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            You always tell me to take the risk.
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            The Sixth Door

         
         Gabby returns to this memory often. She is sitting in her bedroom, a copy of Macbeth triangled over her knee. Gabby puts the book down to daydream about being rich enough to be someone whose entire life is
            travel. A plunge pool at sunset. The water and sky and glass of the pool so pastel that when she steps in, it’s a pleasant
            dissolve, jawbreaker in wet warmth. Being able to say which ramen stand in Tokyo has the best noodles, being able to say what
            noodles are the best. Going to Dar es Salaam and picking out octopus and fish to grill, cloth to buy. Even the exact daydreams
            are birthmarked on her brain. Her door swings open, and it’s her older sister, Simone.
         

         
         “Sometimes, when I think about our names, Simone and Gabrielle,” Simone liked to say, “I think our parents wanted French poodles, not daughters.” At the time, it never made Gabrielle laugh because some of the mean white kids at school would call her Poodle. The one time she told her mom that it hurt her feelings, her mom only shook her head and said they could be calling you so much worse. Poodle is cute. No one dies while being called Poodle. When she told Simone and her husband James, they started calling her Poodle, elongating the word so it had a long, gushy ooh in the middle. 

         
         “Mom says you want to quit volleyball.”

         
         Gabby waits for her sister to say volleyball was the best thing she ever did in high school. That when she’s an adult, she’s
            going to long for the days when all she had to care about was jumping in the air and slapping a ball at the ground. To ask
            her why. Or to get mad and assert her I-am-your-big-sister-you-must-listen-to-me authority; the short shorts are not so bad.
            Instead, she gets into the bed next to Gabby. Reaches into her purse and pulls out a large candy bar. She opens it slowly,
            as if the wrapper was beautiful paper that she wanted to smooth out to look at the design, and then breaks the bar in half.
            Simone smells like old lady number 5 but it’s what her husband likes. They eat the chocolate in silence.
         

         
         This is the last time Gabrielle will ever see Simone. She spends some of it thinking her sister is an unusually loud chewer.

         
         

         Eight years later, Gabby is drinking, alone, at Ginormous, when someone touches her shoulder. Her first thought is, Fuck it, I’m going to buy a gun, and the thought is repulsive and hilarious, so there’s a half-smile on her face when she turns and sees James.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” Gabby hopes it sounds nice.

         
         “It’s near the anniversary. I just got in my car, and next thing I know, I’m here.”

         
         He has grown a beard. She’s forgotten how his hair was midnight: black, blue-black, some whites near the temple. Gabby sips
            her Scotch, likes how it tastes like she is drinking lightly scorched Earth. Simone used to say, “Scotch when you need a friend,
            champagne for a party, wine for gossip.”
         

         
         “You’re so old now, Poodle.”

         
         “That’s a rude thing to say.”

         
         He is leaning toward her, the tip of his shoe almost touching hers. There’s a look in James’s eyes, as if he’s trying to emulate
            how models look in perfume commercials: I smell incredible, and I want to fuck you, and isn’t that worth $150? It was how
            he always looked. He could be telling you about what a bad man his dad was and the glimmer in his eyes, the way the light
            hit his cheekbones, could pull anyone into wanting. Simone loved having a husband the world wanted to fuck. That’s how she
            put it. Doors opened, drinks got sent, heads turned. They had met here at Ginormous. It was romance, Simone said. Not romantic,
            not a modifier, purely romance.
         

         
         Gabby thought about how her dad had never liked him. Her father has a theory: never trust a man named Michael who is too good to be a Mike for his friends; never trust a man named James who is too pretentious to be Jimmy for his grandma. Gabby’s mom calls things like that his sea-captain talk—weird aphorisms that seem like only a man stuck alone at sea could make up. 

         
         Gabby’s parents are in London. They are complaining about how expensive the food is. They say the city smells and is so damp.
            She wants to tell them the reason they’re having no fun is that Simone is gone, and they were dumb enough to think a trip
            would make them forget. Instead, Gabby asks for them to buy her some tea. It’s the only London thing she can think of.
         

         
         James buys her a drink. Another. They are telling stories about the past eight years. He remarried, but she died. A snorkeling
            accident. Gabby can’t tell exactly how he feels. His voice is appropriately sad, but he drinks for a long time after saying
            it, as if he’s trying to make sure there are no facial reactions for her to examine.
         

         
         Gabby is drunk, so she’s comfortable saying, “That’s sketchy as fuck. First wife, missing. Second wife, died snorkeling. They’re
            going to Lifetime you.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “They are going to make a movie about you on Lifetime.” She rolls her eyes. Another drink in her hands. In the bar bathroom, dark enough light, drunk enough Scotch, it is Simone’s face in the mirror. “I missed you,” Gabby says and goes back out and orders her and James another, another. And they are walking, the grass is somehow simultaneously blue and green. Gabby is telling a story even she can’t follow. Another drink in a paper bag. It’s hard to hold onto. Beer dribbles from the side of her lips to her chin. James says again, “You’re so old now.” Down the street, someone is whistling, high and clear and loud, as if they are trying to will the entire world to feel cheerful. They are sharing a cigarette. The moon is silver light behind clouds. James is holding her hand, but it doesn’t feel like anything. She thinks she can see every bat in the world, they are hunting down moths, they are feeling so alive in the night. His hands brush her neck, and his lips are thin, his eyes are distant, and her brain says he wants to hurt you. No, he misses Simone, says the kinder side of her brain, he wants to hurt himself by looking at you. His hotel room bed is soft. There are luxury soaps in the shower. She brushes her teeth, drinks water. “Poodle,” he said at
            some point, maybe in the elevator, “you seem so lost.” And if it hadn’t been the right thing to say, she would’ve laughed
            at how dumb the sentence sounded.
         

         
         

         Simone’s memorial service was more of a begging than a service. Every time someone spoke into a microphone, they couldn’t help but say something like, Simone, if you’re out there, please come home. She was everywhere, in the wood pews the attendees sat in, standing in a dark coat among the trees behind the church, lingering in a bathroom stall because she didn’t want to have to small talk in front of the mirror, have someone notice how long it takes for her to wash her hands. 

         
         James patted Gabby’s shoulder. Her mother and father had a hard time not touching her, too. Even if she wasn’t worrying about
            Simone, she still wouldn’t be sleeping well. Multiple times a night, her parents opened her bedroom door and stood in the
            doorway, watching her. And if not that, she heard them crying in the kitchen, walking around the house as if each cupboard
            and closet needed to be searched.
         

         
         Some felt sorry for James. They brought him casseroles, couldn’t imagine how this could happen.

         
         Some whispered that he is already dating. They pointed to a blonde woman overdressed for the event. She wore platform heels
            and a tight black dress. Gabby saw the woman smile every time she saw James, but his response was to once nod, and every other
            time, look wary.
         

         
         

         James’s house is beautiful. The outside is brick, red and brown. Gabby has always liked brick houses. The living room, dining room, downstairs bathroom, library, game room, and guest room—all the places where company would feel comfortable going—were lovely. Framed photographs of all the places James has visited. Art that probably made people stop and consider it, and how wealthy its owner was. Large couches that hug asses and massage shoulders. Flattering lighting. The upstairs is different. “There is the—” James pauses, tries to smile. “Our bedroom.” A study, another two bathrooms. And many tiny rooms, he doesn’t point out, but that Gabby notices are locked. Each probably three feet wide. Their doors painted different shades of red. 

         
         “What are these?”

         
         “Storage.”

         
         Gabby realizes she’s told no one where she was going.

         
         She reminds herself when Simone had colds, he would rub her feet, make her homemade chicken soup. She remembers how patient
            he was when she was learning how to drive. Even her parents could not handle how poorly she handled left turns and merging
            into traffic. But James was calm in the passenger seat. He told her driving well was about patience and trusting yourself.
            Gabby sometimes still says that to herself during rush hour traffic.
         

         
         There is a moment, during the second time they have sex that night, where he tells her to relax. She is gripping his shoulders
            and looking up into his face. “You’re never going to come if you keep looking at me like that.” His voice is not kind. James
            grabs her hips and pulls her legs further apart, pushes them up in the air. Gabby squirms, expects he’ll read the situation
            and pauses, but they continue on.
         

         
         The next morning, James hands her a key ring with several keys.

         
         “I have to go away on business,” he says.

         
         “Okay.” She laughs a little, surprised anyone would say that in real life. Gabby waits for more details. He ties his shoes.

         
         “I think it would be better if you didn’t explore too much.”

         
         Gabby sips her coffee. She is wearing a white nightgown that makes her feel like a ghost determined to be sexy.

         
         “Is this reverse psychology? You tell me not to do it because you know then I won’t be able to resist?”

         
         

         Three years after Simone’s disappearance, James sent a save-the-date card. His new fiancee’s name was Melanie. Gabby thought it was a terrible name. Melanie, a name for someone’s mom who wore Looney Tunes sweatshirts and thought lol meant lots of love. Gabby thought James would marry someone named something like Zara or Solange or Azure. Not someone so rural Indiana who posts things on social media like yes, all roads should be toll roads. Gabby expected her mother to take the water glass she had in her hands and throw it on the floor. Her father to tear up the wedding invitation, set the RSVP card ablaze. Call James on the phone, set up a recorder, and say, This is proof you killed my daughter. It’s been barely any time at all. Get him to confess to the whole thing. The card was covered in roses and written in embossed gold ink. She forgot James’s middle name was Harlem. What an asshole, Gabby thought.
         

         
         “We’ll get them a waffle maker,” her mom said.

         
         “Isn’t it super weird he invited us?”

         
         “It’s nice. He loved your sister. He loves us.”

         
         “We have to move on,” her father said. “Relationships change.”

         
         

         The first day in the brick home Gabby spends watching TV and reading books. She orders a pizza and eats it for lunch and dinner.
            James calls her at night but doesn’t ask about the house, the doors. What are you wearing, what present would you like, work
            is annoying. She walks past each red door. Touches the wood and doorknobs. The second morning, she feels bad about herself.
            It would be easier if she loved him. The sex, being here instead of home, not answering her parents’ texts; she thinks all
            the festering has changed her so much, even her breath is laced with rot. Gabby eats the last slice of pizza, takes the set
            of keys, and heads upstairs.
         

         
         She expects to find all her sister’s things. She expects to find a dead woman in each room. Each dressed in a different-colored, flattering silk dress. Diamond rings and silver bands glinting from their left ring fingers. Their bodies limp. Throats bruised with the pressure of James’s hands crushing their lives out. Or maybe the walls painted with their blood, a dark shimmer. The expensive art of blood spray. There would be a smell, Gabby reminds herself.
         

         
         The first room has wedding portraits hanging on the walls. Simone and James embracing beneath a flowering cherry tree. James
            and Melanie seeing each other for the first time. Her dress long and lacy. A woman and James toasting one another, their eyes
            exactly the same. James and a different woman sitting in a rowboat together, holding up a sign for a wedding date six months
            ago.
         

         
         In the second room, there is a mannequin that looks like the same-eyed woman. She is dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. The next is the rowboat woman wearing a winter coat, a pom-pom hat on her plastic head. Her black hair in cutesy pigtails. Taped on the walls are printed out emails. I had a dream I was walking on your penis, began one, and Gabby can’t stop reading. The rowboat woman, if she was the email writer, loved thinking of herself as miniature. Giant penises, humongous hands. Wanted to have sex while he wore an inflatable sumo suit. The fourth room has a mannequin of Melanie dressed in a bikini and wearing neon yellow flippers. On the walls are birthday cards, Valentines, shopping lists that are mostly toilet paper and green juice and salmon. The next, Simone. The mannequin’s hair is her exact texture. It seems to Gabby as if it was Simone’s hair, that somehow James had gotten it and made it into a wig. She touches it over and over. The years they had spent braiding small rows into each other’s heads or turning their curls into elaborate updos that looked like plumage. It is all so weird that Gabby laughs. She wonders if these are new additions. Put there to teach her some weird lesson about trust. Simone is wearing a version of her favorite black dress. Long sleeves, billowing out at the waist. She wore it to every wedding, to the opera, to take Gabby to a fancy dinner to celebrate winning an academic award. The real version is hanging in Gabby’s closet at her parents’ home. It’s the only thing she insisted on having. 

         
         Gabby opens the sixth door, and inside is her. The mannequin is naked. Its breasts, Gabby thinks, and she is not being self-deprecating,
            are nicer than her own. Symmetrical, perky, no stray acne around the bra line. The mannequin Gabby has her left hand stretched
            out toward real Gabby. Resting in its palm is a half-smoked cigarette. She realizes it was probably from the other night.
         

         
         Is this a murder thing? Is it a sex thing? It’s so confusing. Gabby locks all the doors and runs a bath. There is a container
            full of fancy bath things—salts, bombs, bubbles—and she pours in a cup of pink liquid without thinking. It becomes an over-the-top
            bubble bath. Gabby soaks and tries to think of what it could all mean. There are more doors to try. Gabby pulls her clothes
            back on, forgets to dry off.
         

         
         The seventh has nothing in it, but the eighth has a mannequin of James. Even the mannequin’s hair and beard are black-blue. It’s wearing a suit as if it were about to go out dancing. Its eyes, strange. Gabby leans closer. They’re made of sapphires. Real ones. Blue, but also transparent. All the women mannequins have dull plastic eyes. A small safe, left unlocked: six hundred dollars cash, a knife, Simone’s death certificate, a clipping from Gabby’s local newspaper from two years ago where Gabby hosted a fundraiser for a women’s shelter, and four different diamond rings, each inscribed, Forever Yours, J. 

         
         There are footsteps downstairs.

         
         Gabby notices the water she’s dripped onto the floor, figures it will be evaporated by morning. She locks the door. Goes back
            to the bathroom and takes off her clothes. Wraps herself in a white silk robe and walks downstairs. James is in the kitchen,
            opening a bottle of wine.
         

         
         “So,” he says and looks up.

         
         “That was the best bath of my entire life.” Gabby is impressed by how good her lie sounds.

         
         He tugs and the cork comes loose. James sniffs, and then holds it out, still attached to the corkscrew, to Gabby.

         
         “Why do people smell those? I can only always smell liquor.”

         
         James sets the cork down.

         
         “I know you went into the rooms.”

         
         “There was nothing that interesting in them.”

         
         He drums his left hand on the counter.

         
         “I’m going to poison this glass of wine, and you’re going to drink it all.”

         
         “Sure. And maybe if that doesn’t work, you’ll convince me to take up a dangerous hobby. I’ll start wanting to run with bulls
            or go bungee jumping.”
         

         
         “I’ll hire a man to start following you. People will tell you you’re just being paranoid. And when I’m bored, Poodle, I’ll have him kill you in the park.” He points south, so Gabby would know exactly which park he was talking about. 

         
         “Very funny.” She crosses her arms. Gabby feels as if she is growing. The words he says don’t scare or titillate her. There
            is nothing he can do to make her small. She smells the old lady perfume Simone used to wear. Gabby sees him clearly. Even
            if he tries to hurt her, his fists would feel like someone tapping for her attention. She feels completely, wonderfully swallowed
            by the feeling.
         

