photos signed the bottom of the board—looking at the scroll of signatures, I’m amazed that her life was so populated, and that I had no idea. 

			I find Ćazi’s name in the middle of the page. I step closer. Behind the newsletter, I see the edge of a Polaroid photo. In it, Ćazi is wearing cat ears, and Eleni, dressed like a vampire, is kissing her. Stuck next to it is a small rainbow pin that says First Pride NYC! in cursive. I make sure no one is watching me, then I take the photo down from the board. A note on the back says I love you—always, Ćazi. The photo is a little blurry, so I hold it to the light to get a better look. 

			At the edge of the photo, there is a banner that says  tulips on 10th: pridefest. I look around one more time before I slide the Polaroid into my pocket, feeling a little guilty for taking it, and then I hurry out of the building and into the bright street. 
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When I arrive, the bar looks just as it does in the photo, but the rainbow flags strung up at the corner of each room have tattered a little. The counters look sticky. A woman in her mid-fifties is stacking coasters into a tray. 

			“Hi, sorry to bother you.”

			She turns and looks at me. Her hair is shaved on one side, making her face appear half shadowed until my eyes adjust to the light. 

			“Hi. Hi, I was wondering if you would know—if you know this person, she was my sister.” I don’t know how else to ask the question, but the use of the past tense still feels strange and untrue. 

			I take the picture from the memorial out of my backpack and cautiously slide it across the counter to her, concerned  that the counter could smudge and erase some vital, defining feature—one that, once gone, I’ll be left searching for. 

			She holds it up to look at it again, and then her face softens. She looks back at me and says, “You’re Eleni’s sister?” She hands the photo back to me. “How is she? It’s been a while since she’s come in.”

			The words still feel unnatural, and when I try to speak they get stuck. I swallow once, then twice. “She died. In January. A pulmonary embolism. It was very sudden.” 

			The woman is quiet for what feels like a long time. Her face tenses—with surprise or discomfort, I’m not sure. “I’m so sorry,” she says. “She was really special.” 

			I look at the picture in my hand again. “She was.”

			The woman reaches her hand out to me and squeezes my fingers. “I’m Jill, I own this place.”

			“Thank you,” I say, because that seems like the kind of thing people say, too. “You knew her well?” 

			Jill gives me a sad, soft smile. “Yeah, of course. Not extraordinarily well, but they were here all the time.” 

			She opens the hatch of the bar and walks out. “Come with me.” 

			She nods in the direction of the adjoining room where there are two booths stacked in a row and, from one end of the cramped little room to another, framed pictures lining the walls. As we walk past, the faces blur. All of them seem familiar in the intangible way that only strangers can be. Their arms slung across each other, caught laughing, dancing, smeary drunk faces moving through the years. As we walk, I watch their subjects get older. 

			
			The bar becomes lighter and more colorful with each row. Finally, Jill stops and taps one small image. I see a photo of Eleni wrapped in a blue scarf and a cream jacket that once belonged to our mom. Eleni is leaning over the bar, holding a beer. I see the silhouette of dark hair, her hand reaching out to Ćazi like she’s trying to catch her to pull her closer. Ćazi is also smiling, her eyes bright and soft. I look at the picture for a while.  

			“That was the last time they were here. Eleni just got her first big gallery deal and they came in to celebrate. You know, this was the first place she put her pieces up. She still has a couple pieces here that sold but haven’t been picked up. Do you want to take a look?” 

			I can only nod.  

			“Here—they’re at the front.” 

			I notice them for the first time: two small frames side by side. One is of the common dust moth, the other of the blue lobster. The blue lobster exists without a fixed identity and can morph when necessary to mate before shedding the outer part of its exoskeleton. Written on the drawing, in her familiar handwriting, is: The ordinary as beautiful. Like her jokes, Eleni’s titles made sense to few people. I step closer. It’s strange to see the mark of her hand somewhere else in the world that I had not been or known it would be. I wonder how many drawings exist like this, hanging in different bars or galleries, or sitting abandoned on the drying racks of her university’s studios. 

			I wonder if other paintings of Eleni’s exist throughout the city, in DC, or Sarajevo. It makes my eyes smart. So  much of her work could exist in the world, outliving her on the walls of other people’s houses. 

			How could she have told this woman about her art shows, and not me? I wonder if she thought I would not care. Did she just not love me enough, or in the way I believed she did? I had always believed Eleni’s love to be as fixed and impermeable as fact. 

			“I didn’t know any of this.” 

			Jill looks at me one more time. I can’t tell if it’s just me or if her eyes look a little wet in the light, too. “Her big showing, I think it was somewhere in Midtown called Mosaic. It’s happening in a few months.” 

			“Why didn’t she tell me?” It’s a plea more than a question, and one we both know she can’t answer. 

			“She always only signed her paintings with the first letter of her name. She never signed it in full. I always wanted to ask her why, it was odd.” She shakes her head, as if to shrug her statement away. 

			I want to say that there are a lot of things I want to ask, too, but I don’t. The longer Eleni is dead, the more of a stranger she seems to become to me. Jill wipes her eyes with her sleeve.

			“Jill? You cared about her, right? Can I ask you—was it hard for her? She never talked to me about any of this, really.” I cast around for the real question. “We’re the same, I mean, but we never talked about it. I always wondered if she knew, but if she did, I don’t understand why she wouldn’t tell me.” 

			“Your sister, she seemed really special. Kind. I felt protective over them, a bit, they reminded me of my partner and  I—she’d wanted to be an artist, too, when we were young. I don’t know why she didn’t tell you, but she seemed good, happy.” 

			“Thank you.” 

			She hugs me, and we stand in silence for a minute, looking at the paintings that Eleni made. 

			“Jill? Did you know Ćazi well?” 

			“Ćazi? She came here about as often as Eleni, why?” 

			“I’m trying to find her. I don’t know how to.” 

			“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you with that. I haven’t seen her.” 

			“Thank you. For everything.” 

			I mean it. As much as these secrets feel like a loss, they are also the first real thing of Eleni’s I’ve found: the paintings, the memorial—all proof of how she was loved, that she left her mark on her world. 

			“I hope you can find her.” 

			I look at the painting one more time. We both do. “Okay, bye.” I adjust my bag. 

			“Hey, Isadora? Don’t be a stranger, come by sometime.” 

			I surprise myself by giving her one more hug before walking back out into the day. 

			That night, at Uncle Theo’s, I highlight how to get to the gallery on the map before sliding Eleni’s photo back into its place on the nightstand. I put the Polaroid I found into the envelope of Eleni’s things, telling myself it wasn’t mine to take, and that I’ll return it to its owner in time. 

			
			The gallery’s windows are polished, revealing the sleek marble floors and banisters inside. A white stand holds an arrangement of orchids. Otherwise, except for the receptionist, who barely lifts her head to greet me, it is almost empty. I walk through each room, searching for a familiar shading, but find nothing that seems like it could be hers. In the quiet, I am aware of each scuff of my shoe, every small noise my presence makes. 

			Finding nothing, I return to the front desk. The receptionist doesn’t look up. After a couple of moments, she raises her eyes. “Hi, can I help you?” 

			“I was looking for a painting by Eleni Barnes I was told is here. Maybe there’s someone who knows where it might be?” 

			She goes to get the gallerist, who comes out of the back room. I can tell she was still in the middle of eating, and I get the sense that I have intruded on some central routine in both women’s days. The gallerist looks at me from her position behind the desk. 

			“Hi, I was looking for my sister’s painting—Eleni Barnes. It’s supposed to be on display here.” I feel a clutch of hope and try not to look too excited or agitated in front of these two women. 

			The gallerist’s eyes seem fixed on something between the other woman’s computer screen and where I’m standing.

			“I can’t offer information on future showings to anyone but the artist until the acquisition list goes public. It’ll be open to the public in a month. You can come see it if you like.”

			
			I have been holding my breath, and now exhale. She doesn’t know Eleni is dead. How would she? If I tell them and they hadn’t known she was gone, could they stop the exhibition of her painting? This is the last chance for Eleni’s art to be shown like this. I can’t take it from her. 

			I have an idea. “Right. Of course. It’s just that she’s out of the country, see. She’s worried about the handling since she can’t check. Look, I can show you a picture, I really am her younger sister.” 

			“I can’t give out anything on behalf of artists unless I have their approval in writing. Sorry.” The woman says this more firmly.

			Silently, I throw a Hail Mary. “Is there some way I could at least get a photo of the painting? To send to her.” 

			“No, sorry.” 

			She doesn’t say it unkindly, but I can tell it is time for me to go. 

			The hope I felt earlier releases, then deflates somewhere inside my chest. I don’t know what else I can say or do to get to Eleni’s painting. I nod and say thank you, leaving before I start to cry.

			It’s so strange, I think, that there are still places where people believe my sister is alive. I feel like I am existing in two worlds: the world I knew with Eleni, and the world where Eleni is gone.

			As I walk home, I keep thinking, When did I become an interloper in her life? I cannot find any defining moment that marked our lives’ separation, where I lost my place in hers. I wonder if I did something to make her hate me, if I  wouldn’t have known it if I did. Maybe I was always on the outside of Eleni’s life and had never noticed until now that I was not allowed in its internal structure. I only knew its broader scaffolding. 

			By the time I get home, it’s almost 1 p.m. Back in her old room again, I sit on the floor and call Ani. The fragrance of the peonies clings to the air, making it heady and stuffy with their perfume. It feels a bit like a taunt: the reminder of another unknown of Eleni’s. While I wait for Ani to pick up the phone, I close my eyes, taking a deep breath and counting to five between each inhale.

			Neither of us speaks for a moment. I hear her earring clattering against the phone and the sound of her quiet, steady breathing. 

			“Hi?”  

			At the sound of her voice, my breath goes jagged with relief almost immediately, and I start to cry. Between each gulp of air, I manage to tell her about the apartment, the school, the bar, and the gallery, that I’ve found nothing, really, except further evidence that I was a bad sister. I can tell that I’m not making sense, but I don’t know how to put the pieces together in the retelling. 

			Ani listens quietly for a while before saying, “You should rest today, okay? I’m coming tomorrow for class anyway. If you meet me before, we can try that gallery again. It’s ridiculous that they wouldn’t let you see it.”

			“Okay,” I say. 

			“Isadora?”

			“Yes?”

			
			“Be gentler to yourself.”

			Ani’s voice is unusually soft. I’m a little ashamed, hearing the caution in her tone. It’s the same way I speak to my mother when I find her wearing Eleni’s old shirt or trying to cook without having turned the stove on. I worry that I am becoming incomplete, like her: that one day when she looks at me, all Ani will find is an empty space. One day I will evaporate into nothing. Maybe the disappearing will begin slowly—a nail one day, a shadow over part of my face the next. But I know, one day Ani will look at the place where my hands once were and find nothing there. Some flaw of my genetic coding will have manifested. Maybe, she’d choose to gather each shadow into a person, to switch the stove on and make sure I remembered to click off the flame. I hope she won’t. I worry, one day, Ani won’t laugh her tangled sound, cup my chin to try to kiss my face, wildly and hard enough that I feel it on the skin for a while after. That some gossamer thread of invisibility is already webbing through my face. That, eventually, she’ll realize that when I see myself, I see mainly Eleni’s eyes staring back at me. 

			I watch Ani walk out of the station. So often, I’ve imagined her taking the train here and back every Friday, swishing through the terminal at Penn Station early in the morning. Walking back and forth to her violin lessons with the quiet force that will come alive when she plays. I wonder sometimes if that’s what it’s like to be truly gifted at something. If giftedness is what provides her that kind of gravity that can tug a person through the years of their life.  A force that clarifies each forward movement as an inevitability due to the sheer power of the talent that suffuses everything she does, everything Ani touches, with a shine. 

			I watch her knot her fingers and crack her knuckles before she slides through the end of the terminal, lifting her violin case above the last step and out into the street until she arrives in front of me. She has on a knitted green scarf that’s too warm for this time of year and at odds with the rest of her clothing. I catch myself wondering where it was from, if, like with Eleni, there were swathes of her life that I didn’t know and never would. She sets her violin case down against the side of the marble hall and she leans in, giving me a cool dry kiss on the mouth and holding her hand against my hair. I feel warmth as she presses her palm against my ear, gently, and lean into it for a moment before she moves beyond my reach and starts walking down the street.

			Her violin case knocks against the back of her legs in a way that I know she’s oblivious to, and in a way that I also know will leave a bruise that never fully goes away because she will knock into herself again tomorrow. She’s walking as though we are already late to something—her stride is so purposeful that I have to jog a little to keep up. 

			“Ani, what are you doing?” I call out. 

			“We’re going to the gallery. I only have an hour before my lessons, we have to get there quickly.” 

			I admire, as always, that Ani can choose to do something and execute it immediately. Sometimes I feel like I am one of the automated vacuum cleaners that Eleni had bought our parents. The Roombas usually met their untimely demise at  the top of our stairs or when the chargers were inevitably lost. I’d find each Roomba stuck in the corner, unable to turn around, eventually emitting a few solitary beeps before dying. 