         
         James pulls out bleach from beneath the kitchen sink. He pours some of it in a wineglass with a golden rim. Splashes some
            wine in. The red wine slowly seeps into the bleach, and it looks pink.
         

         
         “We’re not even married,” Gabby says.

         
         “This is practice.”

         
         She takes his face in her hands and kisses him. Touches her tongue to his lower lips. Runs her fingers through his hair. When
            Gabby pulls away, James looks as if she slapped him on the nose.
         

         
         “I thought you would be more exciting,” Gabby says. She puts on her shoes and coat. Opens the front door. Doesn’t care that
            she’s leaving behind her clothes, some books. Gathers her purse.
         

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “Out.”

         
         The night is warmer than Gabby expects. She walks to the park where he threatened to have her killed. The leaves are falling. Two teenagers are making out on a bench. A woman is walking a collie and saying, “You’re so good,” to it in a low voice. She knows she will never see him again. 

         
         When Gabby tells people this story, they ask her how long James went to jail for, were they able to find her sister’s remains,
            what did her parents think, was it adrenaline, how was he punished. She never answers those questions. Instead, she tells
            them what she did next.
         

         
         Gabby maxes out her credit card on a trip to Chile. She eats seafood and drinks wine and speaks enough Spanish to be cute-friendly,
            not tourist-friendly. On her last day, she pays a man one hundred dollars to take her on a tour of a glacier park, gives him
            an extra two hundred dollars to take her inside a glacier.
         

         
         It surprises her, still, how little people value their lives.

         
         Inside the glacier, it’s colder than Gabby has ever experienced. The sound of water hitting the sides is almost music. Like
            when someone rubs water on a crystal glass and plays a note. When Gabby looks up, she can see herself reflected from different
            angles. Her nose runs because of the cold. She knows if the glacier suddenly splits, the ice will crush her flat. Or if she
            falls into the water, there is no way to survive. Her heart beats faster. The man sneezes, and he jerks back. The boat sways
            and wobbles with his movements. Gabby grips the sides, forces the boat steady.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Are the Straights Okay

         
         The beach Naomi liked best always smelled like a mix of rhododendrons blooming and death’s furious rot. The water blue as
            if the word had been invented to describe only its particular shade. Its waves always moved as if the seaweed on top and inside
            it was pushing and pulling it around; maybe Naomi’s eyes were getting worse, but the water moved differently there than any
            other water she had ever seen. Whenever Naomi was lucky enough to be on its beach, she was torn between the babytime feeling
            of being able to curl on a beach towel to rest eyes shut against the sun and the sharp feeling that many dead things slept
            in the water’s hidden sand and they could wake up, march up to the beach, and kick sand onto every sweating body.
         

         
         Her cursed husband sipped from a water bottle filled with Smirnoff Ice. His phone rarely got service there and he was doomed to read the same two books taken on previous vacations and never finished. A classic about a wayward uncle who everyone in his family wished would just shut up for once in his life and get serious and be a better dad and person and hopefully better with money but all he wants, Naomi remembered from college, was to have a greyhound who would love him no matter what. “I hate it here,” Naomi’s husband show-whispered and flipped a page of the other book. Tate had bought it at an airport two years ago. It was about a huge man, ripped, who rode motorcycles, and his wife had turned out to be a spy and that had really hurt, you know, even though he, too, had been a spy and was keeping it from her. There was more to it, and Tate liked to be thought of as “a reader” but had not finished reading a book for pleasure since he had read The Master and the Margarita when he was nineteen years old and that had been enough finishing books for his entire life.
         

         
         The beach was mostly empty; the day had begun with a thunderstorm, more supposed to come hours from now. Naomi watched a gull
            tease its way toward a garbage can. Tate was talking again about being ethically nonmonogamous. He said the phrase with the
            cadence and lilt that reminded her of going to see an amateur theater company perform Romeo and Juliet. They wanted you to hear the pentameter, the work they had put into the singsong of it. It was 10:58 a.m. Usually, Naomi would give him a warning or prepare a bucket. He was still on his chair, the spy novel now near his feet. Her husband was saying he would try it first and you know, when Naomi, got really comfortable, maybe they could build her a profile together on Tinder. He would take Feeld so they wouldn’t have to see one another. 

         
         Tate had been texting two women, one egregiously put into his phone as La Leg. Most of their texts seemed to be about baseball
            interlaced with a few mentions of kissing at a party. The other, Camo (Camille), but in Tate’s texts to her, it seemed like
            her true name to him was “tight little pussy.” Almost every message to her involved an invocation of it: he could not wait
            to be in it, to touch it, to taste it, to smell it. Camo’s picture made her look, at most, 20. She had the glossy-lip, big-brow-look
            face all the girls were giving themselves right now. Her cursed husband did not know Naomi had looked at his phone the morning
            before they took the trip. It was clear that he had wanted her to see these women were messaging him. He had taken the passcode
            off his phone, let the messages linger on the screen, and on the plane asked three times if there was something she wanted
            to talk to him about.
         

         
         11 a.m. She drank water in a long gulp. Stretched right arm over her head, listened to the familiar pop of her poor shoulder.
            Moved her neck in a half circle, eyes still behind dark sunglasses. The top vertebrae crackled, and she let out a noise close
            to a thoughtful hmm. Tate turned to her.
         

         
         “Oh, shit,” he said.

         
         Tate stood, trotted a few steps away. His ears and the top of his head smoked. He turned toward Naomi and said something, but it came out only a hiss. The smell was always good, like walking down the street and someone was grilling for a vast party filled with sloppy hamburgers and smoked ribs. This time, the flames started at the ends of his braids, blue and orange, trailing up. They moved quickly toward his head. He had said it only looked bad, was never that uncomfortable. But this time, Tate cried. Even the tears slipping down his face looked like the afterimage of a sparkler dazzling through the air and writing a word that could barely be perceived. Last year, she had said she loved him at this part. Naomi waved at Tate, gave him a thumbs-up that even she knew looked a little too ironic. He burst into a great flame, blue swim trunks a half-second behind flesh and hair. She shut her eyes but could still see the afterimage of it, orange and white dots against eyelid red. It raged and smoked. A few people down the beach recorded it. Naomi knew the height and its lovely orange were spectacular. 

         
         When it was done, Naomi followed the directions he had given her the first time. She found the bag that always appeared after he burned, gathered as many of the ashes as she could find, and picked up the five black stones—still warm—and placed them in it. She was not careful with the ashes like she had been in the past. The first time, Naomi had almost given herself a panic attack trying to separate ash and sand, cried when the wind picked up and blew a little bit away into the nearby water. He had re-formed a quarter of an inch shorter. The bag Naomi used was made from red velvet and stitched with his name, Tate. It was a pleasure to touch the soft material and the rough embroidery thread. Naomi realized he hadn’t been wearing his wedding ring. There was no gold band to loop onto her thumb for safekeeping. Some of the sand had turned into bits of glass that she tried to gather so other people wouldn’t step on them. A whoosh as a gull dipped close to Naomi’s head. It landed on the sand, left its dinky prints in, and pecked a little at the ash. 

         
         “Come on,” Naomi said, but there was no energy behind it. She tied the bag shut. Gathered his things back into the large tote
            bag and took a long swig of his water bottle filled with Smirnoff before dumping the rest out.
         

         
         Walking to the cabin, Naomi told herself a story. Once, there was a teenage boy who not enough people gave attention to. He spent the years from fifteen to seventeen doing whatever it took to get any attention. At school, he was a perpetually heinous little shit. Calling girls “surfboards,” pretending to loudly fart in class even when he wasn’t even good at making fart noises, whipping basketballs in gym class and just slamming them into people’s faces, writing online posts about how women weren’t people because they were so embarrassing, and just generally being ashy. The type of person who you could offer a piece of the world’s best chocolate cake, succulent and moist, a hint of coffee, and he would take it only to throw it into the nearest dumpster. His parents refused to do anything about it. There were a lot of excuses they trotted out, a few attempts at trying to find out if there was something seriously wrong, but at the heart of it, they didn’t believe any person really had responsibilities to anyone but himself. Their son was happy with how he was. He was not doing anything bad enough to go to jail or anything like really bad. Sometimes, his mom even called it her son’s version of joy. 

         
         One day, he finally was caught doing something jail-worthy. A beautiful woman, long hair, redboned, found a new hole in her
            bedroom’s curtain, a rip in the window’s screen. She held the curtain up to her face and saw it was enough for one eye to
            see clearly into her bedroom. The woman asked a friend to hide in the yard while she pretended to undress. The friend quickly
            caught the boy that very night.
         

         
         If he had been caught by two ordinary women, he might have been taken to his parents and let off with a strong warning. Maybe they would have called the police and had him charged and listed as a neighborhood perv. But instead, they tied him up to a heavy wooden chair. They poured first a mix of ash and tea and charcoal on his head. Then a liquid that smelled like gasoline, chocolate, and the air before a heavy thunderstorm. Throughout, the boy talked wild shit. He called what they were doing “dumb bitch behavior.” The women held hands and chanted. The boy told Naomi the chanting had gone on for hours. Sometimes, when he woke up in the middle of the night, he heard it still. Heartbeat rhythm. Sharp. Naomi was sure he was exaggerating. Even after all that, he had no patience. It was probably five minutes. But after that, they told him he would burn twice a year, January and July seventh, until he learned his lesson. 

         
         After hearing Tate tell this story the first time, Naomi had thought he was brave. Here was a man being emotionally honest
            and opening up about a past trauma. He hadn’t even been pushed into it. She had taken his hand, reassured him that she believed
            him. About this, that he had learned a lesson, and what was happening to him was cruel.
         

         
         She loved this walk back to the cabin. Wending through the long grass on the one path through the dunes, how the blue sky
            dramatically shifted from something rich and soft at the water’s edge to feeling low and darker along the tree line. Then
            through the ancient trees where owls bleep-bopped in the night to the tiny cabin she loved that made her feel like she was
            in a blissful apocalypse. No people, the trees with their close branches, and the coolness of how thick the woods were. It
            was the only place in the world where Naomi could ask herself, why would I try to love this person?
         

         
         The cabin was decorated to her mother’s taste. A velvet loveseat in olive green, a quilt designed to look like stained glass spread across its seats, low, stuffed bookshelves, a small kitchen, and another smaller room downstairs in front of a fireplace that was filled with big, soft cushions that she had bought from around the world. Love was taking the time to fill a place to the brim with coziness, to give it to her daughter to use every summer. A friend had once told Naomi that love was a great lie. Women were told to believe in it because it was the concrete of the entire social structure. You could not have families or children if women weren’t told to take some conversations, some sex, and a person to spend most Friday nights with and call that love. 

         
         Naomi put Tate’s bag on the counter. What had she said in response. Maybe she had agreed to seem cool or because it had felt
            true even though she had been dating Tate at the time. Naomi tried reading one of his books but found it boring, too. I am thirty-four years old, and I have to do this for another fifty years, she thought. Naomi fell asleep with her contacts in. She woke dry-breathed and briefly happy. Her toes on the soft quilt,
            only her own sounds except for the wind sucking leaves into its endless mouth.
         

         
         While making herself steak and radishes, Naomi told herself another story. Once there was a girl who was tired of feeling alone every weekend. She would go out to the bars with a group of other girls wearing tight low jeans, camisole tops with scratchy cheap lace, sometimes a blazer thrown over the shoulders to project class, and woven brown sandals chosen to make her feet look smaller. She drank cosmopolitans because it was a cute thing to drink, even though she preferred gin martinis with two olives and only mildly dirty. The girl loved them but her friends had told her that ordering them made her seem thirsty and like a real pick me. She did not want kids, she did not want a daddy, she didn’t look around these bars and think she was ever seeing anything beyond wary companionship. The bars were her adventure. Here she traded compliments with girls in the bathroom, danced with sweaty hands on her cutie-pie waist. She laughed at mean stories told in joke cadence. She let white women call her “bitch” and tried to believe them when they said, yes, this is how friends talk to each other. She sometimes took a little bit of coke and liked the way her eyes looked in the mirror. This wasn’t what she wanted but it could be thrilling compared to going to work, putting on the spiritual music, disinfecting the table, pushing her strong hands into back after back, and then teaching stretching class in the black leggings and short T-shirt. Only a few years of this life, the girl would say, and then back to school to become a physical therapist for a lifetime of no one listening to her advice and being furious that there was always work to be done after a wound. 

         
         On a snowy January seventh, she was walking home alone, early. It was almost eleven. Snow twinkled down, the air sharp against
            Naomi’s lips. Suddenly, on the sidewalk, a man burst into flame in front of her. His body twisted and the fire licked the
            air, and she was grabbing snow from the high bank and throwing it at his body and he was yelling. But she kept throwing snow
            and calling for help. Crows watched from the branches above, they had never seen such a thing before but were transcribing
            it into caws to pass on to murder after murder. “No one had ever stopped it before,” Tate said. In front of her eyes, his
            left eye grew back, the hair sprouted from his head. “You saved me, you saved me,” he said.
         

         
         Naomi had never known how badly she wanted to save someone until she felt the thrill of hearing him say it, saw the soft look in his eyes, and touched his skin new and tender beneath the yellow streetlamps. Her fingers had ached with cold. Her teeth clacked. Tate’s cheek steamed. He’d leaned forward and kissed the fingertips and said it again, “You saved me.” Snow on top of both their heads. It didn’t matter to him that in July after six months of dating, he would combust in front of her again. Water and a fire extinguisher didn’t stop it that time. 

         
         As she made some martinis for dinner, Tate’s phone gripped onto service. It rattled with new messages, moving the string of
            his bag. Once, Naomi had asked him what these three days were like. She imagined dreams, rest, smoke, him saying, “I’m somewhere,
            I burn, and then briefly, I am very small in a bag, and then I’m big, and it’s three days gone.” He’d shrugged.
         

         
         She examined the phone. Tits and smiles in an artfully smeared shower-fogged glass. A come home, baby, even the bed misses
            you. It would’ve been exciting to be mad at these two women. To tell them about each other. Naomi didn’t even care if they
            knew about her. They all seemed like the kind of people who would be thrilled if she made this time in their lives epic. An
            angry wife writing vindicative messages. She could find where they lived or worked and make a scene. She could yell “Tate,”
            make his name a long howl, and pound on a door while he was inside one of their apartments, one of them.
         

         
         Love like a scream, love like someone simple will confuse ownership and humiliation with a desire to never be apart, love like sitting at home while he runs out into the world eager and saying the phrase, “ethically nonmonogamous,” and you are on the couch you haven’t fucked on in so long and whispering the incantation, I don’t care what you do, I will always be your home, even though you began this in the most unethical way possible.

         
         She picked up her martini glass and took a big gulp to banish the whirr of thoughts.

         
         Naomi took Tate’s bag and walked out of the house. It was summer in Northern Michigan, it stayed light until almost ten, and here was the orange sky, the orange water, a couple on a blanket kissed slow and tender with fingers and legs intertwined, and a little dog barked at them, and the outraged older woman holding his leash who was so tired of seeing fucking tourists with their groping summer heat love stories sullying her beach while she wanted to meditate and live in the world only through her little guy’s interests in the sand and birds and the women who told him how handsome he was, and two women older than Naomi passed a bottle between them of red wine and whispered their secrets and laughed and a man smiled at Naomi with white teeth and said, “You have the most beautiful hair in the world.” He, too, had a little dog, black and white. The man was staying here for the summer. He had wine, fruit, and cheese in the bag over his shoulder. The man had grown up here, he was getting over a divorce, he was sharing too much, he was tired of having to be a nice son and be sixteen to make his parents happy, and maybe he should’ve stayed home. Naomi bent and rubbed the dog’s head. The dog plucked out its perfect tongue. 

         
         “One drink,” she said. He took the dog up into the brush where it was more polite for it to pee. Naomi kicked a hole in the
            sand, took off her sandals, kicked it bigger with her bare feet. She tossed Tate’s bag in, firm and satisfying to throw. In
            three days, he could wake up here, buried in the sand, happy and warm, like he had spent hours letting someone he loved turn
            him into a sculpture, blink up against the midday sun, and shake the sand off his shoulders and crawl back into the world.
            Maybe, Naomi thought, I’ll be waiting for him with shorts and a robe in hand, but there’s also a chance the tide will sweep the bag away. He would wake in the ugly lake he hated and consider if this was something Naomi had done to put out the flames.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Double Exposure

         
         We were young and poor and the apartment was nine hundred and fifty dollars a month with heat included. Yeah, the refrigerator
            and oven were small and outdated, the oven might sometimes have a small explosion in it, don’t worry, it had passed inspections.
            But there was a large window made for growing plants and looking out into the park across the street when feeling wistful.
            I could already see myself holding a cup of hot chocolate and watching gray sky and snowfall on a January afternoon. I would
            have deep thoughts about light and color and be inspired.
         

         
         “I do have to disclose the following as per state regulation 970,” our potential landlady said.

         
         Anna and I exchanged a glance, wondering if the other knew what state regulation 970 was. I lifted a shoulder, made a huh
            face. She smirked.
         

         
         “About ten years ago we had a young woman die on the grounds. She slipped on the ice and fell, then went upstairs and went to sleep. It happens.” She spoke with her hands as if she were a magician trying to distract us from the true mechanics of the trick happening around us. “No one’s seen her or anything. There’s a ghost cat or two wandering the hallways. I also have to disclose the apartment below you is occupied by at least two ghosts. But they’re great tenants. And they might even offer to split internet with you.” 

         
         The landlady’s eyes were on the park. I turned. A pack of young men were throwing around a yellow Frisbee and trying to tackle
            the person holding it. One leapt over a black bench in an attempt to get the Frisbee. He fell and the landlady and I laughed.
         

         
         “Ghosts are fresh. Very right now,” Anna said. She had the smile of someone who was considering whether her bedroom would
            look better with swimming pool blue or pistachio ice cream green walls.
         

         
         “Are they? The ghosts. Are they?” I paused, trying to think of a way to make the question reasonable, but not rude. I was
            new to the city. In the small town I grew up in, ghosts would smash your most prized belongings, they would talk children
            into dangerous situations and would scream slurs at every person of color they saw. We had precautions to keep people from
            dying in their homes. There was a housing crisis.
         

         
         “Have they ever hurt anybody?” Anna blurted out. She wasn’t embarrassed by the question like I was.

         
         “Well, honestly I don’t know. I mean the most we’ve ever heard them doing is making the cable go out or making objects float.” The landlady’s wrinkles reminded me of a colander full of spaghetti. “But I have to admit we don’t watch the news much anymore. Too depressing.” 

         
         If she had watched or read the news, the landlady would’ve known ghosts can cause someone serious harm by materializing in
            a person’s vital organs. She would’ve learned about how some are repulsed by the living and have moved to Antarctica to create
            a new ghost country. That’s why so few were actually around. And she would’ve known some ghosts are attracted to the essences
            of young people. The smell of fresh organs is like a perfume to them. They feel more alive than ever after contact with the
            young. She would’ve known scientists are still studying who gets to return and who remains dead forever. She would’ve been
            able to read about the young man who was petitioning to marry the ghost of his dead girlfriend.
         

         
         I should have recognized what the landlady meant by state regulation 970; my mother had advised me never to live in an apartment
            where the rental company had to disclose this. I had only half-listened to all her advice. My mother’s warnings about places
            to live made everywhere out of my price range, made the only suitable place to live my childhood bedroom.
         

         
         I also had a half-formed, romantic idea, probably because of multiple viewings of the live action Casper movie, of meeting a ghost who just wanted to fall in love once. He, she, they, would fall in love with me, let the joy of romance reignite their heart, and move on to whatever was next. I could already imagine telling people stories. The way this imagined person would ask me what it felt like to have a ghost hand on my own and what it felt like to be so lovable I could give someone else peace. 

         
         We were supposed to look at one more apartment. It was ground level. We knew it would have centipedes. In the advertisement,
            I saw a small greenish blur in one of the pictures. The night before I’d dreamt I’d written one hundred legs on a wall with
            black lipstick. I was terrified of centipedes, but Anna had insisted we at least tour it. I was more viscerally scared of
            centipedes, something I could smash into green mush with a heavy book, than I was of ghosts.
         

         
         I looked at her. Anna was looking at the high ceilings, opening cabinets.

         
         “We’ll take it,” she said. I nodded and wondered if I should even tell my mother I now lived above an indeterminate number
            of the undead.
         

         
         

         The night we moved in, Anna heard screaming.

         
         “Please,” two voices screamed from what sounded like the park. “Please.”

         
         We set down the items we were holding on the long kitchen counter. Crept to the window. The streetlamps lit up the whole, tiny park. It was empty. No one was even standing across the street from it. 

         
         “If it keeps up, I’ll call the police,” I said.

         
         “It’s probably just drunk guys,” Anna said. “Corner Bar is across the park and that way.”

         
         “Maybe it’s—” I pointed to the apartment below us, raised my eyebrows.

         
         “Doubt it.”

         
         Anna shuffled off to bed, but I stayed up late looking up ways to ward off evil ghosts. Most took me to crackpot-style websites
            filled with bad grammar about using witch hazel and crucifixes and tulip bulbs hanging from windows. There were news sites
            about how we could hire an exorcist to walk through our home waving palms and chanting and smearing the doorway with holy
            water. And a few were for old men volunteering their time. We could get a third old man roommate. Apparently, the smell of
            his impending death might disgust the ghosts, but we would also run the risk of him dying in the night and becoming one of
            them. The only available old man named Gustavo had a warding rate of $10 an hour—I was not sure if that meant we would have
            to pay him that for every hour he was in the apartment and not sleeping or if that was a ritual—and we would have to make
            him “succulent, not DRY pot roast a minimum of three times a month.” I clicked over to some Ghostbusters fan fiction websites—Egon plowing Ray, Slimer making love to a young woman who was obviously the author at a very strange Halloween party—and read until I almost fell asleep. 

         
         

         After living there for a week, we decided the ghosts weren’t interested in us. I wondered sometimes while putting my make-up
            on before work if we just didn’t smell young enough. Maybe Anna’s lungs were already fifty-nine from all the pot she smoked.
            I was twenty-three, but hereditary gray hairs were appearing along my hairline. My new boss told me when I was forty-five,
            men would call it a sexy stripe and it would make me feel awesome. I laughed but vowed to dye my hair before it got that far.
         

         
         Anna and I had hoped they would knock on our door at midnight, introduce themselves, and bring over some dead flowers and
            a bottle of ancient wine. Maybe if we were lucky a cursed set of earrings that belonged to one of their wives. One of us would
            be possessed by her spirit, our eyes would turn an eerie green, and we would start floating and writing in old-fashioned cursive.
            Not even a Post-it on our mailbox asking if we wanted to split Wi-Fi appeared.
         

         
         We were bored. I answered phones for a university department, made coffee, ordered office supplies, compiled an alumni newsletter and, in a few months, would organize graduate admissions materials for the faculty members to go over. I spent most of my time GChatting people and looking at adoptable pets from the Humane Society. Sometimes, I went to the camera shop and looked at all the lenses, hoping to have the money after my first paycheck to buy the macro I was eyeing. Although I’d only been an administrative assistant for a week, talking to my friends who had actually moved out to LA to try to make it made me feel like a failure. They were mostly answering phones at talent agencies and getting yelled at by more experienced people on film sets, but at least they were there, doing something. Even Anna, between working as a part-time cashier at the food co-op and as an occasional drug dealer, was still creating collages and sketching. 

         
         

         “We’ll do this for like a year, man,” Anna said. She held the last speck of her joint out to me. “We’ll save our money and
            then start it up.”
         

         
         “What it?” I asked. I took the joint, inhaled deep, and then coughed so hard I almost dropped it on the couch. I looked at
            Anna’s legs. She had drawn and written on them in different colored magic markers, made them look graffitied. She was light
            skinned and the markers had a glow against how yellow her legs looked in the lamplight.
         

         
         “I’m taking pictures of them. Starting a new series. I’m trying to talk about Blackness and how sometimes the only representation of a Black community becomes what we write on other people’s walls. Our walls. And like this time the walls are my legs and maybe if I get high enough, my stomach and tits.” 

         
         “I love it,” I breathed. I did not. It made no sense to me. Walls were not legs, legs were not walls. My job in our friendship
            was always to be the one who loved ideas, to be rapturous at the idea of making, even though quietly, I was building a point
            of view. Five years ago, I would have thought the idea was cool. More and more, I would look back at these conversations and
            consider if to her, she would always be the artist and I was meant to be “one of her most important supporters.”
         

         
         “If I like it, I might ask you to leg model. But I’m not sure how good this idea is.” Anna still stared at her legs. “I think
            it would be better if we had left Whitesville, MI. Gone somewhere where there was real color. I can’t tell if this is a good
            idea or if I’m just reacting to here.” Anna called everywhere in Michigan—with the exception of Detroit, Saginaw, and Flint—Whitesville,
            MI. She looked out the window and yelled, “I hate you, money.”
         

         
         “Sallie Mae, you fuckwad.” I joined in. “Department of Education, you are traaaaaaaaaaaaassssh.”

         
         I stopped laughing when I felt a pressure in the room, as if diving underwater.

         
         I looked around, hoping to see green or silver blobs, a blurry man I didn’t recognize. But all I could see was Anna. Then
            a blast of music from behind my ear. A saxophone I couldn’t see. Our TV screen lit up, a bright blue colored static, then
            shut off.
         

         
         We grabbed hands. It felt as if our faces were joined together, each one half of a giant red-lipsticked smile.

         
         A piece of pink chalk zoomed above our heads toward the chalkboard in our kitchen. We stood up and watched as the chalk wrote:
            Lena and Anna! Party at our place. Tomorrow night. BYOB.
         

         
         

         We walked downstairs and let ourselves in. Their apartment was larger and better maintained than ours. They had brand-new
            appliances. That seemed unfair. I turned to complain to Anna about it, but she was already talking to someone. Their wood
            floors, what I could see of them through the crowd of people, were freshly stained. I wondered how they paid their rent; I
            had never heard of ghosts getting jobs, but figured it was too rude to ask. All the furniture was folding chairs and some
            barstools set up in front of what looked like a professional bartender’s station.
         

         
         “You made it,” a voice said in my ear.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         I turned my head, but no one was beside me.

         
         “Sorry, I made myself small enough so I could go in your ear and not have to shout. I’m Sylvan.”

         
         I imagined my ear glowing with misty blue light.

         
         “Nice to meet you.”

         
         “There are a few beers in the kitchen. Cocktails in the living room. Have fun. And P.S. You look great.”

         
         A ghost smelled me and said, “Oh my god, you smell so fresh.”

         
         Before I could ask if she was talking about my organs or my perfume, the ghost blobbed away. There were more people there
            than I expected, but there were still a lot of ghosts. I wasn’t sure what to do—I had never been to a ghost party—so I grabbed
            a drink and hoped I looked cool. After a while, I realized the big difference between a ghost party and a regular party was
            some of the ghosts thought it was hilarious to float chairs and make them slam into each other when “Takin’ Care of Business”
            came on.
         

         
         Sylvan materialized in front of me. While their feet were a blurry gray area, their face was still distinct. Their hair and
            eyes were black and after three drinks, I started wondering what it would be like to move close and try kissing them. We tried
            dancing together, but it was hard to feel in synch. It was dancing with the static of a garment fresh from the dryer. They
            touched my hand. Their fingertips had the feel of watery peeled grapes, but I kinda liked it.
         

         
         I hadn’t seen Anna in hours. I wanted to talk to her and get an idea of what I should do.

         
         “Sylvan, I’ll be right back.”

         
         They smiled and kept dancing, zigging around the room.

         
         I turned and there was an old woman. She smelled of ice salts and rot.

         
         “You kids need to keep it down,” she said. Maybe the landlord was wrong; it had not been a young woman but an old woman who died in front of the building, finally awoken by the party sounds. But she seemed completely whole and I wasn’t sure how to say it better than, “Yo. Are you dead?” I walked away. 

         
         “I have lived in this apartment for fifteen years and I’m so fucking tired of your boring parties,” she said and then took
            a beer.
         

         
         I squirmed around people and ghosts until I found Anna. She was kissing a ghost-woman with long hair. As they embraced, the
            color drained out of Anna’s face. Her lips and eyes blurred. The ghost woman gained color as they kissed and stroked each
            other. Her hair was dark brown, her cheeks were rosy again, and her hands solid around the blur that was once Anna’s head.
         

         
         They stopped kissing and looked at each other. Anna nodded and whispered something. Her face unblurred.

         
         I pushed closer, scared their embrace could have lasting effects. Anna kissed the ghost again, her hair turned white. They
            pulled apart and it was back to being dark brown.
         

         
         “You kissed me so hard, I had teeth again,” the ghost said. Her voice was a creaking floorboard.

         
         Anna turned and saw the obvious fear on my face.

         
         “Be cool,” she said. “This is Opal. She died almost two hundred years ago. Wait, was that rude?”

         
         “It’s fine,” Opal said. She acted as if they had known each other forever. Her face was see-through. Making eye contact with her was strange: I could see the blue-gray of her eyes, but I could also see the apartment’s white wall. What there was of her body had the outline of curves. I glanced over at Anna. Her eyes were wide as she looked at Opal; she seemed completely sober, as if attraction had made her wake up. 

         
         “Lena.” I pointed at my chest as I said it. I realized how drunk I was and put my finger down.

         
         “I saw you dancing with my sibling. Aren’t they great?” Opal put a hand on my arm. Her fingers went slightly into my skin.
            It was cold enough to make me wince a little. I nodded, knowing I was going to be seeing a lot of her, at least as long as
            she kept Anna interested.
         

         
         

         I learned in the weeks that followed that most ghosts don’t actually long for bodies. They fluctuate between oversized dandelion
            flowers of light and blurry human shapes. “You wouldn’t believe,” Opal related as she watched Anna and I eat eggs, “how freeing
            it can be to be bodiless. You don’t have to worry about your weight. You can see the bottom of the ocean or the insides of
            car engines.” She sighed. “Both are more beautiful than you could ever imagine.”
         