			As we hurry toward the gallery, I focus only on the sound of Ani’s steps, trying to match their rhythm and cadence until we arrive. Ani opens the door with a sense of purpose. Her bright eyes scan the room as she walks to the receptionist’s desk, setting her violin case down against the table of orchids. The receptionist has taken off her glasses. Without them she looks younger and a little apologetic, almost demure. She angles her computer screen away from Ani’s view. 

			Ani looks down at her and speaks with a clear, assured customer-service voice, one she learned from watching her mother wrangle business owners and anxious brides.

			“May I speak to the person in charge of art deliveries?” 

			I stand at the entrance to the room, looking at Ani. 

			The receptionist nods. “One moment.” 

			She walks into the back room. Ani shrugs at me. 

			The gallerist comes out. Though it’s warm today, she’s holding a thermos of hot tea. She crosses from the desk to Ani and asks, in the same tone that a prekindergarten teacher would use, “What can I help you with?”

			Ani clicks her finger against the desk once, then stops: the only sign that she’s nervous. 

			“A while ago, a painting by Eleni Barnes was dropped off here. This”—she gestures to me—“is her sister. We understand you can’t show the piece itself, but the artist is out of the country, and we need to confirm that it was delivered on her behalf.” 

			
			Ani looks at me and narrows her eyes, as though trying to discern if I’m following along.

			“We think there may have been some kind of mistake on your end, with confirming the delivery. That’s why she sent us here,” Ani continues. 

			“Of course, but you know she should have gotten an email about the showing, confirming we got the piece, and updating her on the dates for the viewing and handling.” 

			“She’s in Antarctica,” I say, lying, and wishing I was better at it. “Looking at migration habits of birds. For a new piece. The puffins. How they survive. On winter nights, it’s been proven it’s the coldest environment in the world—” Ani cuts me a look and I trail off.  

			The gallerist doesn’t say anything, just looks at me blankly. I feel my face get hot under her gaze. 

			“One moment.” 

			She leaves and then comes back with a manila folder. She rifles through stacks of different paper slips before finding the one she is looking for, then sets it on the counter. 

			“There,” she says. “Signed and dated at drop off.” The gallerist frowns. “Are you sure this isn’t a mistake?”

			Ani steps forward. “So forgetful. You must know how it is, artists, let me just take a picture of this to remind her.” Just as swiftly, she gathers her case and turns to go, beckoning for me to follow as she goes back out to the street. 

			“I’m so sorry, Ani, I wasted your time by going back there again.” 

			“Ia? The painting was delivered one week after she died.”

			
			I look at the photo of the delivery slip to make sure I am reading the date correctly. There it is. One week after Eleni died—in small, typed print, Delivered by Eleni Barnes, February 7. But it couldn’t have been. I look at the signature. The handwriting is not hers, either. Below it, a strange phone number is written in the same scratchy writing. 

			“You should call the number. I think it was Ćazi.” 

			She squeezes my hand as I dial. We listen to the ringing together, and for the first time, I question if I really want to know the answers I have been searching for, if I should just give up and go home. 

			Then I hear a voice at the other end. “Hello?” 

			I don’t know what to say. The voice speaks again. “Uh, hi, who is this?” 

			“Hi, this is Eleni’s sister, Isadora? Who is this?” 

			The voice on the other end catches. “Hi, Ia. I’m Ćazi.” 

			“Ćazi, hi. I’ve been trying to find you, um, I found some letters, and Eleni’s painting at Mosaic?” 

			In front of me, Ani rocks onto the tips of her feet, in excitement. I worry about asking too much too quickly, that I might make her uncomfortable.

			“Right, Mosaic. Are you in New York then?” Ćazi speaks after what feels like a long pause. “Maybe we could meet this afternoon at the Bosnian Cultural Center in Midtown?” 

			“Yeah, I am. Of course.” 

			“I won’t have much time today, I have to be there for an event tonight, but you could come by around one if it’s not too short notice.” 

			“I will. It’s not.” 

			
			“Okay, see you soon,” Ćazi says. Then she hangs up. 

			For the first time, I feel a glimmer of hope and reach out to grab Ani’s hand. Ani’s face is lined with the kind of worry that is hard to separate, at times, from care.

			“Are you sure you’ll be okay? I could come as backup.” 

			“Thank you, but you’ve done so much. I wouldn’t have thought to try that.” 

			I turn to kiss her cheek, and catch her mouth. She pulls me closer and kisses me back before she rushes off. I wonder if luck is a form of relativity: The greater the significance, the more it warps the space around it. 

			The gates of the Bosnian Cultural Center are stained with rust and covered in red roses and ivy up and down the sides. Two guards watch me as I walk back to the street and stand there, trying to prepare what to say, what I will ask her. I am scared that her answers will be disappointing, or that they will reveal that I am right. 

			I’m still thinking about this when she comes up behind me and touches my shoulder, very lightly. I turn around and I am startled to see her in real life, the same black hair, the same eyes, shining a little, with tears.

			“Ia, hi,” she says. 

			Ćazi wipes her eyes quickly, looking away from me as she does, like she doesn’t want me to see. My hurt wavers. How selfish of me, I think. I have been so focused on what Eleni had kept from me, that I forgot that Ćazi has lost her, too. 

			We sit at one of the tables on the edge of the asphalt  garden where the bright red and pink roses twist from the gates to the stones on the ground, a strange contrast to the armed security guards who walk over, and, seeing Ćazi, who waves at them, retreat back to their post. 

			I look at my hands, and then look up again. I should comfort her. I know it would be the right thing to do, but knowing what this grief feels like, I don’t know what I could offer. 

			“Are you okay?” It’s a feeble question, I know. 

			She wipes her eyes again and nods—which isn’t true, of course, but I nod back. It’s so strange to see her as a real person, and not a figment of Eleni’s anecdotes from her life away from me. In a way, it’s a relief to know that Eleni’s life was not as unfulfilled as it may have seemed from the outside. But at the same time, it hurts to know that I was one of the ones on the outside. That I didn’t know her happiness, if she was happy, if she had loved anyone before Ćazi. 

			It’s the details that make up a person, I think. The small tragedies, the little facts, her burnt toast and peonies, and that her favorite paintings were of the sunset over the village where the family of one of the first impressionist painters lived, and of his mother, who was murdered during the Armenian genocide. It was not, she said, because of its sentimentality, but because of how delicately he painted the edge of the light. That she loathed Saturdays, and remembered everything except to deadbolt the front door at night—strange, for someone otherwise so thoughtful. And though she never knew this, I always waited until she  fell asleep every night then crept back to slide the bolt into place, checking three and a half times before going upstairs and, as soundlessly as possible, climbing back into bed. 

			Where do we begin? I think. What answer could she give me that would let me know that despite her secrets I knew who my sister was, and that I understood Eleni in the essential way that only a younger sister can, somewhere between knowing and idolizing. 

			“I have so many questions,” I say. 

			She studies me for a long minute. “You look so much like her. Her eyes are the same color, the same shape, exactly. Were, I mean.” 

			“You two were together for a while?” I blurt out.

			“Almost three years.” 

			I can’t read her expression, if she’s sad, or hurt. She looks away from me, blinking away tears once, then twice, before wiping her face with her sleeve and turning back. 

			“One thousand and ninety-two days is a long time to be with someone,” I say, trying to make her feel better. 

			She smiles a little. “It’s so good to meet you.” 

			I press my hand against the warm metal tabletop to steady myself. The table has a blue-and-green diamond-shaped pattern on the edges, and I pretend to inspect the tiling until I’m ready to meet her gaze again. 

			“Ćazi, why didn’t she tell me? I’ve been trying to understand why she didn’t want me to know, or who else she told?” 

			Ćazi looks sad. “I don’t know, it always—I was always hurt that she didn’t tell you, that she didn’t ever introduce us. I never understood why. She knew that you wouldn’t  have an issue with it. I only met your uncle, but he thought we were just friends. I think that it was probably easier to lie to him. It’s different from opening up to your sister.” 

			It should be a relief to hear that Eleni gave no reason, no proof that I had done something wrong, something that could have pushed her away from me without realizing it. But I feel disappointed. I’d hoped for a clear answer. I thought Ćazi could fix the feeling that I was Eleni’s burden. I thought finding her could bring what I thought we had back. 

			Our parents were an embarrassment, I knew that. I’ve been drawing an artificial line between them and me to keep out the truth I have known since the night I found her letters. I was a burden to her. Maybe I’d known it all along, and just tried to convince myself there was another answer that could be found. She never told me because she was ashamed of me. Of our lonely, unhemmed life. Now that I feel like I have found the answer I came here for, I wish I didn’t.

			“Ćazi, I think she was embarrassed of our parents, you know. I think she didn’t want you to really see how eccentric things are at the house. I think she was embarrassed of all of it, really. She was embarrassed of me, too.” 

			“No, Ia. Eleni loved you so much. She talked about you all the time, she was so proud of you.” She begins again: “She wanted what was best for you and wanted you to have everything she didn’t. Everything she couldn’t give you, that your parents couldn’t. I don’t know why she didn’t tell you about us, or why she wouldn’t invite me home  to meet you. I know it wasn’t about you. If anything, I thought it must be something about me, or that she wasn’t sure enough about me to introduce me to you.” Ćazi looks like she might cry, and starts picking at the cuticle on her index finger. 

			“I never knew you were more than her best friend,” I say. “But I saw how proud she was when she’d talk of you. There was something I’d sense in her tone, but I never knew what it was before. It always felt like something that was closed to me, that I couldn’t reach. It was happiness, I think now. Peace, maybe. The way her voice would get softer when she’d say your name. I don’t know the reason, but I know it wasn’t you.” 

			“I’m so sorry.” Ćazi is crying now, and raises a hand to stop me from getting up. “You didn’t do anything.” 

			I look around for something I can offer her as a tissue but find only a paper napkin wrapped around a cup of dried sour cherries and nuts that Uncle Theo wouldn’t let me leave the house without accepting. I shake them loose and out onto the stones. I wonder if the guards are watching, if this will be another embarrassment, as I hand the napkin to her across the table. Several pigeons descend and begin fighting over the nuts. 

			She dabs at her face. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t come to the funeral. I wanted to, I did. I wanted to get in touch with you, to talk about it. But she wasn’t ready to come out when she died and I don’t know—I felt like I might be betraying her if I went. I didn’t want to go against Eleni’s wishes like that, even after she was gone.”  

			
			“I am sorry, I wish you could have been there.” I worry I am making her feel worse. 

			On the stones behind us, several of the pigeons pick over the last few cherries. Ćazi doesn’t notice, or if she does, she doesn’t react. The birds settle near the bed of roses and start foraging for walnut fragments. I look closer and see a plaque that says the bushes of burgundy flowers were imported from Sarajevo. 

			“I found some of your letters, when I was looking at her things, which is how I found out you were together. I’ve wondered a lot about how you’ve been. I know what it feels like to lose Eleni, but not in the way that you did.” 

			“It’s strange. Like the life that we had started together before Eleni died is just gone. Like it was never real, or something.” She wipes her face again with the napkin. “And you found the painting, right? That’s how you got my number.” 

			I nod.

			“Eleni worked on that one for two years. She—almost every day I would see her looking at the canvas studying it, this distant expression on her face, like she was somewhere else. She wouldn’t let me see it until it was done this winter. She hadn’t dropped it off before she died, and I knew how important it was to her, how excited she was when the gallery took it. One of her professors introduced her to the gallerist. She had seen Eleni working on the painting and told her about it, and the woman who owns Mosaic tracked her down. I had to make sure that—I don’t know. I thought I should have told you. I should have asked permission before  I dropped it off, but I just felt like I had to do this one last thing for her,” she says, finishing a little shakily. 

			“I’m glad you did. Really.” 

			“You know, she was so gifted, but she was so hard on herself. She never thought she did enough, never thought she did anything well. It’s like she was always trying to achieve some form of perfection that no human can. This, like, impossibly far-off target. And because she always tried to land on it, she could never see how good she was at anything, really. How kind, how hardworking, how funny, how smart, how beautiful. She just always saw only that she fell a few points off from it. I’ve never seen someone like that, as extraordinary as Eleni, but so completely in denial of it.” 

			“My Uncle Theo always said most geniuses feel that way.” 

			She looks at me quizzically. “It’s easy to feel alone if you live like that.” 

			“Do you think she felt like she was alone?” 

			The thought of Eleni feeling lonely somehow feels more unbearable than knowing she died feeling like she had never accomplished anything or that her work wasn’t of worth. I wonder if that was why Eleni hid things. If she felt like separating her life into discrete categories protected each part from the other’s imperfections. 

			“Do you?” 

			“I wouldn’t know, I’m not like that, like Eleni. I always had her.”

			“That’s not what she said, you know.” Ćazi smiles a little. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Eleni, she always said that you . . . you were brilliant.  She was so proud of you, of all the things that she knew you would do, the way you were.” 

			I shake my head. “She was embarrassed of me. That’s why she didn’t want us to meet. I saw the letter she sent you, about how I was talking about the lemon varieties at the grocery store. I worry that I was embarrassing to her.” 

			Ćazi reaches over the table and puts her hand on my arm. There’s something in her face, a kind of intensity, and for a moment, it’s as if she’s conjured Eleni. “Never say that, never think that. It couldn’t be further from true.” 

			I don’t know how to say it’s hard for me to believe her. She startles a bit when she checks her slim gold watch for the time, then looks around apologetically. 

			I’m not ready to let go of her yet. Now that I’ve found Ćazi, I don’t think I can say goodbye. I’m not ready to leave the piece of Eleni that lives on within her, too. 

			“Do you think we can . . . do you think we can keep in touch? I have all your letters. Maybe I could bring them to you. I don’t want to bother you, though, it’s okay.” 

			“Of course.” She squeezes my hand. “Do you want to see the painting?”

			I had been so caught up with my questions about Eleni, somehow I had forgotten to ask. “Of course, of course I do.” 

			She nods almost resolutely as if she’s made some silent agreement with herself. “We’ll go tomorrow morning.” 

			She finishes gathering her things from the table. I look around us at the official-looking building. There is a small influx of people wearing formal, dark-colored clothing. 

			“You work here?” I ask, stalling the goodbye. 

			
			“I do. I think I’ll stay while I finish school, and maybe for good. I like it.” 

			“What do you do?”

			“A lot of people left during the war, and are still trying to find their family members who disappeared or died. It’s hard for them, you know. I try to help them.” She falters. 

			“I think we forget how easy it is to lose people. After the war, so many were dead and so many victims weren’t found. Many survivors were separated from their families and couldn’t find them. Different organizations photographed things that belonged to the people found in mass graves, and published a book of things so their relatives identify their belongings. Now, people sometimes still come in to see if their family members have been found. We go through the registry of missing and unidentified persons to try and help. But that doesn’t give them answers.” 

			“Did you and Eleni work together? I remember she was learning how to do anatomy sketches, to draw people’s faces from their bones.” 

			“Maybe it’s conceited, but I always thought she might have been interested in that because of me.” Her expression soft with the memory, she says, “I mostly grew up with my aunt in Brighton Beach. A lot of my family went missing, too. It’s just her, her son, and his kids in Sarajevo. I don’t know, I always thought that Eleni, maybe she did it a little bit for me, but I knew she always wanted to do this sort of thing, too, filling in gaps. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow morning, okay? And, um, if you need anything, you know how to call me.” 

			
			The way she says it sounds like Eleni.  

			“Thank you so much, Ćazi.” She gives me a careful hug, before I watch her smooth the light blue skirt she’s wearing and walk inside the center. 

			At home I only tell Uncle Theo that I reached out to Eleni’s friend, Ćazi, and that she’s coming to the house tomorrow, but nothing more. 

			Lying awake in bed that night, I think about how Ćazi spends her days going through little pieces of other people’s ghosts, and how it must feel to be able to find missing people for other families and bring home their bones, but not to find her own. I wonder if she ever thinks of what belonging of Eleni’s would make her know, truly and deeply, that she was gone.

			It occurs to me that I had always only thought of the moment that Eleni was dying, and what it was like for her. If she was scared or in pain in her last moments. I had always believed she had been alone in her bed when it happened. But Ćazi must have been asleep next to her. She would have been the last thing Eleni knew before she was gone. I hadn’t thought of how it must have been for her to wake up that morning, maybe reaching to hold her for a few moments before they got up, or reaching to wake her up to stop her alarm, when she found Eleni’s skin was cold. It’s a relief that she wasn’t alone when she died, but the image of Ćazi waking and reaching out to her, the first moments of realization, are unbearable. 

			When I think about everything that I still don’t know about my sister, my stomach hurts. I think about Eleni, and  how hard she was on herself: how, despite having every gift, despite being as brilliant, as kind, as exceptional as she was, she was the only one who did not see it. I think of how lonely Ćazi said it was to be gifted. 

			It’s hard for me to believe that Eleni could have seen what Ćazi said she saw in me. I don’t have gifts, not really. There’s nothing about me that’s special in a precious, intangible way that changes the electricity in a room. Not in the way that Eleni was, or in the way Ani is. I worry I’ll spend the rest of my life searching for the potential Eleni saw, and falling short of finding it. 

			I wonder again, as I do, always, when the day has closed and I’m alone again, if Eleni felt it coming. If in some way she knew that she would never need to learn to be kind to herself, that she would never return to the Adriatic Sea and float in the salty water again and that she would never watch the face of the woman she loved begin to crease with age around her eyes. 
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Sometimes I think that if I had known the last thing I was going to say to Eleni would have been about butterflies, I would have chosen a different fact. Another thing very few people know about butterflies is that they drink the tears of reptiles to fulfill their need for sodium. Reptiles shed tears to cool down in the heat, not because of emotion. It was Eleni who told me this. 

			Nine years ago, I saw two of the neighbor’s kids in the street throwing rocks at a stray dog. One of their rocks hit the dog. I heard him yelp. I didn’t know what to do so I ran back inside to find Eleni. It was too late when we got back—the kids had left. The dog limped over to us. Eleni picked him up and carried him back to the house, where she put him in the sink and gently washed mud and detangled  mats from his fur. “Look, it’s just a scratch, he’s okay,” but I couldn’t look; I felt too guilty for not having been able to stop the kids earlier.

			Eleni filled a paper plate with leftover chicken cacciatore and bent down to stroke the wet, shivering little bundle as he ate it. The dog nuzzled into her, licking her leg. “You’re a little love, huh?” She laughed, holding him up. For a week, she cosseted him like a baby. She named the dog Nonno as a joke, because she would watch old movies about the Mafia with me while we’d wait for our parents to come home. At night, she’d sleep holding Nonno in the crook of her arm. 

			It turned out Nonno had belonged to an old woman in the neighborhood who had been moved into a nursing home. When Eleni tracked down the woman’s son in Iowa, he just said, “Keep it.” Every time Eleni left the room, Nonno would cry for her to return, nudging me with his damp little nose to bring Eleni back. Eleni begged our parents to keep him every day for weeks, but they refused, and eventually, Uncle Theo agreed to take him. Nonno tolerated almost everyone and, in time, loved Uncle Theo, but he’d say, “Nonno only breathes for Eleni,” and it wasn’t untrue. He’d start wheezing with joy at the sound of her step, somehow recognizing it even from the street outside the house, so overwhelmed when he’d see her that he’d throw himself into her arms, becoming temporarily airborne as he scrambled to lick her face. “Eleni is his true owner. I’m just his keeper,” Uncle Theo would say. 

			
			When he sees me reading on the couch, or sitting at the kitchen table, Nonno shoots up, his ears pointed and alert. He always whines a little when I call to him and he realizes I am not her. This morning, I scoop him up, and he acquiesces, relaxing into my lap. I look down at his sad, buggy little eyes, his gray whiskered face. I wonder if dogs can feel grief, if love transcends species that much, and if he knows, in some way, that Eleni didn’t leave him behind on purpose. I feed him my toast, as if in consolation for these thoughts. 

			Uncle Theo comes downstairs to start his commute to Rutgers, where he teaches comparative politics three times a week and “tinkers” on a book he says he doesn’t intend to write. He lingers in the living room doorway. “Are you okay by yourself?” 

			I nod, don’t look up at him. 

			He’s only asked once if I’ve heard from any schools, and I said I was still waiting. I don’t tell him that the deadline to accept my admission and enroll at CCNY is 12:00 p.m. today. If he finds out, I think I can say I forgot or that I never saw the acceptance in the first place and didn’t know. It seems safer than telling him the truth: that every classroom could only feel like Eleni’s. Every day, I would just be searching the halls for her ghost. 

			As Nonno sleeps next to me, I start to write. The notebook is getting full. I have to flip to find a blank page. 

			
			Two feelings I don’t know the words for:

			
					The sudden knowledge that you will one day lose someone, which makes it hard to swallow. 

					Once, Eleni told me a story about a painting she made in Sarajevo. She said there was a memorial for everyone killed during the genocide, and that every year since the war ended, people gathered there and left little gifts, like flowers and mementos. Eleni said she made a painting when she went with Ćazi, and that she propped it up where it wouldn’t be in the way of anything. I asked her what the painting was of, but she changed the subject. Now, I will always wonder if it was of Ćazi’s relatives and she didn’t want to say, or if she put it on the side of the wall where it would be left undiscovered because she never wanted anyone to see it at all. I thought the idea was beautiful: leaving a painting that no one else would see. It seemed like a pure gesture.

			

			When I am done writing, it is still only eleven in the morning. I decide to occupy the last hour before the deadline by flipping through my notebook. It’s getting full. The pages in my first entries are strained from rereading. The last entries from before Eleni died were facts on the 1991-1992 South Ossetia War, observations on the behavior of adolescents involved in band practice in the DMV area, and notes  on how elephants process emotions. After that, every entry was about Eleni. Her absence eclipsed the rest of the world. 

			On my eleventh birthday, Eleni bought me a book of facts. It included everything from facts about different kinds of storms to celebrities that have killed people. I would recite my lists to her while she got ready for school. Standing at the entrance to the bathroom and watching her brush her teeth, I yelled, “Five rare facts about ancient Egypt!” 

			“Please, don’t,” Eleni said, spitting her toothpaste into the sink and rinsing her mouth out.  

			I followed her downstairs as she was lacing her shoes. “What if I did a list of rare facts about you? Five Rare Facts about Eleni Barnes: 1. She got a C on her math exam. This is her lowest grade—she has an A average, which is the ninety-ninth percentile. 2. She once got bitten by a spider—” 

			She cut me off. “Please, just stop.” 

			I stood in front of her, looking down as she sat cross-legged on the floor.

			“Ia, I thought the book might help you talk to kids in your class. That maybe you could tell them some of the facts you’d found.”

			On the walk to school, feeling a little conciliatory, and so that Eleni wouldn’t be sad, I told her that, actually, The Book of Facts had some flaws. There was an incongruity in the list of seventy sex positions ranked from best to worst in the first edition: They ranked The Starfish, where two people lie with their arms and legs spread out, only connecting the center of each one’s pelvis, as one of the worst at number five, however, they ranked a nearly identical position called  The Crepe at seventeen. There’s no difference between them, except that couples could look at each other’s face in the latter and could not in the former. Maybe this could be fixed in future editions. It has been a long time since the book was originally published in 1975, but still, I said, if they didn’t notice the mistake before now, maybe they should. 

			Eleni stopped walking and stood very still on the road in front of me. I watched her clench and unclench her hands. “My God, Ia, please—just.” Her voice sounded strangled. She stopped talking and didn’t finish her sentence. 

			“Just what?” I stopped skipping and slowed behind her. 

			“Nothing. Nothing.” 

			She looked like she might cry. I tried to walk quietly behind her the rest of the way. 

			She dropped me off at the middle school next door. “Ia? Don’t tell the last fact, about The Crepe or something, to anyone at school today, okay?” She bent down to say it into my ear so no one would hear. 

			At eleven, I knew little about regret, but I soon discovered its sensation. Six years later, it has become more fixed and permanent than any other natural phenomenon I know. Who would she have been if she had someone to crimp at the details of each day for her, and if she hadn’t had to do that for me when there was no one else to? Would she have been happier, or lighter, somehow? Maybe, I think—and my stomach hurts every time I entertain this thought—she would not have died from a pulmonary embolism at twenty-two. Statistically, a person is the least likely to die between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four. I read that  the leading cause of a pulmonary embolism was stress. I think that I killed her. If I could have taken care of myself, if I was responsible, or better, somehow, at something, during all those years, she would have stayed. Maybe I think what I’ve really been searching for is the confirmation that it’s my fault. The certainty of my guilt. 

			When the deadline has come and passed, I collect the Polaroid, letters, sketches, and photos I brought from home and bring them downstairs, stacking them neatly on the coffee table. Altogether, everything I found could barely fill a shoebox. Nonno must recognize Ćazi’s step because he’s already barking and wiggling excitedly. When I open the door, he shoots out and starts jumping on her. She clucks familiarly before carrying him, still wiggling, into the entryway and sets him down where he proceeds to lick the straps of her shoes.

			“Sorry, I guess he’s excited to see you.” 

			“Is that right, lijep?” She bends down again, picking him back up.

			He wriggles higher into her arms in response, casting me a look of what I think is slight disapproval, as though I’d kept her from him. 

			A crinkle of grief forms in her expression. I’ve brought Ćazi to her own ghost hall. I envision her holding Nonno while Eleni, a little drunk on wine, danced in the kitchen. Mornings spent spinning the dials on Uncle Theo’s international news radio that receives broadcasts from ten countries before choosing which one she’d settle on as they drank their coffee. 

			
			When she sits in the living room, I pick up the stack of belongings. “Here—this is everything I found at home. I found this photo at the memorial at school, too.” 

			I hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to part with them. They’re not mine. I know that—that they were always Ćazi’s—but last night I looked at each photograph of Eleni and tried to memorize it. I was scared that when I didn’t have the images anymore, my memory of this version of her would be lost. I would begin to forget what she had looked like in these pictures, where she was so different as to be almost unrecognizable, where, I’d like to think, she was happy. 