         
         Most ghosts spent their time seeing all the things they didn’t get to when they were alive. Sylvan and Opal talked about leaving for Antarctica in a few months to see the penguins and explore the ghost cities that had formed there. They talked about how being a ghost freed you from gender. It was the truest revolution: all brain, a whisper of a body. I wished I had the money to follow them. I imagined the glow of indistinct ghosts among a heavy snow and felt almost inspired. 

         
         I took pictures of them, trying to catch the way they sometimes looked like light with eyes when they were laughing. How they
            were a wind you could see. All the pictures were poor. They seemed to capture more of my fear of them than the wonder I felt.
         

         
         It was rude to ask ghosts how they died. The information for them was hard to consider. Death leaves a mark on the brain,
            Sylvan said once, while I sat in their empty apartment to get away from the loud sex happening in my own. They explained it
            in long halting sentences, but summed it up as being like a brick wall you bashed up against when it was mentioned. The thought
            of it knocked you backward, made your brain rattle, and there was no way to make running into it stop hurting.
         

         
         Once we talked about how people become ghosts.

         
         “I wish I knew,” Opal said. She became a wavering green light with long fingers. “Like I was young, but I don’t remember feeling
            unfulfilled.”
         

         
         “You’re such a liar.” Sylvan looked more solid than ever in their annoyance. “You’re just trying to sound cool.”

         
         She and Sylvan had died the same winter of influenza. Opal was nineteen. They were twenty. When I sneezed sometimes, they exchanged this-is-how-it-starts looks. I hated it. 

         
         “I read,” I said, “that some scientists in Sweden think they’ll be better able to understand the universe and how life works
            by studying the particles of ghosts.”
         

         
         “Who do you think would make better ghost material?” Anna asked. She finished packing her bowl and looked up at us. “Me or
            Lena?”
         

         
         “Lena,” they said in unison.

         
         I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment and looked down at my feet.

         
         “You always seem like you’re looking into the distance,” Sylvan said. “And thinking about something more.” I like it, their eyes added.
         

         
         Since the party, we had been flirting a lot, but nothing more had happened. I liked the attention. The popsicle feel of their
            fingers slightly sinking into mine while we watched a movie. The shock feeling of their nose drifting near my hair or neck
            to breathe in my perfume and youth. But I wasn’t sure if I really wanted a partner. And I didn’t feel like dealing with the
            awkwardness of sleeping with someone, things falling apart, and having forced conversations for the next year of my lease.
         

         
         “And Anna is always fulfilled,” Opal said.

         
         Anna grinned and flicked her lighter in response. The orange and blue flame could’ve been a new ghost returned to Earth from whatever was next. 

         
         

         Sometimes after Anna and Opal fucked, they switched matter states for an hour afterward. While Opal had to figure out how
            to walk again and staggered around our apartment, Anna zoomed around the air. She figured out how to become a bright pink
            light and would bob next to our window looking out at the park. Opal always seemed relieved to return to ghost form, ping-ponging
            around, staying hazy and immaterial for several minutes.
         

         
         “I want to be a cloud,” Anna said when we trudged to the grocery store.

         
         “I wish I were faster like Opal,” Anna muttered when she came home from work.

         
         “Wouldn’t it be great,” she said while we bought pens in the art store, looked at dyes, and stroked the tips of squirrel-hair
            paintbrushes, “if we could make art forever?”
         

         
         “You should sleep with Sylvan at least once so you can feel what being a ghost is like,” Anna started saying to fill the growing
            lulls in our conversations. “It’s the best. I feel so inspired afterward.”
         

         
         She had stopped her graffiti project and was now taking black-and-white photos, then painting and collaging different blurs on them. She and Opal talked about colors and how they lined up with ghost sensations, blurs, and materialization. In every piece Anna showed me, I thought I could see some aspect of Opal: her light, small eyes, the wild hair, the outline of her thin neck. 

         
         I was jealous of how inspired Anna was. The closest I had come to starting a new project was buying some 16 mm film from an
            antique store and coloring on some frames with oil pastels. I doubted that the film could ever be screened again even before
            I had scribbled on them. When she asked to see what I was working on, I would shrug. The film looked cool but saying something
            was more important.
         

         
         Once I said, “The alumni newsletter is going to be a short experimental film featuring car crashes intercut with a list of
            accomplishments. Joyce Perkins ’14 was first AC on a film that’s being screened at Sundance. A car flies off a cliff.”
         

         
         “That might be a little Warhol derivative,” Anna replied. “I know you can be more interesting than that.”

         
         

         Anna was trying to get Opal to allow her to film their lovemaking.

         
         “We could have the first big deal, human-ghost sex tape. We could be more famous than Kim Kardashian,” I could hear Anna saying
            through our too-thin, shared bedroom wall. “We would just need to plan some really freaky stuff. We could get Lena to film
            us; she has a film degree.”
         

         
         They giggled. The bed creaked. I put a pillow over my head, hoped they would at least wait until the next day to start up again. 

         
         

         We walked home alone from Corner Bar. Anna’s hand guided me along the sidewalk. I had drank too many vodka tonics and walking
            was like being ant-sized and trying to tightrope walk a highball’s salted rim. To fall in was to die in nothing-flavored alcohol
            and ice.
         

         
         “You seem really lost,” she said. “I’ve never seen you this drunk.”

         
         A friend had texted me that morning, they had signed with an agent already to represent their screenplay. I had read it back
            in college, given notes, thought it was silly. A Black girl is raped and killed and comes back as a ghost to haunt and kill
            the men who did it. It was also supposed to be a comedy. And at times, an homage to John Wick. “I was grossed out (positive) when she threw a book through his throat,” was a note I had given. I had never thought someone
            would read it and think yes, a thrilling new voice!

         
         I looked up at the sky. Even the stars reminded me of ghosts now. I thought vague sentimental thoughts about light and how some of the stars we still saw were already dead. If I had been sober, I would’ve reminded Anna of the night we had gone to our first gallery show together. There were all these black, yellow, and red rhinestone mosaics that were meant to represent Black women and how beautiful we are. Each had the same flat Beyoncé face. I had been on fire with rage about the representations and had drunk too much boxed wine while ranting about how much it was about shallow beauty than anything specifically Black. The hangover had lasted three days. 

         
         “Then we could all be together forever. God, imagine getting to live even just five hundred years.”

         
         She grabbed my hand and smiled. Her eyes were soft and happy.

         
         “Alive for all time,” Anna said. Her exhale was a birthday cake wish.

         
         

         I decided to go home and visit my mother. I hoped being in my old bedroom and being away from Anna and Opal would help me
            get a good night of sleep. I helped her weed the garden and check on her pumpkins and make dinner. I didn’t say much, but
            I could tell just having me around made my mother happy.
         

         
         That night, I couldn’t sleep. Still up on the walls were the film posters I’d hung up as a teenager: Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Blow-Up, Blue Velvet, Love and Basketball, The Shining. My bookshelves were filled with mostly books about movies or old DVDs I was embarrassed to take with me to college. Still on the wall above my desk was a goals list I had written at fifteen. By twenty-five, I was going to write and direct my own short film. At thirty, have a showing of my paintings and photographs. Thirty-two, have a full-length film at Sundance. Underneath the goals and deadlines I had written: make art all the time. 

         
         I was trying to sleep in a monument to who I thought I should be. I burrowed myself under blankets, even though it was too
            hot, until I felt completely alone.
         

         
         

         “Isn’t it nice to be home?” my mother asked the next morning while pouring herself a cup of coffee.

         
         I wanted to tell her everything as she handed me a bowl of sliced fruit and dolloped yogurt on top for me. I wanted to complain about not having made a movie or even filmed anything substantial since I graduated. How so many people had said I was going to be great, but now that I wasn’t a student, nobody cared. I wanted to talk about Anna and Opal and what it was like to have to essentially live with a too-happy couple. I wanted to ask her why she hadn’t dated anyone since splitting up with Dad. I wanted to tell her I was scared about how Anna was changing. How uncomfortable the idea of living forever made me. But I knew if I told her my problems, she would only add to them. She would try to use those as excuses to get me to quit my job. Stay home. I could see how lonely she was in the way she kept bringing me food and touching my shoulders. Her laughter was different. There was a hint of surprise in it as if she couldn’t believe she was laughing again. 

         
         “Mrs. Solomon down the street died,” she said. “The house might be uninhabitable now. Which is too bad. I always loved that
            house. The ivy on the bricks! That red door.”
         

         
         I wondered why my mom had stayed here. Most of this town was white. I used to be so angry at her for moving here. She had
            taught fourth grade and thought it was important that white communities had Black teachers, too. There were parents who refused
            to let their kids be assigned to her class. I thought all my time here, this small, scared place, meant I would have to have
            an interesting life to make up for it.
         

         
         “Lena, I thought you would be devastated. You used to say that you were going to own that house. We were going to live down
            the street from each other.”
         

         
         There was no way I had ever said that.

         
         “I think I’m fighting something off,” I said. I filled my mouth with yogurt and gestured for some more granola. I looked at
            the leaves changing gold and brown on the trees.
         

         
         If she were paying attention, my mother would’ve seen how different I was after years away. She would’ve noticed how tired I was or the silences as we cooked and ate dinner. My mother hadn’t asked me about my dating life since I had brought home June. We would watch TV later in the afternoon and talk about the murders we were watching, try to guess the culprit in advance, split a pizza, and even though there was comfort in the routine, I felt as if I could feel my own discontent like a sudden gap between my teeth. I kept worrying it over and over throughout the visit. 

         
         

         When I came home, Sylvan was waiting for me outside my apartment door.

         
         “I missed you,” they said. Sylvan kissed me on the lips. My mouth and lips were melting snow. I was surprised, but it felt
            good. I kissed them back. Their lips felt firmer. My teeth liquefied and I couldn’t feel my nose anymore. Who needed eyebrows?
            Hair? I still had a tongue. They stroked my back. Their hands felt firm and real.
         

         
         “Lena.” They said my name as if it were a synonym for lovely. With my head a different shape, the hallway’s brown carpet became
            a color I had never seen before. I kissed them again. I thought I could see the electricity running through the wires inside
            the walls. Time was transparent plastic I could see through: there were layers and layers of indistinct people standing and
            walking and talking in the hallway. I wished I could record it. I forced myself to look at it, memorize it.
         

         
         “Do you want to go inside?” I asked while simultaneously wondering how much further we could actually go. Their torso on down
            seemed mostly indistinct still. I realized I was hovering two inches above the ground. I was so light.
         

         
         They nodded.

         
         I opened the door and floated through it. It smelled strange: like metal and a vet’s office. I flicked on the lights with
            my free hand. Anna was lying on the couch, an empty bottle of vodka at her feet. I dropped my bag. One of the couch cushions
            was no longer floral and pink, it was stained black-red with her blood. There was spray on the back of the couch, on the window.
            Floating made me faster. I felt for her pulse on the uncut wrist. I thought I could feel something. She still felt a little
            warm to the touch. I took my shirt off, wrapped it around her wrist, tried not to look at the cut.
         

         
         Opal materialized. Sylvan rushed to her. They brushed my cheeks, made them cold. I wasn’t sure why they weren’t trying to
            help.
         

         
         I called 911. Detailed what I saw, what I had done, purposefully didn’t mention Opal or Sylvan’s presence. My feet touched
            the floor.
         

         
         “There’s a note on the counter,” Sylvan said.

         
         “She wants to be young and with you forever?” they said to Opal. The TV lifted off its holder, clung to the wall with a stretched
            tight cord. Silverware rattled in the drawer.
         

         
         “I never promised her anything.” The cupboards opened and shut. “I mean I did say imagine what a great artist you would be
            after two hundred years.” The kitchen lights burned brighter, then flickered. As two light blue dots they chased each other
            through the air. It was so much light.
         

         
         “How long has it been?” I asked the ghosts but neither responded.

         
         Anna’s face was slack, her skin graying. There were still magic marker diamonds and the words “hot bitch” and “Black women
            are feminist icons” written in cursive over and over on her legs. I didn’t think she was breathing. I wondered if I should
            try CPR, but I had never learned how to do it. I knew doing it wrong might only make things worse. Anna’s eyes were closed.
            I heard sirens getting closer. She had written the word “kintsugi” on her own cheek. If I had been there, I would have encouraged
            her to try drawing the cracks filled in and golden. The red and blue lights pulled close.
         

         
         

         The landlady offered to let me out of the lease, no penalties.

         
         “I actually think I want to stay,” I said, “at least for a few weeks.”

         
         She nodded. Her eyes were obscured beneath her glasses, but it felt like she wanted to tell me something. Maybe ask me why.
            Or ask how I could deal with it. Maybe I was giving her too much grace. It must have been a relief to her to not have to rent
            it out. She told me there was nothing she could do about Opal and Sylvan multiple times. Their lease was paid for the next
            two years.
         

         
         It was hard to deal with it when I heard through the grate in my bedroom the half-sounds of Opal and Sylvan talking. When I thought I saw a speck of blood beneath the window and it turned out to be jam. When I saw a hair in the bathroom sink and couldn’t tell if it was hers or mine. 

         
         My mother helped me move the couch out of the apartment. Someone, despite the bloodstains or maybe because of them, took it
            before the trash collectors could come. We scrubbed the blood off the floor and window. We made the apartment smell like lemons.
         

         
         Sylvan wrote me a letter apologizing that I pretended to read. I opened it, saw the paragraphs and paragraphs of it, and threw
            the letter in the trash.
         

         
         After the landlady left, I went to the park during sunset. I watched as a starling murmuration flew closer and closer to me.
            I recorded them as a black cloud, a spiral, a line on the orange and silver blue sky. If I had shown the videos to Anna, she
            would’ve called them some basic Instagram-style nonsense. Some of the starlings were blue and gray and indistinct but were
            still in communication with the rest. I looked up at my apartment window, even though I knew she wasn’t there. The starlings
            burst apart, making their own wind, and settled in the tree branches above me. Small wings brushed against each other. Their
            weight bent the branches and shook dead leaves into my hair. They crunched as I pulled them free.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Querent

         
         The Chariot, as always, was looking for something or someone new. For fifteen dollars at her local art museum on the third
            Thursday of every month, she could spend two hours drinking decent boxed wine and being assigned conversation partners to
            answer canned questions—mainly about herself but occasionally about paintings and sculptures. Even when the event was a dud,
            The Chariot loved to stand in front of her favorite sculpture. Half a woman’s face: a long nose, curved-up smile filled with
            secrets, two hands on the ground next to her, and on the base a pair of Tina Turner legs. In winter, it was preserved and
            hidden away. But in fall—the trees around it adorned in hot red and orange death, the white marble brighter in comparison,
            the red wine making The Chariot’s mouth smaller, her tongue dryer—life was a little bearable.
         