			Ćazi must sense this because she looks a little pained when she takes the stack. I notice she’s trying not to cry, that she slides each thing carefully—gently, as though made of gossamer—into her purse and then closes her bag, keeping her eyes averted like she doesn’t want to risk making contact. I think she must want a moment alone with Eleni. Or maybe she doesn’t want to cry here. 

			“Are you sure?” 

			“Of course, they’re yours,” I reply. 

			“Oh. Thank you.” 

			“I don’t know the right way to ask it, but did you have any of her things? Like, to remember her with?” For the first time, I realize, selfishly, that I had not thought of this earlier. Of course she would want something belonging to Eleni, too, something to keep her here a little longer. 

			“I didn’t have a lot, actually, aside from what we’d kept at my old apartment when she’d stay over. Someone  came—was hired, I think—to clean out her dorm and I never got the chance to go through anything.” 

			“I’m sorry.” I think of how lonely she must have felt, and try to hide the regret. “It must have been hard to not get to go through her things after.” 

			“It made it feel less real, for a while,” Ćazi says quietly, as though Eleni is in the room with us and could startle.

			“I didn’t tell them that Eleni had died. I got scared they wouldn’t show her work if I did,” I say when we arrive at the gallery.

			“Maybe you should before the show happens, though?” 

			“I will. But if it’s okay, I don’t want to today.” 

			Just for today, I like the idea that in this building, Eleni is still alive and off in the Antarctic. In some alternate dimension, she’s finishing her journey, rolling her dried canvases into a cardboard tube, or maybe quietly looking out at the tundra, thinking of her day’s work. 

			Inside, I watch Ćazi and the gallerist I met talk in low, quiet tones. The receptionist looks a little different and it takes me a moment to realize that she’s not chewing her gum. She smiles at me before disappearing into the back. When the gallerist returns with the painting, it is much smaller than I expected. It fits in her arms easily. I wonder why Eleni spent so many years on something so small. The gallerist sets the plastic bubble-wrapped package down on a stand and begins opening it. As we watch, I inhale, count to ten, and then exhale. Ćazi looks nervous, too, and I wonder why, since she has seen it already. 

			
			The gallerist pulls back the final plastic sheet and holds the painting up into the light. It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the painting. For a moment, I can’t breathe. The blue bordering the canvas is so bright it is like a piece of sky. I can only see a corner of the canvas, so I edge closer, almost bumping into Ćazi. It’s a shocking shade of blue. I take a step forward to see more of the shapes moving in the center of the painting now. I’m looking into our bedroom, which is inside the stretched branches of a pomegranate tree. The room is inside one of the tree’s pomegranates painted red and gilded at the tips. The pomegranate looks ripe, and twists on the branch. 

			Beneath the tree, I see three girls. The face of one is hidden by her dark hair as if she doesn’t want anyone to see her. I wonder if she is meant to be Ćazi. The second girl looks a little like a starker version of Eleni. I take another step forward. It seems the third girl is meant to be me. But I don’t recognize my own face in her. I see only Eleni’s eyes, the eyes that we share, looking up at me. She’s the only one whose gaze meets the viewer, the only one who’s aware she’s being seen.

			I look at the hidden face of the first girl, and I see Eleni hiding who she had really been. I wonder which girl is her, if she meant to show the person she could have been if she hadn’t chosen to hide herself in the way she did for so long. At the bottom of the painting, in Eleni’s delicate handwriting, is the title: The Weight of One Pomegranate. I stare at the painting for so long that I can’t tell how much time has gone.

			
			“Sorry, Ćazi, do you have to go? I’m sure you have things to do.”

			She shakes her head no, which I am sure is a lie, and then thanks the gallerist, who pulls the wrapping back over the painting and retreats. 

			Ćazi walks me back to the subway and hugs me one more time before she leaves. I watch her walking away, cradling the bag gently to her chest, as if shielding it from the crowd around her. I wonder if she’s going home to have a private moment with Eleni’s things. I think that Ćazi should not be left alone to grieve, though I don’t know what I can give, what comfort I could ever offer under the weight of Eleni’s absence. 

			When I get off the subway, Ani calls me. “I might have to come in for the day, actually. I have sheet music to pick up.” It’s a lie, I know. 

			I think that I could die tomorrow. It is so easy to make small choices without considering that I could die before getting to reconsider them. Like Eleni’s, our bodies could just let go soundlessly, and without any prior warning. So I ask Ani if she wants to come over after she’s done, and say that my uncle will be gone until later tonight. 

			At home, I wonder if I should arrange my things in the room differently, if I should attempt to shave again, or if I have missed any key preparations that could make me more appealing than I am. 

			Ani is humming to herself when I open the door. Her face is bright with the day she’s been living without me.  Looking at her standing in the doorway, I think, for a second, that I could take the leap I see in my dreams, because I know, one day, I’ll have to learn how to let Eleni go. One day when I look at the sky, maybe I won’t see what has been lost, but will see what is left instead. Ani keeps humming her aria, her face tilted up to the sky. It has started to rain. In this moment, I feel like I have always loved her. After Eleni, I thought maybe it would be better to not love at all. I tell myself it’s better this way, not to risk another loss, when her back is turned to me and I can see the spiraling curls at the nape of her neck, when she touches me so lightly, as if afraid I will break underneath her fingers. 

			Ani walks past me to go inside, bending over to pet Nonno. “Poppet! Look at you.” 

			She sets her things down and goes into the kitchen, where she washes her hands in the peculiar, methodical way she has of rinsing under each knuckle, before she stands in front of the fridge.

			“Do you have anything to eat?” 

			I pull out different tubs of the food Uncle Theo has left for me: olives and the remnants of a fish cooked in lemons, and we eat it cold, on the floor of the kitchen, while Ani cups little handfuls of fish and bread and feeds them to Nonno. 

			When she’s done eating, we go upstairs. Awkwardly, I insist on carrying her violin case for her, wondering as it knocks against my legs if it will leave the same size and shape of bruise as hers. I hope it will. 

			“How was your day?” I falter again.

			
			“It’s been okay. How was yours?” 

			“It was good. I saw Eleni’s painting this morning.”

			I wonder if I have made a mistake in hoping for so much when I can offer so little. Ani sits on the edge of the bed. I sit down next to her. I want to tell her that I love her, that I may have since that day I turned around and saw her staring at me, a nervous smile spreading slowly across her face. But I can’t. No words come out. 

			As I’m starting to think that the moment is lost, I say, “I’m falling for you.”

			It’s not “I love you,” but it’s not a lie. I think a partial truth is better than nothing. 

			Ani moves closer to me. She kisses between my eyes and then the top of my forehead. “Can I take these off?” 

			“Yes.” She starts unbuttoning my top. 

			“I don’t know how good I’ll be,” I say. She kisses the side of my face. I continue, “I want to, I really want to. I just don’t know if I’m going to be as experienced.” 

			“I’ve only had sex with one other girl, when Leyla and I went out for a couple weeks last summer,” Ani says. 

			I feel a pang of jealousy. She finishes taking off my shirt and lies down beside me. “We can be inexperienced together, if you want.” 

			We spend the next few hours in bed. Ani presses the back of my head with her palm, slowly guiding my kisses down from her neck to her stomach. I open her legs, sliding one hand beneath her to hold her hips open. I start to trace my tongue over her, licking her. She tightens her thighs around me when she starts to come, then, still breathing heavily,  draws me closer and kisses me again. When she moves her hand between my legs, I make a small sound of desire or need, I don’t know. She circles her fingers over me before asking if I want her to lick me, and when I say yes, she moves her head between my legs, curves her fingers up and inside of me. 

			It’s almost dark, the sun at half-mast, and we’re still in bed.

			“I didn’t think you felt the same way,” I say into her hair as she rests her head on my chest.

			“I was waiting for you to say it first,” she mumbles into my skin.

			“Why?” 

			“I thought you didn’t like me back after I kissed you, it seemed fair.”

			I take in the sound of her laugh, the clatter of her earrings against her neck, the scent of her skin. I never really considered love before. I had always felt unlovable—like I existed outside of the world that held the intimacies and interior lives of others and thought receiving it was not something that was possible for me. It feels like a gift. 

			She lowers her face back into the crook of my shoulder and stills.  

			I’ll have to wake Ani soon, so she can leave before Uncle Theo gets home, or she’ll be enlisted in a one-man hosting production that will last for hours. I stroke her back as she lies next to me. Maybe being known isn’t about having all the pieces that compose a person, or being able to  tally the history of their lives. Maybe it is just giving a piece of yourself as you are in that moment completely, I think, hoping it is true.

			Every day for the next two weeks, instead of studying for my final exam, I read a little bit more of Eleni’s favorite book then walk through the city, looking for signs that she’s here in some way. I search for her touch on things everywhere I go, and every day I find little signs of her: in the red balloon floating over the street outside the window, in a collection of preserved butterflies at the bookstore by Ćazi’s office.

			Most days, I walk to meet Ćazi at the Bosnian restaurant near the cultural center, where she orders either burek or coffee and sweets. Sometimes I bring Nonno with me and he clambers into Ćazi’s lap, where she feeds him little bits of baklava. Her face, caught in memory, becomes so much softer when she speaks of Eleni. As she chews on little pieces of rahat lokum and packs the extra food to bring home to her aunt, she tells me little snippets from my sister’s life with her. Every day, I learn something new about Eleni. 

			Tonight, at dinner, Uncle Theo dishes rice out of his bowl to feed Nonno. 

			“Does your father ever tell you much about Samuel, our brother?” 

			“No. I don’t think he likes to talk about it.” 

			“Samuel, he never really had much of a life beyond being sick. That was what other people saw as defining him. It  wasn’t who he was, or so much of him, but it’s what he’s remembered for. When someone dies young, we tend to reduce the complexity of their life.” He smiles a little grimly. 

			“What were some of the things about Samuel you wish people knew?” 

			“He was very funny, mostly because all of his jokes were also very sad. He wanted to be a writer, actually. He’d write these strange, beautiful short stories. Very surreal. He loved grapes and pistachio ice cream. As he was dying, that was all he would eat.” He wipes his eyes. “It’s good, to talk about him. But don’t let yourself get lost in the act of remembering. That’s the real tragedy, isn’t it? When you allow the memory of someone to keep you from living, too?” 

			“I know what you mean.” I wonder what he’d think of the hours I spend each day looking for her. How often, recently, I’ll have found a day has been lost in pursuit of these reminders. 

			“You have your exam tomorrow, are you ready? I got you the six a.m. train ticket so you won’t be rushed when you arrive. Your father tells me it’s your last. I feel I’ve been something of an irresponsible host. I haven’t asked if you’ve studied and done homework, or if you need to do anything.” 

			He looks a little bit concerned, as though he’s fallen short of some fatherly role. I don’t know how seriously to take him. 

			“I feel like I’ve got it. Thank you for getting the ticket.”

			In truth, I have forgotten it is happening at all. The only  thing I knew about tomorrow was that it will be three months to the day that Eleni had died.

			“Go to bed early, okay? You should get some rest first.” 

			“Really, thank you for everything Uncle Theo. I’m very grateful.” 

			He waves my thanks away before feeding Nonno the last handful of rice in the bowl and scooping up the fat little dog. He kisses the top of my head before the two of them make their way upstairs, leaving the lights in the kitchen on for me. 

			I can’t sleep. In the lapse between night and dawn, Eleni’s letter comes back to me again, and I try to dispel the guilt. 

			At school, my old counselor, Ms. Reyes, gives me a pitying look as they set me up in a back room with a couple of mechanical pencils and the printed final. I take the exam in a blur. When I’m done, I take deep breaths to try to still my heart. When I’m done checking that I marked each answer correctly, I walk out of the back room and into the lobby where my mom is standing at the front desk. 

			It’s strange to see her at the school, as though I’m seeing a siphonophore breach on land. I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen her here. She looks around the lobby, unsure of where to go. She looks better, I think—I hope. Her hair seems cleaner than usual, and her eyes less tired. 

			We walk home the same route that Eleni and I used to take every day. The fifteen-minute walk always felt shorter than it was. I would skip around, taking in the rarity of her undivided attention and feeling, for each of those moments,  that she was completely mine. I could ask her anything with no outside distractions, no dinner to be made, no homework, no phone calls to take on the roof ledge when she thought I didn’t know she’d climbed out so I couldn’t listen to her. 

			Now, my mom and I walk in silence, our initial small chatter falling to a stop. As we get closer to the house, I begin to feel everything I know in my chest. I wonder if I will ever not need to prepare myself for her presence and her absence in the house we grew up in. The kitchen table is piled with mail, pens, empty grocery bags, glasses, and notes found and abandoned and lost and found again in a repeated cycle. Half-empty mugs of an indiscriminate age litter every available surface. When I open the fridge, I see only a couple of takeout containers of rice and a Soya yogurt. 

			I don’t know if the familiarity is a comfort or a sadness. My mother: a dysregulated yet consistent species, her ecosystem of one left unperturbed by external forces. I sit at the counter and notice a small vase of bright red anemones. I brush one hand against a crimson petal. 

			“These are really nice.” 

			She looks at me over her glasses. “Thank you. Janet brought them this morning. They’re beautiful, but fragile, you know? The petals, they’re so easy to knock off. I keep getting scared of ruining them before the day’s over.” 

			The petals are beautiful, it was true. Bright and lovely, the shade of red that only a summer flower can bloom into. The centers look mostly intact. 

			
			“They’re doing good so far.” 

			I try to read her face, the way I would try to guess the weather from the stratus of clouds. 

			“She brought them for today. Three months.” 

			I swallow the lump in my throat. The first month, I couldn’t sleep before the anniversary, knowing it would be another mark in the passage of time since she left. It was the same the second month. I’d hope that she would bring some sign back to me, some dream, anything. I used to hope for even a bird on the windowsill. Both times, after nothing appeared, I would bargain with the night. I’ve stopped bargaining. 

			“I know, Mom.” 

			She sighs and looks down at the anemones. “You know, these remind me a little of the kind your father used to get me early on when we were dating.” 

			“I didn’t know he did that.” 

			I try to draw some meaning from this. 

			“When you first love someone, it’s different than when you feel you have them. You bring little things, ways of showing how precious it is, to have them with you, before their presence becomes a fact of your life.” 

			I take this as a sign that I won’t find my dad shuffling through the entryway with some parcel. We’ve only had a handful of phone calls since I’ve been gone. He gives me one-word answers before asking that I transfer the phone to Uncle Theo, who retreats to the study to keep talking. 

			“Are things okay with you guys? Mom, are you okay?” 

			She doesn’t answer. 

			
			“Did you know Eleni liked peonies?” I say into the silence. “Uncle Theo would bring them to her. I didn’t know that. She never drew them.” 

			I search the recesses of my brain for some other fact I can offer her. “Oh, I’m going to a party with Ani tonight.” She had invited me yesterday, and though I wanted to say no, she sounded so excited that I couldn’t decline. 

			“Did you know that Alexander, that writer Uncle Theo translates, had a nickname for her? ‘My lovely.’ He still uses it. I didn’t know that, either.”  

			I collected stories for her, to not let the quiet grow too overwhelming, and in her silence, I start drawing from them a bit frantically. 

			“Nonno, the dog, he has a habit of crawling under the fence and going next door, where he tugs out the neighbor’s zinnias and tries to play with them. Apparently they’re a prize flower, like they enter them in shows, so they freak out, and every time he gets loose they try to report him as a thief. Uncle Theo has to bring him into the meetings with him, where they get very animated, he’ll yell ‘he’s just a dog’ and Nonno slinks into the corner like a guilty party. The other day, I opened the back door and accidentally let him out. He ran into their yard before I could stop him and pulled out three. The neighbors came out and started yelling. I had to tell them I’m just Uncle Theo’s niece. I didn’t know what to do so I told them that Aztec civilizations would call zinnias a flower that was bad for sight, because they’re such bright colors, which seemed like it didn’t help matters—also because while I was talking Nonno ran back  and ripped out another stalk and started shaking it in front of them.” 

			My mom is still staring at the vase on the counter, and her face crumples a little. At first, I think she’s going to cry, but she only picks up the vase and leaves. I stay a few moments longer, not knowing what to do, not knowing if she wants me to follow. I start walking upstairs to her study. 

			I know that we will only continue to grow stranger to each other—that Eleni had been all that held the three of us to each other and now, without her giving up her own genius to foster theirs, we have only jagged, misfit parts. I’m afraid that I will become unstuck completely. That I will leave her alone here. And I am afraid, too, that if I stay, I will never leave. I will give up my life to pick up broken vases and damp electric bills left to dry on the washing machine. I will watch Mom spend the rest of her life looking for her daughter who died, and for traces of a pilot whose plane crashed into the highest point of the Andes almost a hundred years ago and who has been presumed dead for longer than my mother has been alive. I know, too, that I will never see her find either of them. There is no point to any of it. I chew on the inside of my lip so I don’t cry. 

			“Mom?” I stand over her. 

			I hold my hands over her shoulders, then wrap her into a hug. She is bonier than I remembered; I think she’s aged and I haven’t noticed, and feel another pang of guilt. I wonder if she still goes into our bedroom at night, if she still stands over Eleni’s bed and cries until she can’t stand anymore. 

			“Sorry. I wasn’t upset about your dad, nothing’s wrong.”  She catches the side of her face and wipes it dry on the sleeve of her sweater, blotchy with ink. “I was just thinking about how Eleni will never have any milestones. You know, the ones you spend your life waiting to see your child have: first love, first job, first wedding, first child, that sort of thing.” 

			I hold her, feeling how small she seems against me, as though grief has reduced her. She stands up and follows me to the bedroom where I sit for a while, looking around. There is nothing I left behind, nothing I need, but I let her give me a few sweaters from the closet and, feeling generous, I make a big production of packing each one into a plastic bag and setting it next to my backpack. 

			“Do you know how much I love you?” She’s looking at me, her voice odd.

			“I do, I love you, too, Mom, so much.” I fold the last sweater into the bag.

			She gets something from the closet: a blue halter dress that was Eleni’s favorite. 

			“Here, she would have wanted you to have this, something nice to wear to the party tonight.” 

			I fold it carefully in the top of the bag. When I look up, that shadow is back in her face. 

			“I love you so much. I would do anything for you. Anything,” she says. 

			I’ve never been fully angry with her before, and the feeling is unfamiliar. I think, but don’t say, And what did Eleni gain from all that love? A mother who spends her days and nights looking for someone who doesn’t exist. The burden  of keeping me. Her death at twenty-two. I worry that the weight of all that love will keep me from ever finding my own. I think maybe taking Eleni’s place is the best I can offer, but I know that it would not be enough. 

			We sit in silence for a while. When she turns to go back to her study, I say goodbye. I give her one more hug. On the front steps, I look at the house as though I haven’t memorized every scratch in its surface, every shade of blue in the cracked tile floors. Then I lock the door behind me, and leave. I see the lights in the study flickering on like a homing signal, calling for a return. 

			At Ani’s, her mom, Mrs. Jones, opens the door. She’s on the phone, giving instructions for the wedding of a politician’s daughter that she is catering tomorrow. She wraps one arm around me as she keeps talking into the phone, then points upstairs, saying, “Ani’s upstairs waiting for you. She’s got something to tell you, exciting.” She smells faintly of her Chanel perfume and Ceylon tea. 

			When I first started going over to their house, I was jealous that this kind of mother existed. One who remembered the little details of their children’s lives, bought juice without pulp in it long after Ani outgrew an aversion, who cared and hemmed the edges of Ani’s world with every intention of guiding her through it. 

			I find Ani unwrapping the foil from the cones of her favorite sandalwood incense. She holds her lighter to the tip until it ignites. The scent of the incense smoke has  something herbal and astringent underneath the sweetness that always clings to my skin and hair after it burns down. 

			She kisses me, a little wildly, and pushes herself off of me, still slightly off balance, and keeps dancing while she sifts through her closet, throwing dresses on the bed in a flurry of fabric and color. While she sifts through the dresses on her bed, I find the wrapped record I got her at a shop near the cultural center, The Very Best of Maria Callas. 

			One night, drunk off wine from one of her mother’s events, she tried to sing one of the arias from Carmen. In the dark of her bedroom, she lifted one hand in the air, twisting each finger slightly to keep time, her voice rose with each twist of her fingers until it seemed to fill the room and the air around me. The beauty of it was so overwhelming that I thought, for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. When the aria ended, she clicked off the record player and sat down, slightly out of breath, her eyes ambered by the dusk, and I could only shake my head in response. 

			Ani emerges from the closet wearing a bright green dress I’ve never seen before, and she goes over and opens the record. Sitting on the bed, we listen to a section from Madama Butterfly, Maria Callas’s voice rising over us, haunted and strange. 

			“Maria Callas was such a sad and interesting person, I think,” I say. “She only wanted to be a disembodied voice, basically. She never wanted to be a star. People say one of her husbands fed her tapeworms to make her lose weight. Opera companies thought she wasn’t beautiful and didn’t look American enough. She lost a lot of weight, but she  lost her voice, too. It never sounded the same. But the companies didn’t care. She realized being chosen for each act was never about her voice itself. I think she stopped singing after that. She died young, at fifty-three, alone in Paris.” 

			Ani rocks back and forth, not listening to me. 

			“I have something to tell you—I got into Juilliard last week! I start this fall. I’ve been waiting to tell you in person.” She loses the ability to contain her excitement and jumps up again, looking down at me and smiling. 

			“That’s amazing, Ani, congratulations.” I mean it. 

			“I’ll be in New York. I’ll be studying with the musicians I’ve been listening to since I was just starting.” 

			“It’s been your dream for so long, Ani, I’m so proud of you.” 

			She bends down and kisses my face again, then between my eyes. She throws herself back on the bed, and laughs. Then she sits up again.  

			“I’m sorry, what about you? Have you heard back from any schools yet?”

			“I didn’t get in anywhere yet,” I lie. 

			“I’m sorry, but I’m sure some schools just haven’t made the decisions yet, right? It’s going to be okay.” 

			“I don’t really want to talk about it.” 

			“Okay.” 

			“Ani, I’m so happy for you. You deserve it. You’ve always been so talented and worked so hard for this. I’m so excited for you. I don’t want to talk about my stuff, let’s just celebrate this tonight, okay?” 

			
			A tension lingers between us. Her worried expression remains. 

			I remember that once I read a theory that insects trapped in amber can stay alive like that for thousands of years. Watching the world go by through their glassy prison, their last breath trapped in their body, still fueling it. This idea was debunked, but I still shudder whenever I see kids being carried around the city with teething necklaces made from amber to soothe their gums.

			I try not to consider the possibility that I could be trapped for the rest of my natural life. 

			I worry that I could catch Ani in the undertow of my grief, that I could keep her stuck to me out of guilt. I start to worry that she could make the same choice that killed Eleni under its weight, thinking obligation and love were the same. When my mom said she loved me enough to do anything, it wasn’t true. She didn’t love either of us enough to change. I stand up. I won’t allow myself to do this to Ani, to become a burden to her, too.

			“Sorry, I just need to stretch a bit.” I sense Ani eyeing me as I go downstairs and out to the street, where I lean against the side of her porch, closing my eyes against the noise and light of the day. I feel her standing behind me for a minute before I feel her hand underneath my chin. Then she leans around and kisses me. 

			“I thought maybe you were hungry.” She hands me a yellow mango. “They all got ripe at the same time; we’ve been eating them with everything.” 

			She bites off the top of the skin to make the juice and  pulpy flesh easier to for me suck out. I watch the ease with which she does this for me, and though the juice is so sweet it sticks to my lips, my guilt makes it hard to chew. 

			“Thank you for opening it.” 

			“Anything you need.” 

			I think, but don’t say: But I need you to love me less. Because I know that that love will offer her nothing in return. 

			I study her face. Her beauty like its own microclimate, one that makes everyone around her stand up a little straighter. Every time she kisses the corners of my eyes and the center between them, I forget that I am here and my sister is not. And each moment I am living, I am also allowing myself to forget. It feels like a betrayal.

			I put on my sandals, then walk off the stoop and into the day where I stand on the street and watch everything move around me strangely. 

			“Ia? Where did you go? What’s happening? Are you okay?” Ani comes up behind me again.

			I close my eyes against the crush of every moving thing. Every sound feels overwhelming, as if it will make me lose balance. I return to the porch steps and breathe deeply, cracking the knuckles in each finger the way Eleni did when she was anxious. 

			I feel Ani’s hands on my shoulders gently pressing down, rubbing them slightly. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m sorry, did I stress you out about college?” 

			“No. Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry. I just, I was feeling guilty.” 

			“What do you mean?”

			
			I keep my eyes closed. 

			“Eleni. It’s been three months today. I feel guilty for how much she used to take care of me, and for being happy when she isn’t here now.” 

			“Of course, I mean, I understand that, yeah—but you know how much she loved you, right?” 

			“Yeah, I know she did, I know that, thank you.” As much as I want it to be true, it can’t. 

			“She would have wanted you to move forward,” Ani says, her voice straining with effort. “And she would have wanted you to keep trying with college. I mean, if this cycle of applications doesn’t work out. You can’t blame yourself for anything.” 

			I don’t know how to explain what I’ve done. How I know my guilt as surely as I know my sister’s gait crossing the street in my dream.

			“We should leave soon if we want to get to the party on time.” 

			I stop fidgeting with the fabric of Eleni’s old dress. “Is this okay?”

			“Lovely.” 

			“Ani, I’m so sorry for earlier. I took away from your moment, I shouldn’t have brought any of that up.” 

			“Ia, stop, it’s okay.” She touches my hand, then asks if I am ready to go. 

			We climb up the fire escape to the roof of Carla’s building. Carla is a flutist Ani is friends with—and who tolerates me. The air around me feels swollen, like a wound. The band  kids are already drunk, and though it is only eight, the night is dark and murky with heat. I close my eyes, listening to the sound of laughter and ice or glass breaking. 

			I don’t know how long I am like that until Ani grabs my hand and tells me to follow her. We go to the second half of the roof where the fire escape connects the patio top to the apartments below. We sit down. I look at the pavement beneath my feet and try not to think about falling. 