         
         That particular Thursday felt like a dud. The Chariot was there for art women wearing blue silk scarves and big glasses that made their faces doll small. She was hunting for a genderless person wearing white overalls and a white tank top underneath. A Doctor Martens wearer with no personality who was seeking a loud woman’s personality to mimic. The Chariot longed for the pleasure of seeing someone try on her flavors of meanness and humor during two months of hikes and sex and overpriced meals. A timid bisexual with cruel parents who was finally ready for her sexual awakening. The Chariot knew she could live a thousand years and stay forever young if every night her lips were painted slick from a woman’s pleasure and she woke up with her head aching from the way a woman had wrapped her knees around the back of it. When she was assigned Ethan as her Art-and-Conversation partner for the night, The Chariot rolled her eyes. Spending $17.50 and additional drink tickets for two hours with an Ethan! Financial irresponsibility! 

         
         Ethan was new in town and worked at the museum in “donor communications.” What did that mean? He sucked up to rich people and got to be surprised by which ones truly loved art. “If you’re independently wealthy, tell me now,” he said while waiting in the drinks line with The Chariot. “This wing could be yours.” She laughed at the way he gestured and the way he was trying to make her feel comfortable having to spend time with an unfamiliar man. Paired with Ethan, instead of the drink-ticketed boxed wine that came with the event, they were given the $15 gin-and-tonics reserved for rich donors. He was asking The Chariot about restaurants, about which art spoke to her in the museum. Somehow “spoke to her,” coming from him, felt kind and interested, not disgusting. He told her about a time at the previous museum he’d worked at, how he had walked in on two people hooking up in an installation that was mirrored glass and lights. You were supposed to feel like you were on the universe’s edge in the installation, but when he’d walked in at the moment, it was just dong after dong after dong. Unattractive and violet-tinged, a real poisoned mushroom hanging out. If you are going to see a million penises, they should at least be attractive. 

         
         She couldn’t help but laugh. He was wearing thin golden circles of glasses—they emphasized his eyes. Brown, long lashes, a
            gaze that she felt sure made people want to tell him secrets. A navy shawl collar sweater that made his shoulders look broad.
            When he laughed, his teeth were so white against his brown well-moisturized skin that for the first time in fifteen years,
            The Chariot felt an actual flutter. She decided to stop drinking, hoping that would make the feeling pass.
         

         
         Through the night, The Chariot was at her most charming. She asked questions, listened attentively, didn’t pitch her laugh
            into the high sparkle she usually did in public but allowed the warm cackle only her friends knew. When would his mask slip? She and Ethan looked at a chair that had traveled across the ocean made from glass and rose petals. Will I run or freeze or finally fight? They watched a video where a woman wearing a fox’s mask kept trying to eat a steak through it. “Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels,” she kept saying. “Feels a little obvious,” The Chariot said. “I assume it’s for men,” Ethan said, and he didn’t mean it as an excuse, she intuited. When will I see what you want? So many times, it had happened. She would turn her head, and suddenly, He was there. Reaching for anything soft, his hungry
            eyes opened in another’s face. Sometimes at night, The Chariot woke up out of breath, alert with the feeling of warm hands
            shaking her and trying to shove her head against a concrete wall.
         

         
         The Chariot gave Ethan her number at the end of the night. Call it optimism, she told herself, not stupidity. The Chariot didn’t like that he was bigger than her, she didn’t like that he was a man, she didn’t like the idea of posting
            a photo of him on social media and knowing all her ex-girlfriends might text one another to talk about her desertion to Team
            Annoying (chaos bisexual). But he talked to her every day and every day she didn’t get bored. Not when he complained about
            work, not when he talked about romantic histories and all the ladies who had come before, not when he was in a bad mood and
            on the verge of silence, not when he made the same kale-tomato-parmesan soup. Yet, she never knew when his hand on hers would
            make her burst into tears. His arm around her waist made her sweat, her body an icy glass with condensation pooling down to
            her ass. She would hear him talking on the phone and the sound of his deep voice made her want to walk out the door and into
            the night to be swallowed whole by whatever teeth were around the corner.
         

         
         

         “I can’t sleep with you because bad things have happened to me,” she said. The Chariot paused, shook her head. “That’s wrong. Bad things have been done to me.” 

         
         

         Ethan didn’t dump her. He suggested they go to therapy together. He told her to tell him whenever she got scared. She couldn’t
            say no in the face of all that wisp-soft kindness.
         

         
         They talked and talked and talked. It wasn’t only that she was afraid of men; women were safer. Where did she get scared?
            Oh, easy. Everywhere. Grocery store lines, crowds, even the art museum. The therapist suggested something monumentally stupid
            to The Chariot: “I want you to try getting a massage.” The therapist was supposed to be helpful. The massage was treated like
            some mythical treatment, not something dumb rich white people got all the time to feel like they had servants. There was a
            special masseuse mentioned, a woman who was trained as a therapist and a massage therapist. She could remain fully clothed.
            The therapist would practice consent. Ethan could be in the room with her if that would make her feel better. “You can tell
            him no and he will listen.”
         

         
         

         The Emperor sits on a throne of gold and blood and torn boy shorts and rage. He is eyes upon eyes upon eyes. He wants and wants and wants. He has existed since the beginning of time, brought forth in fire and teeth and lightning. 

         
         

         Ethan and The Chariot watched a movie, her head against his chest. She listened only to its rhythm, her eyes closed, considering
            how good it made her feel to hear his life. There were moments like this when her body felt all its bottled-up desire, and
            in these moments, had he licked even one nipple, she might have died from the delight of it. And the small mouse of her brain
            also said, “Yes—you would die from it.”
         

         
         

         To the massage therapy appointment, The Chariot wore pajamas in a toile print of women hunting men. The women carried long
            rifles and wore top hats. The men were artfully nude, hiding in bushes and running across fields. The massage therapist talked
            at her about PTSD, about how she valued her trust, and spoke about how the body moves into fight, flight, fawn, and faith.
            It’s easy to remain in the first third but the fourth was usually chipped away and taken from us by life. It was stupid, The Chariot thought, to feel that platitude was meant for me. She got up on the massage table and thought something in the room smelled like vagina. There was no talk of taking her clothes off. The therapist was playing lo-fi beats, the kind The Chariot listened to at work when she needed to focus and not to hear words that would interfere with her typing. The Chariot’s s face pointed toward the ceiling, a towel was placed beneath her neck, and her hands had gone numb already from squeezing them tight. “You’re going to take deep breaths,” The Masseuse said. “In fact, we’ll take them together, and with each breath, try to let out as much tension as you can.” 

         
         

         The Emperor visits Michelle for the first time when she is thirteen. He is seventeen and a friend of her brother’s. Already tall, already handsome with clear skin and a diamond in his left ear. Unfortunately, smart. The Emperor crouches over the table helping Michelle’s brother with his physics, explaining the math, and tapping his pencil against the table while unraveling an equation. Michelle doesn’t think he notices her; a profound relief because everywhere she goes, heads turn. Shorts are measured by administrators because her legs are long, mothers complain that girls are getting old “too quickly,” and six months ago, she was fun and cute—soccer, basketball, inside jokes, after-school trampoline parties—now there are people at school who say she clearly has a stick up her ass and is flirting with the new young teacher, who isn’t even hot. How had “stick up her ass” ever become something that could mean snobby with big boobs? Why was it more embarrassing to be called that than for people to say that phrase aloud? It doesn’t matter. But sometimes, Michelle wakes up in the night thinking it over and over like a mantra, her eyes shut soft against the dark. 

         
         

         Let out a breath. Another. Feel welcome in your body. You are safe here. Do you want me to turn up the heat on the table?
            Take another deep breath.
         

         
         

         In the bathroom that Michelle shares with her brother, she washes the school off her face, changes into her coziest sweatpants, and rolls lavender oil stolen from her aunt’s bedside table on her wrists. It helps when her heart opens up like this, so big she is all pulse pounds and no muscles and bones to cover its weeping red expanse. When her face feels a little closer to home again, Michelle walks into the hallway. The Emperor is waiting. He reaches out and pulls her close. Palms her breasts, her ass, pushes against her torso. His diamond glitters. He has Cheetos mouth. She squirms and fights, although this makes her feel even smaller. When she pushes him, there are layers of eyes behind his regular dark eyes. Blue, silver, black, red. The Emperor likes that she is fighting. He squeezes and tugs. No. But did she say it or think it or feel it? He laughs when Michelle slaps him. It hurts. When she goes limp, he calls her boring
            and goes to the bathroom.
         

         
         Yes, of course, her family think he’s so funny. So smart. Michelle, you’re just being weird around him because you have a
            crush.
         

         
         

         The masseuse pressed gently on The Chariot’s hair. It was dry and she needed a better conditioner, so it sounded like leaves
            being kicked out of a pile. Her hands were so big, The Chariot felt like the massage therapist could pull her skull in two,
            a pistachio to be picked apart. “If this is too much, we can stop,” the masseuse said. “I want to keep going,” The Chariot
            said. She let go of the sheet she gripped, flexed and stretched her fingers until they belonged to her again.
         

         
         

         Sometimes, The Emperor appears as the boy partnered to sit with her in math class who likes to squeeze her inner thigh under the table. He is the substitute English teacher who puts his hand on her shoulder and reads over the back of her head, his voice on her exposed nape. He grows stronger and more powerful when she enters college. A woman at a party kisses her abruptly and forces a tongue in her mouth; again, she tastes Cheetos. A professor at the first semester’s end invites her to a wine bar to talk about “her future as a scholar.” Not even office hours, wow.

         
         

         The masseuse pulled out two warm washcloths and wrapped them around The Chariot’s feet. She let out a breath.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “I feel like years ago, I went to an island and never came back. I think sometimes I would be happier if I was absolutely
            nothing. Not dead, not alive. Just nothing.”
         

         
         In response, the masseuse rubbed the arches of her feet and her exposed calves in coconut oil. The push and pull of her palms
            and fingers was reassuring.
         

         
         

         One night, Michelle wakes up and The Emperor is inside her. A hand crushes her mouth flat. Before when he was a boy she let him sleep on the futon because he is nice, his roommate has a girl over; he is nerdy and white and nothing to fear, and they have been friends for months. And then she wakes up to his hand over her mouth, her breath so big on his palm she thinks breathing too deep will suffocate her, and she bites him, and he says with tenderness, “You’re being a nuts cunt. You like it rough.” It is wild to hear the word “cunt” in his soft voice. Her roommates’ vintage Destiny’s Child poster is hard to see in the darkness, but those ladies are wearing white, faces perfectly made up and their lips are in the key of incredulous, silver hoop earrings, and she watches them watching her. The bed is hands holding her down, gripping ankles, throat, and wrist. “No,” she says, her voice hoarse. “No,” she says loud enough that someone next door thinks he hears something, listens, hears creaks and The Emperor groans, so he rolls his eyes, and shoves a pillow over his head, and says, “Must be nice.” 

         
         In the morning, Michelle feels nothing, only push and whoosh as she smokes a joint and decides not to file an official complaint.
            You let him stay in your room. You let him kiss you goodbye. If you move forward, this won’t kill you.

         
         

         It didn’t matter for so long. She hadn’t told anyone in years. No one talked about how the speaking of it could feel like
            pushing yourself back into his curved fingers, the weight. It was supposed to be freeing. You could survive. You did survive.
            You will survive. Take on this new identity, exist, you made it. You didn’t die.
         

         
         “You are surviving,” the masseuse said back to her. The Chariot hasn’t realized she was speaking aloud. “But what we all want
            is for you to live.”
         

         
         

         A friend says to The Chariot, back in the before, when she was still resolutely Michelle, that it was the international club Black women had belonged to throughout time. The friend is trying to say something good and productive and make The Chariot think something like what has happened to you wasn’t that bad because it had happened to so many women before you. We are in solidarity. 

         
         “Fuck that,” The Chariot says and leaves her half-drunk cappuccino on the table.

         
         The friend stops hanging out with The Chariot one on one. Sometimes, she writes social media posts about the ways Black women
            could live in power with one another and their divine feminine understandings and The Chariot longs to write underneath each
            one, “Hey babe, tell them about the club you said we all belong to.”
         

         
         

         What the masseuse says is corny, but Michelle cries. She snaps into the room, the sheet over most of her body is soft, each
            breath is an effort between her tears and the dry air. The lamp’s soft, diffuse light and the ways that the blinds’ shadows
            paint the facing wall say something mysterious to her, and she reminds herself that this is all by chance, not someone’s effort
            to make something beautiful.
         

         
         “You did it,” the therapist says. Her eyes are soft. Michelle sees the kindness in her gaze and it feels like she is going to talk again about survival, about bravery, and the conversation might destroy what Michelle is feeling. So, she turns and puts on her coat, the silk lining kisses her arms, and she drives to Ethan’s apartment. 

         
         Ethan is cooking. He knows she is upset and immediately turns off the heat. Leaves the half-dressed chicken on the counter.
            Michelle asks to take a shower and for him to come with her. She strips down and it is the first time she is naked in front
            of him. He takes off his clothes, except for his underwear, turns on the shower, keeps checking its warmth. He is looking
            at her face, her feet, and she tells him to look at her. He does. Her face contorts across the valley between smile and curled
            down grief and comes back again. Michelle can tell he finds her beautiful. She gets in the shower. She hands him the soap,
            a washcloth.
         

         
         “You’re trembling,” he says.

         
         “I want this,” she says, but both are uncertain if that’s true.

         
         He scrubs up the soap, makes a foam. It smells like bergamot and violets. She looks at his face. Waits for multiple eyes to
            appear. Michelle turns around. When it begins, it will be better, she knows, if I don’t see his face. He scrubs her back clean of oil and dirt. He washes her hair with his shampoo, gently scrubbing her scalp. Puts conditioner
            on the ends. “I’ve always wanted to do this to your hair,” he says. “So much, so soft.”
         

         
         Michelle says, “I want this to feel good.”

         
         

         Another friend once told The Chariot, It’s embarrassing, but I believe that the cards can tell your fate. Truly. Every day for a week before a migraine, the friend pulls the Tower. For a month, the friend pulled the ace of cups
            until the night she met her new lover. The cards will pull across the past and present to open the future.
         

         
         “I only want to live in the present,” The Chariot says. “I am so fucking tired of the past.”

         
         It’s the closest she will ever come to telling this friend what happened. No one needs to know. Why be disappointed?

         
         “I don’t have to tell you about your past,” the friend says. She is wearing red lipstick that leaves evidence on every glass
            of wine. “You’re the querent The only responsibility you have here is to ask the question you want answered.”
         

         
         The Chariot tells her friend the question is, “What will I do with my life?”

         
         In her heart, she asks, “When will I live again?”

         
         Michelle waits and waits for Ethan to turn this into something else. He hands her a towel and the lotion on the counter. It smells like neroli and espresso. Whenever her friend turned the first card, she would say, “The past, present, and future is always a tight knot.” Ethan hands Michelle his robe and helps her into the soft cotton. In the before, she often rolled her eyes. She wanted a clear path forward, no past, only future. Michelle takes a deep breath, another. She feels the accumulated knot in her chest, in her heart, in her stomach. This is a part of you, Michelle reminds herself. There is nothing to unravel. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Desert Island Diet

         
         I overheard the men calling me the female astronaut. I liked it even though I hate that word, female, and am not an astronaut.
            I didn’t bother to correct them: it’s fun for them to speculate about my life. And because it was in the context of: “If we
            have to, who are we going to eat first? Anna or the female astronaut?”
         