			The lights of the city flicker on and off in the dark, like small planets. Ani leans in and kisses me. I kiss her back, and she tastes like salt. Her tongue is cold, but her lips are warm. Then, without having time to mess it up, I’m on top of her and my tongue is in her mouth. My dress is pulled up and her hands are moving down my thighs and she’s taking off my underwear, arching a finger inside of me. She looks up at me. 

			“Ia? I love you.” 

			And I want this more than I have ever known to want anything, but I freeze against her. We hear feet tapping their way up the stairs and I pull my borrowed dress down. I must have bled a little while she fingered me because she wipes off her fingers on the skirt of her new green dress. It leaves a small wet stain that she won’t be able to wash out. I know from the way she tucks the stained part of her dress underneath her thigh that she doesn’t want me to see that I ruined it. This makes me want to cry and I squeeze my eyes shut so tightly that all I can see is stars and the great expanse of static and dark behind my eyelids. 

			The night skips forward until I’m standing in the fake  grass at the corner of the patio, holding a cup with some kind of vodka-and-juice mixture, gazing up at the sky. What point is there to college, to graduating, to pretending to be a person, combing my hair and zipping myself into the costume of each morning? It’s never made me less alien, or changed anything. 

			I look around for Ani but she is nowhere in sight, so I sit down in a lawn chair at the corner. I feel it begin, that same feeling I have every night as I lie awake in the dark: the heavy layer of cold, as though I’m sinking into the ground, as though I am in the coffin with Eleni, as maggots at the start of a new life cycle burrow through and into my skin. I feel the weight of the dirt, coldness, then nausea. When I look at my hands, they are cold and damp, as though I really am dead. 

			When a fresh cup is pressed in my hand, I take it and drink. Everything tightens. Like the world is constricting around me. But it is clear, too: bright and clean. Things start to make sense for the first time in a while. It is like the simple facts of the world have suddenly fallen back over me, facts I hadn’t previously been able to process. Though it is still dark, the sky is almost blue. Suddenly I notice the stars, constellations we used to watch as children. I think, That is beautiful, and find myself close to tears. I return to the green lawn chair and lower myself into it to wait for the sunrise.

			As soon as I sit down again, my heart starts beating so fast it feels like it is breaking. A panic I have never felt before grips me so tightly I choke. I veer to the edge of the  roof where I hold the railing until I can breathe again. The sidewalk seems dizzyingly close below me. I think maybe I could fall, that I am already falling, but by the time I form that thought I am already back on the roof. My tongue is furry from the sugary drinks and my head is heavy. 

			To feel something other than the cold, thick weight, I move blindly through the dark, accepting anything I see and find in it. I still can’t find Ani. Next to me, Carla is laughing. Her red T-shirt has slipped off her shoulder. She tries to wrap her arms around me, and when I turn to look at her to ask what she is doing, we start kissing. It doesn’t warm me. I still feel every ticking operation of my heart. I break away from her confused. Carla stumbles, too, muttering something about that being weird. 

			I think the cold is heavier than my body, that one day it will crush me underneath it. I try to step out of the crowd and there in front of me is Ani. I see that she might cry, and she turns and leaves. I call for her but she doesn’t turn back until she gets to the rooftop’s exit. She stops, and looks up at me. “You’re too drunk to get down alone here.” 

			I follow her, shamefully. On the street, as we wait for a car, Ani doesn’t say anything, she just looks at me, then starts to cry, turning away from me to hide it. 

			“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I’m so sorry, Ani, I didn’t mean it, I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to do that. I didn’t want to upset you.” I’m stumbling, and focus on holding myself upright. 

			Ani gives me the same tight look you would give a half-naked stranger on the subway. And I guess now I am a  stranger to her. There are things I have done and haven’t, things I have missed, ruined, or failed to see. 

			I think of what my mom said about how someone’s presence can go from being a gift to an assumption, and from an assumption to an obligation. I wonder if I’ve done that with Ani. I wonder if there’s a way to escape that or if obligation is an inevitable part of love. I worry that I may always feel the coldness that propelled me through the night, pushing me as though it were its own force. 

			The ride back is hazy. I huddle in the corner of the car, half propping myself up against the window so I won’t vomit, so that she won’t think I need help. I stumble through the front door, almost falling, and she shushes me, making me sit on the bench at the front of the room and holding my feet up to take off each shoe. This kindness, after everything I ruined, makes me start to cry again and I try to hide it. Upstairs, she helps me undo the zipper of Eleni’s old dress. 

			“Ia, maybe you should sleep on the floor.” 

			I lie down, looking at the ceiling, feeling it spin and move around me, willing myself not to throw up. I hear her climb into the bed, and the rustle of sheets. 

			“Ani, I’m so sorry, are you okay?” I say into the dark. 

			“Yeah.” I hear in her voice that she’s trying not to cry. 

			“Do you hate me?” It’s not a fair question, I know, and I regret asking it as I do. 

			“No.” I hear her exhale. “I just—I mean, you didn’t say it back because you don’t love me, that’s okay.” 

			“It’s not okay. I love you, too. I do, so much.” 

			I wait a while for her reply. None comes. She fell asleep. 

			
			I think about earlier, as I felt like I was falling, I thought only of Ani. Of how she held her hand to my cheek on the fire escape earlier that night. The sun rose, casting dancing shadows over us that reminded me of waves. She tasted bitter, like salt. I close my eyes against the image. 

			In the morning, I wait for her to wake up. While I know all the six synonyms for a teapot, I can’t find the right ones for what I need her to know. Despite how many expressions there are for loving someone, there is still so much that can’t always be said.

			I want to tell her that the best part of every day is when she calls me to check on me and lets me listen to her breathe before hanging up. That she is the only thing that has carried me through each empty stretch of night. That some days, I only got out of bed to wait for her call, to hear her earrings hitting the phone. That I archive every detail of her: the scent of her skin in the morning, the sound of her shoes clicking against the marble stairs of the station as she moves in and out of the terminal. That she is all I look forward to. But I can’t say that to her, either.

			I take her in, knowing it may be the last time I see her waking up, committing to memory the beauty mark on the left side of her cheek, right over the upward curve of her lip. She stirs and sits up, leaning back against the headboard. 

			“Ani, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to get so drunk. I don’t know why I did. And I don’t know why I kissed her, why I did everything. I never wanted to hurt you.” 

			I know I am disappointing her, but I don’t know how to  explain what I’ve omitted. My mouth is dry and cottony. She says nothing, just stands up from the bed. 

			“I think you should go.”

			She stretches. She’s not looking at me, she’s only looking down, at the blankets. 

			I know that the need to have an apology accepted means that trust has been dissolved, that it becomes some minor trade in power that alters something fragile, but still, I say how sorry I am one last time, before I get my bag and walk downstairs, through the empty house, and outside into the dawn. 

			As the train gets off to a rickety start, I look out the window and watch the city come into focus, moving through each gray, crowded patch of factories, each stretch of dilapidated houses and military zones, each swamp and bay. In each place I pass, I wonder if everyone else feels this same loneliness, too, if I am the only one who doesn’t know where to put it.

			The house is unusually quiet when I open the door. There are none of the usual weekend sounds of Uncle Theo listening to his old radio as he makes an afternoon coffee, humming and talking to Nonno as he does. 

			“Uncle Theo, I’m back, are you here?”

			I find him sitting at the kitchen table. As though he senses trouble, Nonno hides under the chair, looking down at his paws, almost dejected, like he’s done something he is ashamed of. He sees me and whines a little before he looks back down again. 

			
			Uncle Theo’s voice sounds different. “Isadora, here, come sit down.” 

			He has a serious expression, and I remember my mom’s face when she opened the front door, shaking the snow from her hands and her hair, before she told me that Eleni was gone. I wonder if something happened to my parents, and I lean against a chair for support. 

			“Is everything okay?” I ask. 

			“Your admissions counselor called today. She’s been trying to reach you. Apparently you’ve been ignoring her.” 

			“Oh.” 

			“You missed the deadline to enroll. You got into a perfectly good place.” He looks exasperated. “I’m sorry, Isadora, I just don’t understand why you wouldn’t say anything—why you’d let an opportunity like that slip away from you?” 

			I feel the same guilt I did when I saw Ani’s face this morning. The hurt in her expression comes back to me. He’s been so kind to me. He didn’t have to do any of this. And I lied. I’ve hidden things and made no plans for the future. Now, I start crying and can’t stop. He stands and comes to my side of the chair. “Shh, it’s okay.” He wraps an arm around me. 

			“She was able to get the school to agree to give you a grace period by explaining your situation, but you need to let them know on Monday. There’s two days left, so if you do want to go, you need to decide as soon as you can. We should go to the school today so you can at least see the humanities building first. Okay?” He strokes the top of my hair the way you would comfort a young child. 

			I nod. 

			
			“We’ll go to CCNY now then, okay? And the rest, we’ll sort later.” He smooths my hair one more time. 

			Upstairs, I call Ćazi and ask if she would meet us there. When she hangs up, I stand in front of the mirror. The only clean clothes I have are jeans and a white shirt. I comb my hair and then lace up my cleanest pair of sneakers. I wish this wasn’t the best I could do. Then I turn and go downstairs. 

			The building is in the middle of the city, but you still have to pass through a small gate to get in. Standing at the entrance, all I can think is that Eleni had walked through these gates every morning for three and a half years. Maybe she paused before walking inside, looking around her and thinking of the dreams she must have had, even if she wouldn’t speak of them. 

			Ćazi stands just inside the entrance holding a canvas bag with some fruits and vegetables in it. I think I’ve interrupted her Saturday trip to the market. 

			Uncle Theo hugs her. “It’s so good to see you.” 

			Inside the building, it is quiet. A few people are scattered around, looking at boxes of books or the contents of a canvas in the hall. Ćazi stops at the entrance to the main hall. 

			“Eleni was so excited when you applied. I emailed someone, a professor who really helped Eleni, actually, with her art, I thought maybe you’d like to meet her if she got it in time.” 

			I hear a woman calling Ćazi’s name and turn to greet the voice. 

			“This is Dr. Soraya, Eleni’s mentor, and one of my professors, too,” Ćazi says. 

			
			The professor reaches her hand out to me, then almost in a second thought, gives me a hug. 

			“You look so much like your sister. The resemblance is so striking.” 

			She releases me and hugs Ćazi tightly, holding her for a moment, before she lets go and reaches her hand out to Uncle Theo’s, shaking it. 

			“Your sister and I saw a lot of each other over the last few years. She was a very dedicated student.” 

			As we walk down the hall, Dr. Soraya points out different spots: the table where Eleni liked to study, the classroom where she took most of her classes, the gray, armless sofa in the corner of the hall where Eleni liked to sketch after class in the evenings before she would go home. 

			“Actually, this table, the one with this window in the corner, is where she did most of her painting.” She goes and stands in front of it.

			Looking at her, I picture Eleni moving through the room and spreading her pencils across the concrete table before opening the window to look for the drawing light. 

			I imagine Eleni leaving the building, walking down the spiral stairs from the studio, clutching her portfolio in one arm. Her fingers sore and cramped after hours of being hunched over a sketch trying to get the finest, clearest details, precise and perfect. The lines as delicate as a butterfly’s open wing. I picture her fastening her book bag and closing her eyes for a moment in the patch of sun on the sidewalk before walking out and into what was left of her days. 
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The next morning, I wake up to Uncle Theo knocking on the door. It must be early because it’s still dark, but when I open the door, I see that he is already fully dressed and that Nonno is harnessed. 

			“Sorry to wake you, Ia, I was hoping you would come on a little trip with us to go to the cemetery to see Samuel. I like to leave early before many people arrive on Sundays—could you be ready soon?” 

			“Yes, of course.” I start to gather my things. 

			The cemetery is on the river just outside of Brooklyn, only an hour by train. On the train, we watch the passing landscape in silence. It’s already warm, unseasonably so. 

			“Do you go visit his grave often? I didn’t know it was here.” 

			“A few times a year. I used to go more, but now, really,  I just go on his birthday, the anniversary, sometimes at the start of summer, which is when I miss him the most. It was this time of year that he started slipping away. In the last weeks, often he would get confused, thinking he already had died. It was like he was talking to me from a great distance. His voice already sounded far away like I was hearing a recording, but it was just the disease. Sometimes, I thought it would have been better for him if we had had less time. If it had been faster and not something that took so many years of his life. As a young man, toward the end, he looked very old.” 

			I wonder if it was kinder that Eleni didn’t suffer, and as if sensing this thought, he looks at me. 

			“No one could have prepared to lose Eleni in the way that you did. But she didn’t suffer, or begin wishing she was gone so she would not be in any more pain . . . I’m sorry, what a terrible thing for me to say.” He wipes at his eyes. 

			He reaches into the carrier and pats Nonno’s head. In return, Nonno pushes a wet snout against his palm and whines a little. We’re quiet the rest of the way there, having both retreated into our own thoughts. 

			To get to the cemetery we have to walk through a willow-lined path. The trees bend and move in the breeze. I’ve never seen it before, his grave. I hadn’t even known where he was buried. My father never mentioned it to us. Maybe he doesn’t like to remember it. 

			The plot is small. The grave marker itself is made of  shiny black stone. Next to it, there is a bunch of dead flowers in a plastic cone. Uncle Theo pulls a fresh bunch out of the tote bag he brought with him, putting the dead ones in a plastic bag. He begins snipping the stems of the white roses with a pair of shears, cutting the edges of the thorns so they’re not sharp, and slides them into the cone, making a new arrangement. Next to him, Nonno sniffs the ground. 

			“You know, don’t you?” Theo reaches out and rubs Nonno’s ears.

			I crouch next to them. “Can I help?” 

			He nods and begins handing me each trimmed rose to put in the vase. 

			“There’s a trick to it: If you twist the stem between your hands first, it opens the flower, making it fuller.” He twirls the rose in his palms and as it spins the petals fall open, widening. “See, it’s not much of a trick, really. You try.”

			I roll the stem in my hand, though I knock some of the petals onto the ground. 

			“Slowly. It takes a while to get it to open.”

			“How does it look?” 

			He’s wiping the gravestone with a cloth he dampened with water from a plastic bottle, pouring it over the front and sides of the stone, but turns around to see. “A rose nonetheless.”

			He laughs a little at his joke before handing me the last of stems. 

			When the grave has been cleaned and arranged, he stands up. We stay there together, looking at it in silence. 

			
			“I know why you didn’t tell me about school.” He pauses. “Ia, the thing about grief is there is no way to move out of it. You can only wade in, learning how to take one step further each day. It doesn’t matter how small—or even if you don’t know the direction. Every day, as you move forward a little bit, you find out who you are now. I’ve learned this: that you’ll never be the same person you were before, not really, but that’s something you learn to live with. You learn to live with yourself as you are, with the person you are today, without them. And in every step ahead, you get closer to finding, one day, that you have managed to live a life without them. You can hope that the life you have lived honored their memory, the person they didn’t get to be. Do you understand what I mean?”

			It takes me a moment to speak. “I think a lot that the wrong person died—that it should have been me. It feels like a mistake, and that makes me so angry with myself.” I start crying again after I manage to force the words out. 

			He wraps an arm around me. “That’s not true, Ia, okay? It’s not.” 

			“But I know it was my fault.” 

			I feel him shifting around to look at me, and I keep my eyes closed so I don’t have to look at him. “If she hadn’t had to spend so much time taking care of me and taking care of them, and if I hadn’t bothered her so much, she wouldn’t have been stressed. They said that could cause an embolism, stress. That her dying didn’t make sense, because it was so random: That had to be it.” 

			I wait for the truth, for confirmation of my guilt, which  I’ve known since the day I watched the hospital resident fiddling with her wedding ring, looking at the floor, and then at the space between the ceiling and my parents. I think she didn’t want to meet their eyes when she told them that Eleni was already dead when she arrived. 

			I feel his arms wrapping a little tighter. “How could you think that?” 

			He puts his chin on the top of my head and speaks into my ear. “Eleni, it was true: She shouldn’t have had so many responsibilities. And if anyone should feel guilty for that, it’s your parents, and me, by extension. But she loved you so much. All she ever talked about was how much she loved you. This could have happened, it could have happened to anyone. It wasn’t something you did, it wasn’t something you caused.” 

			“But the stress,” I say.

			I feel him shake his head. “That alone wouldn’t have been enough to cause it. Maybe it would be easier if there was a good reason. I wish we had one, too, but you can’t take this one on; it’s not the truth.” He says the last part in a whisper. 

			Maybe I should feel relief of some kind, but all I can feel is Eleni’s absence, as vast and as wild as the Adriatic. Always, in my mind, she’s twenty-one, floating in the salty water as strange and lovely as a shooting star. 

			She told me once, describing how it felt to bob out into the depths, untethered, that in order to float, you have to relax completely. You have to trust that you won’t drown. I wonder now if she reached for Ćazi as she felt her body slipping into the current, if she felt the air between them tugging. I think of Ani. She is who I would reach for in that  moment of slipping further into the waters though I know I would no longer find her in them. 

			Later that night, Uncle Theo stands next to me as I leave a voicemail for admissions and ask if my spot could be reserved at CCNY this fall. I think that maybe, in every step forward, I will look over my shoulder for some sign of Eleni. 

			It has been three days since I left Ani’s house. Each day, I wait, hoping she will call, and every day, she doesn’t. I’ve called her three times, but after the third time I stop because I don’t want to bother her. The first day, I waited, checking the phone every few minutes to make sure that the sound was still on. I began to bargain with myself a little bit. I’d go for a walk and say by the time I got back, if she hadn’t called, I would know there was no hope. I would close my eyes for two, three, three and a half hours, thinking that if I opened them and she had or hadn’t called, then I would know, but I could never accept the answers that I made. Maybe that was another way to avoid the guilt. 

			Tonight, when my phone rings from the next room, I jump, skidding across the hardwood floors to grab it off the shelf. It’s Ćazi. 

			My heart still thudding wildly in my chest like a small runaway animal, I answer. “Hi, Ćazi, is everything okay?” I say breathlessly. 

			“Sorry, yeah,” she says. “Hi.” 

			After a pause, she says, “Your uncle and I were talking a little bit earlier. You know, she would have wanted you to be  happy. For you to move on. I found a letter Eleni never sent, addressed to you, in our old apartment. I didn’t think it was my place to send it if she hadn’t, so I wasn’t sure what to do when I saw it. Now, I think I should give it to you, that she would want you to have it. But it’s your choice. It’s up to you, okay?” 

			“Okay,” I say.

			“Do you want me to bring it to you later, after work tonight?” 

			“Of course,” I say. “Of course.” It’s Monday evening now. The weekend is over. 

			“Take care of yourself, okay? I’ll see you later.” 

			“Okay,” I say again.

			There’s such a seriousness in her tone. I worry that this letter will be the last piece of Eleni I will find. That I won’t see Ćazi again after this. 

			It’s started to rain, and the air feels wet and foggy. Downstairs, I sit on the couch and open, once more, the novel that Eleni left behind. It’s not mine to keep, I know, not really, and I decide to give it back to Ćazi when she comes tonight. I take in my last moments with the story that had, in some way, moved Eleni with the same streaking force that carried the narrator, Zejneb, through her last days. I wonder what force drove Eleni, carrying her to look at the sky and feel some kind of majesty, some greater purpose. 

			I read the novel from front to back, and then flip through it again. The pages are getting a little more warped from all my reading, the creases that had been left untouched for a few months appearing again on the fingerprint-smeared  cover. I put it down, Ćazi will be here soon, and I wipe the book on the back of my shirt to erase my touch. 

			When she arrives, Ćazi is soaking wet from the rain. She shakes off the plastic poncho she’s wearing and takes off her drenched shoes before she walks inside. She gives me a hug, a little longer than usual, before she pulls the envelope from her bag and hands it to me. 

			“I’ll leave you alone with it. You can always call if you need me.” 

			“Wait,” I say, one last time before she goes, so I don’t lose my resolve. I pick up the book, and I cross over to her and hand it to her. The last of Eleni’s things.

			“You should have this, you gave it to her, after all. She would have wanted it that way.” 

			“Thank you, Ia. This, really. It means so much to me.” 

			“Ćazi?” I call as she begins to go. “Can we see each other again?” 

			In the rain, I can barely see her face, but I hear her funny laugh as she calls back. “I was planning on it.” 

			I watch from the front window as she steps into her waiting car, the lights blinking slowly, then signaling once she closes the door and drives away, back into her own life, into her own evenings, the contents of which I still don’t know. 

			My hands shake as I open the letter, sit down, and begin to read. 

			Ia, the letter begins. Familiar, scratchy handwriting.

			I’ve been thinking about your graduation present for a while now. I hope that you know how proud I am of you, every day. And I hope that you can begin to understand yourself in the way I  understand you, as you make your way out of our house and into the world. Uncle Theo gave me this pendant years ago, to keep me safe as I traveled, and now, I think it belongs to you, to come along wherever you go next. 

			Mom and Dad would say I was too young to remember the day you were born, but I do. It was the happiest I’d seen them. You, small, a little blue from screaming. Mom held you, crying with excitement, as she passed this little bundle to me to hold. I didn’t know what it meant then. That the greatest gift I could have had would be you. 

			Now that you are starting your own, new life, I think I should tell you something exciting about mine: Three years ago, in our freshman year, I fell in love with Ćazi. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. I wasn’t brave enough to share her with you. It was so hard for me to carve out a place of my own, I’ve been scared that if I open that space further, I will lose it, that my life with her would not be just ours, mine. I’m sorry for lying to you. If I’m right about a few things, and I think I am, I also hope that you will make the time before graduation to tell your friend that you like her. I think you should do that. 

			Your sister, Eleni 

			When I’m done reading, I look at the page for a long time. The letter is dated two weeks before she died. I wonder if anything could have changed if she had sent it to me. Tucked inside the envelope is a gold coin. I hold it toward the light: Eleni’s old necklace. I had thought, after all this time, that it must have gotten lost somewhere in her boxes,  or been thrown away at the hospital. I hold it against my palm until my fingers stop trembling enough to put it on. 

			I don’t know how long I sit on the couch, watching the sky go dark. The rain stops. I register it only when I notice I no longer hear the water running through the gutters. The sky lightens, then turns pink with the corners of the dawn. “What do you want me to do now?” I ask the empty room. The morning opens around me, the light unfurling. “What should I do?” I say again. I know this time not to expect a response. And so, I stand up.

			I’m still wearing my clothes from last night and can tell that they’re wrinkled. I stretch, staring out the window into the morning. I look down at the letter one last time before I leave it out on the table, knowing maybe Uncle Theo will see it, and, like I did, he will sit down and read. Maybe he won’t. It feels like I’m leaving it up to Eleni if her letter will be discovered or not and if the truth will be made known. If he finds it, deciding how she ought to be remembered will be his choice, too. 

			I wait outside the gallery for a long time. It won’t open for another half hour. As I wait, strangers begin their days around me. The bus from Brighton Beach stops and old ladies set up carts of cabbage, lugging parcels to the storefronts on the side of the street, speaking quietly to each other as they carry their parcels and crates and settle by the shop windows. I watch a woman who is dressed for work drag her silent, sullen child into a taxi, holding a bloody tissue to his nose as he whines about allergies. A group  of nannies holding newspapers and cups of espresso pass, beckoning their small, noisy charges through the doors to their apartments.

			Sometimes, I think about evolution, and think we got our understanding of it wrong. I wonder how humans still exist without being crushed under the weight of the everyday sadnesses all around us, the tiny griefs that compose the bigger ones. It seems amazing, almost, that we continue, as a species, to exist so gracelessly, to procreate and watch our children shuffle through their own mundanities. Maybe sadness, like loss, is inevitable. Maybe it could be taken as a sign that you are a part of something, one portion of a living species that is, against all odds, continuing.

			As I’m thinking this, I watch the gallerist walking down the street. She must have woken up recently. She’s carrying a newspaper, a banana, and a coffee. And when she sees me, she looks startled, but not unkindly, and smiles. 

			“Were you waiting for me to come in?” 

			“Hi, yes.” 

			She unlocks the gallery door, setting down the half-eaten banana and the coffee on the marble table. It’s empty now and mostly holds boxes of what looks like papers. 

			“Are you here to see the painting again?” 

			“Please.” 

			She unlocks the storage room door and gestures for me to enter. I follow her in, then watch her unwrap the plastic from the canvas to reveal the picture. She props it up on an empty stand and goes into the next room. 

			I thought that the girl in the painting was about Ćazi,  about loving a person whom she was hiding, but I realize now that I was wrong. That the girl with the hidden face was Eleni. Maybe, the painting is really about not obscuring yourself from the world. Maybe moving forward, I think, is finding a way to be happy, not the way I could have been if Eleni was here, but in another way. I stare at the painting for so long that I lose track of time, until the gallerist comes up behind me and says she’s going on her lunch break. 

			“My sister finished that painting a month before she died.” I think maybe truth can be found in the small parts, in what you offer to a stranger.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m very sorry to hear this about Eleni. It must have been really hard. You’re both so young. I could tell from the painting, she was very talented.” 

			She squeezes my arm, and then moves forward. Starting to walk away and out of the gallery, she beckons for me to follow, and I leave, too. 

			When I get back to the house, I wait at the door for a minute. I wonder if he’s found the letter, if Eleni has, in some way, made her decision. 

			Then I open the door and walk inside. I notice that he’s been crying. His eyes are red, and he sniffles a bit when he comes and sits next to me on the sofa. I see the letter in the same exact place that it was, but I know. He sits next to me. For a while, neither of us says anything. 

			I’m the one who begins. “Did you read it?” 

			“Yes.” 

			
			Neither of us says anything else. We just sit with her new memory: who Eleni really was. 

			Two days later, a small box of brochures arrives in the mail. The brochures are for the upcoming exhibition. In tiny script they say The Weight of One Pomegranate will be displayed on May 7 in recognition of the artist’s life. 

			I wonder if the human species repopulates, no matter how difficult life may be, because kindnesses also exist in the everyday, too. They may be so small they aren’t usually registered or acknowledged. I wonder if this coexistence can balance things out in a way, if we are always the sum of both our love and our grief. 