         
         There are eight of us on this island: six men, Vivian, and me. We were on a rich person boat trip, though Vivian is rich and I am not. Vivian works with these men on software that is evil, you upload your cutest shots and people affirm you, and then behind the scenes they sell your data to the government’s best monitoring agencies. I should not have gotten on the boat, but I am greedy for $300 champagne, caviar on potato chips, and being cold to men while wearing a black bikini top. We got blown out to sea, and now we’re here. My other friend, Nick, who had invited me fell into the ocean during the storm. He’s probably dead but I wish everyone would stop talking about it. 

         
         Maybe it was a game they were playing: fuck, marry, eat. But I don’t think so. They aren’t funny enough or interesting enough
            for that.
         

         
         We keep all the supplies at the island’s center. Tinned sardines, a half-eaten box of crackers, two bags of turkey jerky,
            one large bag of dried fruit mostly papaya, five bottles of water, iodine tablets, seven tampons, a flare gun, a bottle of
            Emergen-C, a bottle of vodka, a bottle of good wine, four pads, Tylenol, alcohol wipes, one destroyed fishing pole, two sort
            of usable ones, one container of travel-size bug spray. The only whimsy we allow ourselves is any time someone makes a Lost reference, they have to put a dollar or coin or very nice rock into a pile. There’s enough already for a round of cocktails
            if we ever get home.
         

         
         Everyone wants to talk about Nick being gone, instead of the way Henry died. Died feels too gentle. Henry drank saltwater.
            He was sentient fire on the last day of his life. You don’t have to be so thirsty, he kept saying to me and tried to push
            saltwater in my mouth. His father was in every cloud, giving him advice. Get yourself a 401K. Here’s the recipe for your great
            aunt’s greens. Henry threw himself headfirst into the sea. Vivian had to stop me from going after him: you’ll die she said
            over and over until I listened.
         

         
         I knew that but I wanted to pretend to be a good person.

         
         It’s been four days since and the men mostly sit around and chew leaves, so they don’t get too hungry. In the mornings they pretend it’s grapefruit. My dad ate one every day, says one almost every morning. It was disgusting, but now I’m thirty-five and I’m exactly like him. I listen because I don’t want to think. Their voices, their conversations, are the only times where I feel bored. Where my throat doesn’t feel ready to close, where my brain can resist thinking: you should have followed Henry. 

         
         The men perform friendship rituals. Bad jokes that they goose honk and chuckle over. They talk about me and Vivian, not in
            a sexual way, but as if we were mysteries to solve. Women are so beautiful and alien they have to be diagrammed out, talked
            about in circles, puzzled over. They fish together using the least broken poles and the silence between them doesn’t seem
            uncomfortable.
         

         
         It’s fucked up, but this is the best vacation of my life, one keeps saying. It’s beautiful here and finally, no more emails.

         
         Your friends died, Vivian said back the first time he said it. I wanted to kiss her for saying what I was thinking.

         
         He shrugged.

         
         When Nick and I were on the boat, before the storm, we were slapped silent by the sunlight on the water, the way the air and
            wet made everything golden. Clouds were gathering behind us, but we were filled with a mutual heart-gladness of isn’t this
            beautiful? There was a sushi table on ice like diamonds. It glittered under the sunshine, the tuna almost red.
         

         
         If you’re rich, Nick had said, maybe your whole life can be art. We contemplated the idea while loading our ceramic plates. I broke the silence by laughing at how bad I was at chopsticks. My reflection doubled in his mirrored sunglasses, my lipstick so bright pink. Everyone around us talked about money with spirited enthusiasm. 

         
         He had dated my sister for about six weeks, five years ago. Nick was someone who had more gravity than most people. When you
            were in his orbit, you were engulfed in conversations about ghost caribou, childhood idols, shopping for button-down shirts
            that made you look like an elegant slob, how tired he was of men assuming he was gay just because he loved having female friends,
            how the most unlovable thing a person could say was eating crab is gross. It wasn’t just the words Nick said that were important.
            The spaces. His semi-colons and dashes, the trailing off. The small sounds of his brain doing its most to make you feel engaged.
            He made life delicious.
         

         
         The men think I rarely speak because I’m grieving. But I talk to Vivian when they’re not around. Even shipwrecked, we are
            making friends by saying things like your hair looks really good today, we offer to share our clothes to break up the routine,
            and to talk about which of the men we absolutely shouldn’t trust. I say none. She says just the Steves. All men are Steves
            to me, I said for the three millionth time. It’s become our one joke. The rain is being a real Steve today. Don’t Steve out
            on me. We can make it.
         

         
         Sometimes, I look at her and wonder if we both live, will she be my new best friend? Will there ever be a time when we can sit safe and in silence with plenty to eat and not feel like our skulls are on fire from panic, from hunger? 

         
         Throughout the day, I keep to myself. I look through the supplies. I listen to what the men are saying, keep an eye out to
            see if they are making plans. But they eat the leaves, even though it makes their mouths extra spitty. They take naps. They
            talk about basketball. Joke about their shipwreck diet plans. Split a can of sardines for dinner. One of them tries to put
            a hand on my wrist and asks if I would like to fuck. No worries if not. The others are listening and I shake my head no. Sex
            with men? lol.
         

         
         When they think I’m out of earshot, one says, I’m going to hide all the tampons. When she needs one, I’ll offer it to her,
            and she’ll be so grateful. We’ll tell the story at our wedding.
         

         
         There is no calm for me today. I pace. And cross my arms. I go to the other side of the island with less shade. It smells
            of rotting fish and sea. I try to find something patient and lovely within myself. A gull lands. I gather rocks, throw them.
            The bird doesn’t die. I hit sand and water and driftwood.
         

         
         I was a person once who would never hurt an animal even though I didn’t like the idea of a dog or cat sharing a house with me. I was someone who was annoying when she got bored. I wasn’t afraid to whine a little, suggest something else, to change conversations, pour more liquor at a party, tell a joke that I knew would upset someone or go to a bar alone. Even when trouble came, I liked the stimulation. Drama is a word for children, stimulation is the word adults use. I’m not even sure if I liked me then, but back in my old life, I didn’t have to think about it. 

         
         When everyone, even Vivian, seems to be asleep, I walk to shore. I sit on the beach and let the saltwater wash over my feet.
            I take off my smelly jeans and T-shirt and walk into the sea. As I try to float, I am already becoming more water than person.
            The stars are bright. People used to say sciencey things to me about how some of the stars we’re already seeing are dead.
            It’s always supposed to be deep, let me tell something you might not know about the universe. And they seem almost yellow
            and for the first time in my life, they seem alive, like things that would actually listen to wishes.
         

         
         I wish upon each one that a shark will tear me apart, or a jellyfish will sting me in the heart, a shell will get lodged in
            an artery. And I’ll sink. Below the waves, algae, down through clouds of clownfish, to the space where water becomes black.
            The animals there are bioluminescent and it’s warm again from steam vents. What’s left of me is torn apart and eaten, and
            it’s okay. I would rather it be them.
         

         
         Something firm touches my foot, pulls me, and I panic, my head bobs under the water, salt in my mouth, burn in my nostrils, and I can tell someone is saying something and trying to help, but I’m clawing and kicking. I push away, swim until my feet can touch sand again, and Vivian is beside me apologizing. She is saying, I didn’t mean to scare you, I was worried. She is crying and I am thinking about how one time Nick said, Adrenaline is nature’s espresso, and I called him pretentious and he flicked a little bit of gin and tonic at my face. I miss my friend. I want to live. And
            then her warm mouth is on mine and our breaths are in-out-in-out in synch and she is laughing. It’s the only true laugh I’ve
            ever heard since the accident. I kiss her again. Taste metal. I look at her, memory filling in the bites that darkness has
            taken. Dark blood streaming from her round nose, bumping onto her full brown upper lip that is punctuated by a darker brown
            birthmark, her long braids starting to fuzz, her deep-set brown eyes.
         

         
         “Don’t go,” she says. “Don’t leave me with the Steves.”

         
         I want her to promise me a life. I let myself, heart still pounding, believe it will be possible. We will be walking on the
            beach holding hands acting as if we had not spent the entire day together when a searchlight falls upon us, a helicopter’s
            blades roaring, and a voice from a bullhorn announcing our rescue. We will vow never to go on another boat again. Dinners
            in nice restaurants, sex on expensive sheets, never smelling bad again. I will learn what’s annoying about her in real life
            and feel love’s extraordinary negative capability when I think I never want to hear you chew ice again, yet if I never heard
            you chew ice again, my whole life would be shattered.
         

         
         “Tell me.” I take a deep breath. I change my mind. “Tell me, what a normal day is like for you.”

         
         Without thinking, I wipe her face with my damp hand, let the blood fall on its back. Vivian smiles and says, “I wake up every day at six-thirty and watch dumb shit on the internet.” She takes my hand and leads me back to my clothes. As I pull them back on, the stars feel farther away, her soft voice recounting the disgust she feels about missing make-up tutorials and the double disgust of knowing she is a person who actively longs to watch TikToks and feels true awe when she sees a woman’s face transformed in a well-lit mirror. It is the first time someone has touched me with care in years. It is the first time since the accident. Inside me is the water, the wreckage, Nick’s hand sliding beneath the churn. One day, maybe, light and life will be there again. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Brittle

         
         During the visit, Scarlett would have to be careful, more careful than when she held an egg or touched the ballerina figurines
            her grandma gave her every year on her birthday. She would have to wear a bell when walking around the house, so that Darla
            could hear her coming. If they collided, her mother said over and over, Darla would shatter into a million, trillion bits.
         

         
         “Imagine,” her mother said while buckling up her seatbelt, “having to sweep up your own daughter.”

         
         Scarlett nodded, even though she couldn’t imagine it. She hoped her mother would keep talking, but silence fidgeted between
            them as it always did.
         

         
         After a few hours of driving, Scarlett triple-checked her suitcase to make sure she’d packed her softest clothes, even though they had driven too far to turn around. Despite August’s clinging humidity, Scarlett wore soft winter boots, worried that her uncovered toenails in flip-flops could crack her cousin if they made contact. As her mom sang along to the radio after a half-hearted lecture about not embarrassing them during the visit, Scarlett pulled her feet loose from the boots and scratched the soles of her feet. 

         
         “Those boots smell,” her mother said and turned the radio up a little louder.

         
         She wanted to ask how come Darla was made out of glass and she wasn’t. She wanted to ask why she had to go away for a whole
            month. She wanted to know why her mother and Ben weren’t speaking anymore. And why wasn’t she going to Grandma’s or the McCormicks
            like she usually did when her mother needed to be away from her. She wanted to know why Ben hadn’t said, “See you soon, Kiddo,”
            like he always did or offered to drive with them, but had just hugged her and said, “You’re a good kid,” and then gone back
            into the kitchen without saying goodbye to her mother. But there was no point. Even on good days, she knew she wasn’t allowed
            to ask questions.
         

         
         Aunt Theresa’s home looked like every other house in the neighborhood. Scarlett had imagined the house to be made from feathers
            or beanbags or piles of soft-serve ice cream. But there it was with its yellow siding and brown door and cracked front steps
            and new-looking porch.
         

         
         Inside, the house was cool and dark. The walls of the foyer and living room were covered in thick wheat-colored carpet; the
            floors were kitten fur gray.
         

         
         “Scarlett,” Darla called. Her voice, at least, sounded normal. Darla stood in the living room near a large window. It looked as if she’d been peeking through the curtains waiting for them to arrive. In her fabric shell—an orange, black, and red afghan fashioned into a cape, beneath that an oversized sweat suit with a bright star pattern, and what looked like a blue tulle skirt peeking out beneath the edge of the large sweatshirt—Darla looked like a patchwork stuffed animal come to life, especially with the coat hoods up. Scarlett wondered if Darla looked like her beneath all the layers. 

         
         “Here’s the bell,” Aunt Theresa said. She looked like Scarlett’s mother, but with locs and no grays and she was a foot shorter.
            The last time she had seen Aunt Theresa, she had been warm and sweet. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she had said when
            cuddling, when playing unicorn queen, when they read together. She had wanted Aunt Theresa to be her mother. What would life
            be like to know so firmly that she was loved all the time?
         

         
         Scarlett wondered if she should hug her. She didn’t like hugging people, especially adults. Her head was almost always hitting
            their breasts or bellies. Her aunt moved behind her as Scarlett set her suitcase down.
         

         
         Attached to the bell was a navy velvet ribbon, tied in the back to create a necklace. Theresa placed it gently over Scarlett’s head and slid it around her neck. The bell was heavier than Scarlett expected, its metal cool on her chest. Their mothers walked out into the kitchen muttering things about coffee, walking in the same floaty way, their toes barely touching the floor. 

         
         “I’ve always wanted to meet you,” Darla said. She slid her hoods down. Her face was the strangest thing Scarlett had ever
            seen. It was as if someone had carved a replica of her own shrunken head out of clear glass. The artist had then filled up
            the glass so that people could see all her teeth hung white in her soft pink mouth, the gray maze of her brain, her big, lighter
            gray eyes and the white surrounding them, the insides of her nose, sinuses dark red, the muscles and bones of her skull. All
            of Darla’s muscles and bones were slightly transparent, Scarlett could even see the blood pumping through the needlework and
            embroidery of her veins and capillaries.
         

         
         It was hard to know what to focus on. The blood flowed through Darla rapidly. How unsettling it was to realize what sinuses
            looked like, the reality of the brain, and the tooth roots burrowed into gums. Scarlett felt like she was also staring at
            herself; she was aware, more than she had ever been, that there were organs hanging inside her. And that if she was lucky,
            she would never have to see them. At the same time, it was so beautiful. It reminded Scarlett of seeing pictures of other
            galaxies or of giant squids. Darla was so weird, so different, Scarlett couldn’t help staring.
         

         
         “So, what do you think?” Darla asked, giving Scarlett another beat to process.

         
         “I,” Scarlett said. Darla walked out before she could apologize or explain.

         
         Scarlett turned and her mother was there, holding two glasses of lemonade, standing in the doorway.

         
         “I told you not to stare,” she said. She didn’t lecture her further—she probably didn’t want Aunt Theresa to hear. Her mother
            handed Scarlett the lemonade and walked back into the kitchen. It was the last thing she said to her before saying goodbye,
            touching the top of her head, and walking out the door. Her mother didn’t look back.
         

         
         

         In the following days, life in the carpeted house started to take on a routine. They all woke around the same time when the
            sun splashed itself through the windows. Scarlett practiced not staring at Darla as she ate. She tried not to be mesmerized
            by what cornbread muffins looked like as they were gnashed into tiny and tinier bits by Darla’s teeth or what milk sounded
            like as it was gulped over the tongue and slid down into her cousin’s throat. Mostly at breakfast, Scarlett read while she
            ate, something she was never allowed to do at home because it made her sloppy. Sometimes Darla shared half-remembered images
            from her dreams with her aunt, while Scarlett pretended not to listen. No one talked to her much, but it didn’t bother her.
            It was like old times at home before Ben moved in.
         

         
         Days were spent watching television or old movies picked out by Scarlett’s aunt while lying across the carpets or spread out on plump couches. Scarlett’s mother called around 5:30, but she never said much of anything except, “I hope you’re being good.” Scarlett wanted to know if Ben was still going to be her stepdad. She wanted to know why she had gotten dumped off here where no one seemed to even want to know her. But when she asked that, her mother would hang up and not call the next day. So instead she talked about the movies or what Aunt Theresa had cooked and said goodbye within two and a half minutes. 

         
         Scarlett kept the bell on whenever she was awake. It became a part of her, hanging around her neck. Only when she went outside
            and walked in the meadow and out to the pond with its cattails and dead leaf smell did Scarlett remember she was wearing it.
            Outside, the wind lifted it, making its chime as much a part of her as her skin and eyebrows. She loved it then and wished
            she could wear it to school without people making fun of her.
         

         
         Evenings, Scarlett helped her aunt make dinner while Darla worked on her schoolwork at the small round desk wrapped in pillows.
            Scarlett would sometimes pause while setting the table because she was amazed at the way light showed through her cousin’s
            face. It pasted rainbows onto the living room’s light yellow walls. She wanted to tell Darla how beautiful she looked in those
            moments, but was afraid it would come out wrong and make things even worse.
         

         
         

         After a week, Darla seemed to have forgiven Scarlett for her initial awkwardness.

         
         “What’s it like to go to school?” she asked while ignoring Roman Holiday. Aunt Theresa had sworn they would love it, but it seemed to be about a boring girl who got a bad haircut and complained
            a lot and didn’t deserve to be a princess at all and was interested in someone’s mean dad.
         

         
         Scarlett wasn’t sure how to respond. If she said it was great, it might make Darla feel bad. If she tried too hard to make
            it sound awful, Darla would know she was lying.
         

         
         “Same old, same old,” Scarlett said. It was how her mother described her workdays.

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “You know,” Scarlett tried. It was what worked at school when she pretended to know about things that her friends and sort
            of friends didn’t know about.
         

         
         “I really don’t,” Darla said.

         
         “What’s it like to ride on a swing?” Darla said again after a few moments.

         
         “It’s like, it’s like being a bird. You go up and you can feel it in your entire body. You move backward in a way that I used
            to think was scary, but I like it a lot now. Also, last year it was really cool to go as high as you can.” The words burst
            out. It was the most Scarlett had spoken in days and it felt so good to talk. “And then jump at the highest point. It’s how
            I got this scar.” She showed Darla the jagged lightning bolt on her left forearm. “I had a big bruise, too. I got grounded.”
         

         
         Darla pulled out some paper and wrote down, “Swinging is like being a bird.” Scarlett watched her and was pleased she had said something good enough to be written down. 

         
         

         One day, Darla wasn’t feeling well and Scarlett was alone, she spent the day alone with her Aunt Theresa.

         
         “You can ask me,” Theresa said.

         
         Scarlett was too young to know which question to ask. So, she drank a glass of water slowly.

         
         “I wanted a child,” Theresa said. She told Scarlett that there were traditions in their family. But before Scarlett could
            say anything, the phone rang and Theresa was in a spirited argument with whoever was on the line asking her for money.
         

         
         

         After over a week of questions, Darla had collected what to Scarlett felt like an entire encyclopedia. She knew what Scarlett thought about going to a shopping mall (exciting if her mother was in a good mood and was willing to buy her clothes she liked and maybe a soft pretzel with lots of salt, boring if they were there to look at furniture or buy shoes), what it was like to jump in a ball pit (it looks fun, but it’s actually kind of gross because the balls can be sticky and sometimes little kids are pretending to be zombies beneath it) and play basketball (boring and tiring because she was no good at it). Do you know who your dad is? No? Me either. Do you want to know? What it was like to swim in a lake with all your friends (fun to splash and swim, dumb when people talk about getting boobs, scary when you step on a piece of seaweed or when you accidentally touch a fish, and you smell bad, but in a good way, after). What it was like to get hurt and put on a Band-Aid and how much did peroxide really sting. What it felt like to bathe with soap rather than slowly spray Windex on your body and wipe it free of streaks with paper towels (the soap can make your skin itch). What do growing pains feel like? What it felt like to have skin (something you only notice because of other things: fabric, rashes, water, people. Something that makes your mother tell you you’ll have to work twice as hard as other people to get recognition. Something that sometimes makes old people say weird, mean things.). What it was like to have hair and how it felt to have it blown by the wind or feel it stream out a car window (like you’re a dog with big ears). Aunt Theresa listened to these conversations and said nothing. 

         
         Scarlett wasn’t sure why her aunt didn’t join in. Before Darla was born, Scarlett knew that she, too, had been out in the world. She wanted to hear how her aunt would describe eating ice cream on a summer’s night or what it was like to catch a line drive during a softball game. Scarlett’s mother had framed a picture of her and Theresa together in high school, wearing softball uniforms and batting helmets. She wanted to hear her aunt talk about what her mother was like as a girl. Or maybe even say a few things about her dad. What had he been like? Maybe she even knew where he was now. And if not that, Scarlett knew her aunt had gone to college on a softball scholarship, could’ve gone to the Olympics even. And who was Darla’s father? Was he also made of glass? And how did that work? And was he how they had enough money for Aunt Theresa to stay home all the time? Could one day her kids be made out of glass? 

         
         Sometimes Scarlett would try to ask Darla questions about what it was like to be made of glass, but Darla would just ignore
            her and move on to her next question. She wanted to know what it was like to see your own blood. What did it feel like to
            be so careful? Scarlett knew that Darla liked to stay up late writing up the questions, thinking of things she had always
            wanted to know about being a girl. Increasingly, Darla slept in, leaving her to eat a silent breakfast alone with Aunt Theresa.
            Scarlett wondered if it was a family trait she had somehow not inherited: the ability to keep everything to herself.
         

         
         

         Once, there was a woman—some members of their family called her Zauna, some said her name was Ada—who had lost everything. Her beloveds had been taken across the ocean. Her beloveds had been killed and all that remained was blood on the ground and a hope of being reborn. Her beloveds had never existed. The only agreed upon detail: this ancestor never wanted a man to touch her again. She had lost someone. No, she had been harmed by someone. 

         
         There was a ritual she had been taught by her mother’s mother: you gathered the most beautiful glass beads you possibly could,
            hopefully blue. A color for good luck, for peace, for love. You took mud from the bases of trees with the most bloom. You
            fasted and prayed and wore only blue for a week. Then you cried into a bucket. You pricked the ends of all fingers and bled
            into it. You added corn mash and expensive wine. Then, you shaped all of this into the shape of a child.
         

         
         Spirits were called. Every day you breathed on it, hoping for it to awaken. If the ritual worked, it took anywhere from three
            days to thirty days of this breathing.
         

         
         The ancestor was prudent and made two glass girls. One stood up, cracked, and died. The other remained with her until her
            dying days. My greatest masterpiece, the ancestor called her.
         

         
         

         Scarlett woke up to Darla shining a flashlight on her face.

         
         “That hurts my eyes.”

         
         Darla didn’t turn the flashlight off, but moved it so the light was hitting Scarlett’s forehead. “Let’s go.”

         
         “I don’t have my bell on.”

         
         “Dumb-dumb, you don’t need your bell on. I can see you.”

         
         “Oh, right.”

         
         Scarlett could tell she had terrible night breath and that her hair was nuts, but Darla didn’t say anything. Scarlett blinked and yawned. Her cousin rarely blinked. 

         
         “Let’s go,” Darla said again.

         
         She led Scarlett quietly through the house and toward the front door. Everything was so still and dark, it made Scarlett feel
            as if she were still asleep. The moon was out and it shone on Darla’s bare hands. Scarlett looked at her bones and thought
            of Halloween gloves. She had never told Darla about trick or treating. She wondered if her cousin could pretend her glass
            body was the most expensive and elaborate Halloween costume ever made and have a night out among other people. The grass was
            wet on her bare feet. She realized they were headed toward the pond.
         

         
         “What are we doing?” Scarlett asked.

         
         “I’m doing things for myself.”

         
         She wanted to suggest that they talk to Darla’s mom about this but knew that Darla would just ignore her.

         
         “What does it feel like?” Scarlett asked.

         
         “I don’t know,” Darla said. “It’s happening right now.”

         
         They reached the pond. In the distance, Scarlett thought she saw an animal’s eyes glint. She hoped it wasn’t a possum.

         
         “Did I ever tell you about my possum dream?” Scarlett said. She looked at Darla, who was staring at the pond. Darla clicked
            off the flashlight. “One bites me and then I turn into a large possum and eat trash.”
         

         
         She expected her cousin to laugh, but Darla was silent. Maybe she was too busy feeling everything to really listen.

         
         “Can I swim in that?”

         
         “It would be pretty gross. Ducks poop in it.”

         
         “I think most people would say I’m pretty gross.”

         
         The wind was warm and it felt good to Scarlett in harmony with the coolness of the grass and dirt around the pond. What could
            she say? Darla was right, Scarlett knew even some adults would have a hard time looking at her.
         

         
         Darla slid her hood down and kicked her feet out of her slippers. She slowly sat on the dirt and took off the heavy socks
            she wore until her feet were bare. Scarlett sat next to her. Even though Darla was much smaller than her, their feet were
            the same size.
         

         
         “At school, we like to take pictures of our feet next to each other. In my locker, I have a picture of my feet, my friend
            Tracy’s, and Robin’s feet all next to each other.”
         

         
         “I wish I could go to school,” Darla said. “Even though sometimes it sounds like the most terrible thing in the world.”

         
         They sat next to each other, closer than they had ever been before.

         
         “I wish I could do things without people noticing me,” Darla said. “You’re so lucky.”

         
         “You’re lucky. Your mom actually pays attention to you.”

         
         “You’re being stupid,” Darla said. The words pinched Scarlett on the arms. She thought about how soft bed was. Darla stood up and started to walk on the dirt and loose stones toward the pond. Scarlett was too annoyed to worry. 

         
         “I’m glad you woke up,” Darla said after a few minutes. “If I was here alone, I would probably get into the pond. Let my head
            crack against the rocks.”
         

         
         Scarlett held her breath. Darla had said the words lightly, as if she were talking about a book she’d read. She closed her
            eyes and tried to think of what to say. She was embarrassed at how happy it made her that Darla wanted her around. That it
            made her want to ignore the things Darla was saying.
         

         
         A slight musical tink, like someone lightly playing a note on a triangle.

         
         “That was my foot,” Darla said. She half-laughed.

         
         “Are you joking?”

         
         “No. I stepped on a rock.” Darla lowered herself down. “It hurts.” She said the words with surprise and almost happiness.

         
         Scarlett stood up. She grabbed the flashlight and unwrapped the bubble wrap from around it. Near the chip was a long crack
            in Darla’s toe. Bits of glass on the ground, almost silver in the moonlight. She touched her cousin’s damaged foot, it was
            cool and hard, and wrapped the bubble wrap around it.
         

         
         “I should get your mom.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “What if you try to walk on it and it makes your whole leg shatter? Couldn’t you die?”

         
         Scarlett could see the tears forming in Darla’s eyes. They looked like tiny puddles forming while she refused to cry. Darla tilted her head up to the sky, raised her eyes toward the stars. Scarlett thought she could’ve been a statue. “I’m tired,” Darla said. 

         
         Scarlett ran toward the house. She knew her Aunt Theresa would be furious. She knew she should’ve stayed in bed, somehow convinced
            Darla to stay inside as well. At one point, Scarlett slipped on the grass and tumbled. Grass stains on her blue and white
            pajama bottoms.
         

         
         Standing on the porch, holding her cell phone was her Aunt Theresa. Her eyebrows raised, her eyes huge.

         
         “Where?”

         
         She was holding a first-aid kit in her other hand. Scarlett wondered how she knew.

         
         They ran to Darla, Scarlett almost falling a second time. She was still sitting where Scarlett had left her. She had taken
            the bubble wrap off and was watching the blood fall from the cracks and looking through her own skin, watching as her body
            attempted to clot.
         

         
         “I wasn’t sure if the bubble wrap was sanitary.”

         
         After they searched for all the little pieces of Darla’s foot in the dirt, they went back to the house, superglued and bandaged
            Darla—it tickles, she kept saying and squirming—and put her to bed. Scarlett stood in the hallway outside her bedroom trying
            to calm down. Her cousin would have to spend the rest of her life with a cracked, possibly splintered foot.
         

         
         “Scarlett, come to the kitchen,” Theresa called from the foot of the steps.

         
         Her aunt cooked them a pot of oatmeal. She pulled out blueberries and brown sugar and put them on the table. Scarlett held
            her plastic spoon but did not feel hungry.
         

         
         “Let’s talk,” Aunt Theresa said.

         
         “I.”

         
         The oatmeal smelled good.

         
         “I’m having your mom come get you this morning.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I’m glad you and Darla are getting along so well. It’s just.”

         
         Scarlett noticed there was still sleep in the corners of her aunt’s eyes. Her hair was ruffled in the back and stuck up like
            unmowed grass.
         

         
         “I didn’t make another Darla and I don’t think I could.”

         
         Scarlett’s oatmeal was a gray bog. A line of brown sugar lingered on top of it, waiting for Scarlett to stir.

         
         “Just because she’s that way doesn’t mean she isn’t a person.”

         
         “I never said she wasn’t.” Scarlett put her spoon down.

         
         Scarlett wanted to ask what was the point of being alive only to live in this dumb, soft house and knowing only a few people
            and knowing people were and would be disgusted by you and having only a few people actually see you. Wasn’t it selfish to
            bring this person to life and not let her really have anything real?
         

         
         She looked at her aunt’s face again. There were dark bags beneath her gray eyes. She was giving her the same, please say nothing look her mother usually gave her. 

         
         “I’ll go pack right now.”

         
         Scarlett’s mom arrived before Darla came downstairs.

         
         “Can I say goodbye?” Scarlett asked her mother.

         
         “It would be better if you just left,” she said. Scarlett slid the bell back on. She would argue if someone tried to take
            it from her.
         

         
         Even still, Aunt Theresa hugged her goodbye. She waved from the window, smooth round strokes as if she were cleaning dust
            off windows.
         

         
         

         Scarlett expected to be grounded as soon as she got in the car, but her mother just put on sunglasses and drove in silence
            for the first hour.
         

         
         “So,” her mother said. Scarlett winced. How could she explain? Should she apologize?

         
         “Ben left,” her mother continued. “Do you want to get breakfast?”

         
         “Sure,” Scarlett said.

         
         “And by left, I mean. He’s not going to be your stepdad. I don’t know if we’ll ever see him again.” Her mother looked straight
            ahead.
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Scarlett blushed, waiting for her mother to answer.