			That day, Uncle Theo and I put two brochures in the mail for my parents. He includes a short, handwritten note that I don’t read, and then he calls them. 

			Early the next morning, I call Ani. It’s my fifth unanswered call. This time, I pace the length of the room with every ring, waiting, hoping that she’ll pick up. This time, she calls me back. 

			“Ani,” I say, “it’s you.” 

			She’s quiet. I hear the familiar sound of her breathing. 

			“Oh. Hi.” 

			“Oh,” I say back.

			“I wanted to see how you were.” 

			I think that I don’t want to feel everything I couldn’t bring myself to say pressing in my throat, weighing me down every day, until eventually I feel myself give way underneath it. I decide to try. 

			
			“I love you, Ani. I love you so much. Do you think—maybe we could see each other, and talk? I’m so sorry, and I know that doesn’t mean much, but I am.” 

			I hear the train in the background, the sound of her step. I picture her stepping onto the platform, swinging her bags over the ledge and following.

			“One moment.” The line goes quiet. 

			“I’m sorry, I was boarding. Okay, I guess. I can see you before class, at four,” Ani says, a minute later. Then she hangs up. 

			I worry that I had not said enough on the phone, and that what I want to say to her will not come out right. As I walk to the music center, I recite each word again and again until I commit them to memory. A minute after I arrive, I hear her voice calling my name and whirl around, coming almost face-to-face with Ani. She stops in front of me, holding her violin case at a tilt, the way she always does, the way that always leaves bruises on her legs. 

			She’s wearing gold earrings I’ve never seen before, and the index and middle fingers on her right hand are freshly bandaged. Probably from a broken string, I think. These little details feel unfamiliar in a way that unsettles me. As I take them in, I notice she isn’t meeting my eyes. I start to speak too quickly, and move my hand behind my back to hide its nervous tremor.

			“Ani, I’m sorry. I love you. Please, can you forgive me, can we start again?” 

			Ani still doesn’t look at me. Instead, her gaze is fixed on the space slightly above my head. I know what she’s going to say when I see her scanning the space over me. 

			
			“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ia.”

			I nod and turn my face away so she doesn’t have to keep training her eyes away from my face. 

			“Maybe we can be friends?” Ani adds. 

			I think that it wouldn’t be fair to cry in front of her. I have to shut my eyes a few times to dry them before I can turn back to face her. 

			“I understand. Of course we can. Be friends, I mean.” 

			Another dry swallow. “Ani? Thank you. For wanting to, I mean.” 

			She doesn’t say anything in return. Her face crumples a little bit with effort, and to relieve her, I turn to go. 

			Ten days later, Eleni’s painting goes on display at the Mosaic Gallery. The crowd is modest. I recognize Dr. Soraya, Eleni’s old professor, and the different friends I’d seen populating the backgrounds of Eleni’s pictures on the memorial. I see Jill, who hugs me before she leaves to get her wife and show her the display. 

			I find Ćazi standing in front of the painting. Her face is slightly turned away from me. She is holding her left arm gently, the way Eleni did in the picture I found. 

			When she sees me, she looks up and beckons for me to follow her to the corner of the gallery. “Let’s give your uncle a moment with the painting.” We stand in the corner of the room together.

			“How are you?” I ask, because it’s the only thing I can think of.  

			“Every day a little closer to better. How are you?” 

			
			“About the same.” 

			She laughs a little at the shared understatement. 

			The gallerist steps into the center of the room and taps the edge of her glass, signaling everyone to be quiet, and then she begins to speak. “As short as her life was, Eleni Barnes’s work left an indelible mark on those who saw it. She spent almost three years working on the piece on display tonight, which showcases her unique and uncanny sensibility, and sense of perception.” 

			Then she steps aside, pointing to the canvas, and allows the room to gather around it. I think that if Eleni had never transported that photo from Sarajevo to New York to DC, carefully taping it inside the drawer, I would have never been led here. I think there is still so much about Eleni that the world will never know. So that thinking about this doesn’t make me cry, I step outside onto the street. The night is getting dark, and the air is balmy. I wipe the corners of my eyes. 

			Ćazi is standing at the edge of the street, and she turns to face me when she hears the door open. I can see from her face that she has been crying, too. We stay there for a minute, both of us looking out at the night in silence.

			“She would be proud of you, you know,” Ćazi says.

			I look at her. “How have you gone on?”

			She’s quiet for a moment. 

			“I don’t know if it’s possible to go on, really. But every day, I try to find signs of Eleni, the way you do too, to feel like a part of her is still here. And every day I find little reminders. If every day, in holding onto the love I have  for her, means that every day, too, I hold onto the grief, it means that love has continued to exist, that it lives on without her.”

			I wonder what I can say to return her kindness, these gifts she has given me by showing me who Eleni really was as selflessly as she’s continued to love her after her death. I think that grief and love are the same; each begins with the same origin, one that, if you are lucky, you will spend the rest of your life trying to find new ways to return to because both hold the reminder that love existed at all.

			“We were the only people who really knew who she was, you know. Maybe we’re also the ones who can keep her here by remembering,” I say. 

			She doesn’t say anything back, but she doesn’t need to. Neither of us do, really. I squeeze her arm before I go. Unexpectedly, she pulls me into a hug. I turn and start to go back inside. She’s still standing alone in the street, looking up at the night sky, searching, maybe, for a sign of Eleni. The way that I used to, the way I probably always will. 

			As I turn, I see the back of a woman wearing a light gray coat. It strikes me as familiar, the same fabric and shade of gray that Eleni wears in my dreams. She walks past me, never turning in time when I call her name, and I can never catch her, no matter how much I call out, no matter how far I run. I feel the night go still around me. I freeze, waiting. I want to call to her, but I can’t. And without stopping, without saying anything or turning around, I watch her walk past Ćazi.

			Suddenly, the woman in the gray coat is gone, having  turned around the corner of the street and disappeared into the night. Just as she moves beyond my sight, I think I hear it: Eleni’s laugh, light and fragile and warm. Lovely in its purity. I look at Ćazi, and I know not to ask if she heard it, because that laugh wasn’t for me. It was meant for Ćazi. There was no great choice or sudden moment of clarity following this sign. Eleni’s wishes didn’t open, suddenly revealed to me. 

			It was a miracle in itself that I found my way here. That Eleni led me back to find her. Most people, I think, never get to see the unrealized brilliance of the person they love; most gifts remain hidden and left uncovered in death. Most, even if found, are only revealed to an impartial world. Eleni’s was shown tonight in one great, final moment, and, even if Ćazi and I were the only two people who stopped to look up, to hear her laugh, the two of us saw it, that moment, witnesses of one final explosion: the last known traces of her entering and then departing the world. 

			Eleni was proof of love enduring. In what she left behind, she left everywhere. In everything she touched, everyone she knew. In the pieces of her found, recovered, dropped off at the gallery two weeks after she died. Her work put back into the world, even though she is not here to see it. 

			I think of the softness in her face in each uncovered photo—how, though Eleni only got to love Ćazi for three years, I saw, in every soft, open edge of her face, that she loved her with an intensity that made up for it. And I think that if every day I can find another reminder of Eleni, a little  bit of her, if every day I can fit the size of my grief into my love for Eleni, until it grows in depth and size and exists as proof of that love’s immortality, then maybe I can find a way to go on. 
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Eight months later 

			It has been one year since Eleni died. I have learned how to look for her in the fabric of every day as I walk into the university hall, search for a book in the library, or slide between a row of people to find my seat in the classroom. As I do, I wonder if she passed through this same spot. Sometimes, I almost believe I will find her looking back at me in one of the faces I pass. It starts to feel less like a haunting, more like a gift. 

			I decide I don’t need the lists anymore. Instead, I buy a box of stationery for writing to Eleni. One day, I think, maybe I’ll bring them to her. 

			The night after the gallery opening, Ani called me and said nothing. Every day after that, she has called and every  day I have answered. We don’t always speak, sometimes we don’t need to. But, slowly, we continue knowing each other. For now, that is enough. 

			I never dreamed about Eleni again after that night, but if I close my eyes and focus, sometimes I still hear her laugh. I take that as enough of a sign. 

			The night before the anniversary of her death, Ćazi, Ani, and I go home so we can visit her. On the train, I write one more letter, tucking the pages into the tin box I store them in. 

			
			Eleni—
Every few weeks, I meet Ćazi at the old restaurant by the cultural center. Sometimes we talk about you. Sometimes she brings photos and tells stories. Sometimes she cries. And I do, too, a little bit. The two of us have our own solitary wake at the corner booth under the watchful eye of the old woman who owns the restaurant and usually—other than us—is the only person there. I know you would laugh at this because you would think we were ridiculous and because you had a poor sense of humor. Sometimes we don’t talk that much and sometimes we don’t need to, either.

			Sometimes I can tell we’re both searching for your presence, hoping that we will feel you hovering over us, sliding in to fill the space between us. This week, I noticed that the table we’ve been choosing ever since we first started coming has a third chair. We never acknowledge it, or pull it back—but at every pause in  our conversation, I catch myself looking at it, as though somewhere there is a version of the day where you are coming inside and sitting down. Your hair would be bright and messy from the rain, and you’d say, “Sorry I’m late,” and drop books you were carrying onto the floor. Sometimes, that image feels like maybe it could be enough to keep from forgetting. To avoid taking your absence for granted. 

			I never take your necklace off (I still think of it as belonging only to you). Sometimes, I close my eyes and imagine that somewhere, in another life, you are still reading, twirling the pendant back and forth in your fingers as you think. 

			Once, you told me about a theory you had about time and evolution. You were helping with my homework, your head bent, looking at the notes I’d taken on a sheet of graph paper. You said you didn’t think it was accurate, that you thought that as everything ended—the world, us, the extinction of different species—it had to begin again, because, where did it go? “It absorbs back in the earth, nothing is ever really gone,” you said. 

			Now, sometimes, I hope you were right. 

			Every day, I try to learn a little bit more about you. I do this by trying to remember the things that I don’t want to forget. But I know that I can’t catch everything, and that not knowing sometimes feels as oppressive and as heavy as a living thing. I still feel the fear—like it’s looking down at me on the nights when I can’t sleep.

			Whenever either of us finds your old work, we bring it  to Uncle Theo’s house, where he stores your paintings and drawings carefully, as though they could disintegrate. One day, we all think, we will make them known. We both think that’s what you would have wanted.

			Your painting at the gallery is still on display. It sold immediately, but will hang on the wall for another three months before it’s given over. I don’t know who bought it, but in a way, I like that: knowing your painting will hang on the wall of another strange house, though I know that when I can no longer go and visit it, it will feel like another piece of you was taken away. Uncle Theo suggested that I think about it as a kind of immortality: that in all of the places in the world your art exists, it is living on without you. 

			I stay at Uncle Theo’s now. “It’s close to school” was his excuse, but I think he likes having someone to fuss over. Nonno is getting old without you—sometimes, he barks at the sound of his own step, and sometimes, when I hold him, I feel the ridges of age settling into his body. He’s grown fonder of me, though you will always be his favorite. We all know he doesn’t have much time left, and every moment carrying him to the front stoop and setting him down, gently, so he doesn’t fall in the mornings, or cupping a handful of rice to his mouth, feels like a gift.

			It feels like a gift, too, in a way, to have moments we know won’t last. I wish, sometimes, that I believed in something so I could think he’s waiting to go where you did, too—but I decided to believe that, in getting ready  to leave this world, he’s only preparing to follow your departure. 

			Our parents are living together again. I visit every couple of months. I can’t take your place. It’s not mine to fill or to fix. Ćazi and I, we decided it was time for them to know she was important to you. We think that’s what you would have wanted. We think you would have been happy that we have been trying to find ways to continue knowing you through each other. 

			Sometimes, I wish for more signs. I don’t see the flash of your coat as you turn away from me in my dreams anymore and sometimes, I miss chasing you in it, because for a moment, I would feel I was seeing you. Maybe tonight you can send me one, or maybe you can visit me in one of my dreams again. I hope you will. 

			Your sister, 

			Ia 

			All of us stand at Eleni’s grave for a while. I set the tin with my letters next to the peony bush Uncle Theo planted by the headstone.

			“It’s really a winter flower, you have to get the roots in before the snow,” he told me as I watched him plant it. We chose her favorite shade of coral, though it will take another year to bloom. 

			Back at the house, I notice Ćazi touch my mom’s arm, that my dad huddles closer before the three of them disappear inside. Ani comes and sits next to me on the top step of the porch. She doesn’t say anything. It’s going to rain soon.  Thunderclouds start gathering above us, darkening the sky. I feel the panic rise and cling at the edge of my vision, and I start to cry. Ani picks my hand up and holds it against hers. I look up, waiting for the storm that hasn’t arrived yet. I take a deep breath, and then another, waiting for the edge to dissolve after each exhale. I don’t know why, but I think, This is the end, and wait for a meteorite to come, for our lives to tilt and crash out of focus. Then, I feel the sun in my eyes, and I look up at her, and find that everything is the same. I think, It has been a year without Eleni, the world has managed to continue, and so have I. 
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