         
         “Why won’t you just talk to me?” she asked, after more silence. There was heat in the car. Her mother had never hit her, but it felt like anything was possible. 

         
         For the first time, Scarlett wondered why her mother had chosen to be a mother. There were so many ways now to live the life
            you wanted. What would have happened if her mother had just given her to her Aunt Theresa? She vowed to herself to never,
            ever have a kid.
         

         
         Instead, her mother rolled the windows down, letting the sounds of outside sit between them. As her mother tried to figure
            out where the next exit would take them breakfast-wise, Scarlett put her hand around the bell. She pictured herself writing
            Darla a letter, one in invisible ink that her Aunt Theresa would never figure out how to read. She would tell her about what
            it was like to float on water: “Your whole body works together to be on top of it. You feel completely you, but also like
            you could be a wave connected to the ocean because that’s how big water can feel. And because you’re a wave, you’re also connected
            to the moon. And because you’re connected to the moon, you understand for the first time in your life why people like nature
            because you’re moon and water, you’re gravity and even though you don’t understand exactly how you work, you still pull everything
            toward you. You are the most important thing for once. Everything sees you and wants to see you, and you just get to be still.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Metaphors Are Violence

         
         The first time Lyn saw T was engraved on her memory. He was reading a book in the park, his hair brown, shiny, and reaching
            toward his shoulders. His body was long and lean. Black slacks, black oversized shirt, black eyes that were lustrous and sometimes
            looked away from the book to stare up at the clouds or at the light coming through the branches. A truth that Lyn wanted to
            believe in to feel sophisticated: one of the delights of being alive was to suddenly be within the bubbling sweep of desire’s
            jacuzzi. A truth that was probably more real to Lyn: she had not had sex in seven months. Every long glance was either judgmental
            or the potential for conversation. And did everyone in the world but her have nice lips? Sometimes, she rested a covert hand
            on her breasts and wished it felt half as good as anyone else’s did.
         

         
         T was also impossible to avoid once noticed. There was T in her favorite coffee shop, drinking a cortado, headphones on, and only pausing in his work to chat with another person as attractive as he was. His go-to friend a Black guy with his hair buzzed down into a dusting who somehow had one of the most beautiful skull shapes she had ever seen. Wait, though, Lyn asked herself after the third time of thinking it, but was that observation phrenology-adjacent? It wasn’t just a romantic affectation to call him T. The closest she had come to hearing his name was at the coffee shop, hearing the crisp sound of a T and the rest destroyed by an outburst from the espresso machine. Sometimes, she saw T out with friends at the trendy grad student bar that people liked to call the Meat Market. He was never drunk and/or making out with anyone. T was always having an intense conversation with a varying group of friends, the only consistency being all of them were attractive. Lyn referred to his friend group as America’s Next Top Model: All Stars in her diary.
         

         
         Yesterday, Lyn stepped outside the bar and into the smoker’s area. She looked up into the summer night and tried to pull in all the confidence and relaxation a mouth full of almost visible humidity and mint-scented vape could give her. If T appeared tonight, she would introduce herself. Then, she heard a familiar laugh and turned. There he was, talking to someone she actually knew. Fucking Chanel. Chanel who hoarded Nat Sherman Fantasias and would only condescend to smoke Spirits Black if she was out of the former. Vapes were declassee, vapes were Nascar, vapes were high school. Chanel with her perfect head of natural hair, who once published an essay about her understandings of race and gender that a professor called “syllabus-worthy.” Chanel who posted frequently on grid and wasn’t embarrassed because she was an actually good photographer. Chanel, who one time at this same bar, looked at Lyn appraisingly and said, “You’re mixed, right?” 

         
         Unless someone had met Lyn with her older sister and dad, everyone treated her like a basic white chick. She had hazel eyes
            and manageable, wavy hair, and skin that faded down in winter to the tone and sheen of an underbaked cookie. What had Chanel
            seen? Why hadn’t she sounded nice when she said it? Lyn felt certain it was in the purview of good manners that when asking
            any other person about race and ethnicity, you always had to apologize at least once while phrasing the question, to make
            it clear why you were asking. But Lyn had stammered a mess of a response that in her head was a relaxed-sounding consideration of what
            the word “mixed” meant but aloud sounded like well-yes-leaving-now.
         

         
         “Lyn, do you have a light?” Chanel beckoned at her with a long yellow cigarette. “My lighter is trash.”

         
         And yes, she did.

         
         Chanel asked about how her research was going, was she still cat-sitting, and something-something about the election, and the whole time T was listening, his face a supermoon looming large over Chanel’s perfectly moisturized shoulders. Lyn was trying so hard to listen but could not stop being pulled in by the wonder of his lips, the embarrassment she felt at trying to seem thoughtful in front of him and for thinking the saccharine phrase “the wonder of his lips.” “And wait,” Chanel asked, “have you met TK?” 

         
         TK offered his hand. It was a little sweaty. He was a doctoral student in art history and did freelance graphic design and
            hated living in the small college town that they were in. “Why do the best programs have to be in hell?” he asked while waving
            around a cigarette. TK asked Lyn questions but immediately after each one, she forgot what he was asking, and let her mouth
            run on autopilot. His voice was nice: slow and measured. She had a sense that he cared a lot about conversations. He was picking
            his words carefully and made steady eye contact.
         

         
         She was aware, suddenly, that she was telling them about her hometown. It was infamous for having subterranean caves that
            were covered in symbols on the walls, yeah, but on the ceilings, too, and could sometimes be glimpsed on the shallow parts
            of the long river and lakes it housed. TK had seen a TikTok about it, and it was strange to think of him lying in bed and
            scrolling, letting unattractive people tell him half-truths or do their I-wish-I-had-made-the-dance-team-in-high-school skits
            for his amusement. “It was on Ancient Aliens twice,” Lyn said, as if she had never rolled her eyes at the alien lovers of her hometown, as if she frequently made trips
            down there because of her fascination for the scribbles and letters and math equations. She was impressed by how neutral and
            relaxed she sounded, not at all hungry. Lyn made her free hand into a fist, so that her fingers would not visibly shake.
         

         
         “Didn’t they find like a kid down there?” Chanel asked.

         
         Lyn knew exactly what she was referencing, despite how vague Chanel was being.

         
         “Yeah, it was in the TikTok. There was a kid there after his prom or something. They found him talking to himself and the
            only intelligible words were, ‘they’re real.’ He was only wearing his dress pants and there were symbols on his back.” TK
            sounded like he was reciting a poem he loved.
         

         
         His name had been Alex. He had also been able to say, “Lyn, no, and French fries.” But the TikTok had been sort of right. Alex had mostly said, “They’re real, they’re real, they’re real.” They hooked up on occasion but it was a secret. It had not happened after prom. It had happened two years ago. His grandma was racist, his dad mildly so. He just didn’t want the heat of dealing with them. Everyone at school was mostly nice to her, her older sister had gone to that school and so many people had slurred her or called her affirmative action as if that was somehow a snappy nickname. She had thought by the time people went to college, they would have stopped fearing the scorn and hate of racist old relatives, but not Alex. Yet, Lyn was still getting kissed and liked how he did it, loved to feel his hand inching up her T-shirt, to feel him get hard in her mouth and to hear him make an embarrassed little sound when she hit the right pressure. It felt stupid to be offended by Alex and his family compared to what her sister, her father went through in this town. But she had also been too old to be relapsing into a secret high school style relationship. The world was supposed to have been opening its arms for her. 

         
         “We should go,” Chanel said. She took a long drag. Smoke lifted from her mouth, the overhead lamp shone on her lush curls,
            and Lyn thought, I hate you. Then she wondered if the we included her. She wanted to see them kiss. She would explode into a million scorched pieces of jealousy if she saw them kiss.
            Maybe they would both kiss her at the same time and this would be a new geometry she would actually want to learn.
         

         
         The smartest part of her made sure they both had her cell phone number. TK’s fingers brushed hers as they exchanged phones.
            “I’m free most of July,” Lyn offered.
         

         
         “I know how I know you,” Lyn said. She kept her eyes on his phone. It was so clean. “You’re always working at Harriet’s, aren’t
            you?”
         

         
         He nodded. She waited for him to acknowledge that he had noticed her around there, here, anywhere around town, or even a smile
            at the idea that she had noticed him. TK handed her phone back and went off into the night.
         

         
         Lyn starts the day by telling her roommate exactly what happened. Her roommate had an obscene crush on Chanel since meeting her at the climbing gym and is dying to know instead if there’s any chance Chanel could be queer. Even, you know, the type of straight girl who feels like it’s more intellectual to be open to queer experiences, especially while in grad school, could still work. Lyn’s roommate would really like to kiss Chanel, even if afterward, Chanel said very softly, “I’m sorry, but I’m not into this.” It would still be an achievement to Lyn’s roommate. Every time Chanel appears in their lives, Lyn’s roommate always whispers to the universe, “Please let Chanel Morrison ruin my life. Please.” Lyn pours them more coffee. She is sure that TK probably feels the same way. He probably walked home last night smoking one of Chanel’s long cigarettes and thinking about what he could say to feel her mouth on his, to watch her slowly unbutton one of her perfect white oxford shirts and reveal a somehow non-embarrassing lacy white bra. He would probably kiss her any day now, long and passionate, and then lean down, so his mouth was close to one of Chanel’s absurdly small ears, and whisper, “I want to be inside you.” 

         
         After breakfast, she FaceTimes her older sister and reminds her of TK’s omnipresence in her life. Liz is working from home
            and wearing a necklace that reads Gojo. She has a full face of make-up on despite not having to see anyone else for the whole
            day. Liz’s hair is braided, her eyes big and sexy, and her skin is so dark that no one has ever asked her, What are you?
         

         
         “The universe is speaking to you,” Liz says. “You are meant to know him.”

         
         “Even if this doesn’t become something, I feel ready to date again.” Lyn pauses. “But I also think he is so, so, so fine.
            Every time I see him, I feel like a horny cartoon character. Tongue falling out of my mouth, wanting to yell awooga, the whole
            deal.”
         

         
         “I thought you were only going to date white guys named Liam for the rest of your life.”

         
         Lyn rolls her eyes. She’s done that only twice, and each time it ended up being such a monumentally poor decision that she
            has a strict anti-Liam rule. Her dad had referred to her last Liam as a real Ashton Kutcher type until Liz taught him the
            word “himbo.” But she also likes Liams, you don’t have to know them because they don’t want to be known. You don’t have to
            feel bad if things go wrong. They are the type of men who barely want to be people; they are a bag of memes and broccoli head
            haircuts and their big revelations are always a white dad who thought it would be soft to say I love you or having really
            taken it too far during frat recruitment.
         

         
         “How can you live a full and interesting romantic life if you’re not dating people different from you? We were put on this
            Earth to experience many people. You are too old to have only experienced white dick,” Liz says. She takes a long sip from
            her mug. The screen is clear and despite how annoying Liz is, Lyn can’t help but notice how beautiful her older sister is.
         

         
         As always when Liz says a devastating truth wrapped in a joke, Lyn freezes. Liz is terrifying to disagree with, she has a brain that seems to use a vast amount of its processing power to remember every weird or problematic thing anyone has ever said. She is hilarious, too, and mostly kind. To say only white men are ever interested in Lyn would make Liz laugh so hard it would be heard around the world. It would wake up every penguin and polar bear in Antarctica and make them curse all the ice around them. 

         
         Liz tucks her necklace underneath her silk button-down. “I’ve gotta go. You should go to your coffee shop and hope he’s already
            there.”
         

         
         At Harriet’s, it’s packed. Every table, inside and out, already taken. All three baristas on shift look defeated. TK is there,
            alternating between drawing and writing. When he notices Lyn scanning around for a table with her cappuccino—no heart, just
            foam, a dire omen—he beckons her over. His fingers are so long. They agree quickly to mostly work.
         

         
         His feet are so close to hers; the table is small and he’s trying to be polite, but TK is so long that it’s impossible for him to work and not take up most of the table. Lyn is reading a complicated book about the ways that women are represented in the arts and how often people fail to communicate something deep or interesting about being a woman in all mediums. To be a woman, the theorist seems to be positing, is to agree to be simultaneously person and vessel for all of society’s panics. Most creative works still published are focused only on the vessel aspect or a reaction to understanding the female protagonist as a vessel. As long as the majority agrees to treat you as a protected resource, you are always condemned to be dehumanized. Lyn has no idea if she agrees with all this, but it feels smart. She once heard a professor say, “aren’t all metaphors a form of violence,” and she repeated it often to other people’s nods until another professor that she wanted as a mentor asked, “Do you really believe that?” That professor wrote often about the violence—physical, spiritual, mental, racial—done upon her and it became another embarrassing grad school moment. I used to be smart, Lyn thought often, but now I don’t know anything.

         
         It’s also hard to know what she thinks about this text because most of her brain is hoping that TK is drawing her. Lyn wants
            to see TK intensely drawing her lips and eyes, she wants him to say you are beautiful, she wants him to put his long-fingered
            hand on hers and squeeze it gently and then say let’s get out of here. But TK is drawing a vase. He’s telling her about Theaster
            Gates and his interest in uniting Black experiences with Japanese experiences. “He’s talking, I think, about souls. It feels
            old-fashioned. I don’t think most artists care about souls anymore.” He tells her that his mother is Japanese and his dad
            is Danish. “TK” is because he was tired of people calling him Take-shy in their annoying Midwestern accents. How is Tuh-kay-she
            so hard for them to hear? But it’s the Midwest and the people here can’t even pronounce basic shit like bag correctly. And
            he is thinking a lot about what do overlapping histories look like in art, how do you show the ways places overlapped without
            being appropriative. TK’s hands are drawing and drawing, distant and beautiful from his hands.
         

         
         She nods, sips her coffee, and he apologizes for interrupting her. It feels good to hear him so easily say sorry.

         
         TK draws, types, draws. Lyn stays on the same page, but he doesn’t notice. Then TK says, “When I saw the TikTok of your hometown,
            I assumed it was a weird art project turned bad.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I assume that someone started doing those symbols hundreds and hundreds of years ago, people joined in over time, and when
            it became so big that it became inexplicable, people decided it was impossible for people to have collaborated on this big
            project. You know, like the pyramids. Although, the pyramids are slave labor which is also why people don’t want to believe
            people made them. And, people are so suspicious of collaboration. So, they turn something cool into something sinister. It
            can’t be art people made to feel in community with each other. Symbols always have to be evil.”
         

         
         There are so many more interesting things Lyn feels like she could say, like describing the way Alex’s face became more and
            more slack as he looked at the symbols, how his eyes genuinely changed colors from lovely brown to slate gray to rich green,
            how he kept saying, can you hear that, and she had heard nothing but her thoughts and his breaths and the sound of her stomach
            grumbling despite the situation but instead because Lyn is busy doing the emotional math of time spent together equals a kind
            of intimacy and that kind of intimacy could equal sex or be solved for love, she says, “Let’s go soon. It’s only a two-hour
            drive. I think it’ll inspire you.”
         

         
         The coffee shop is starting to empty out. It’s disappointing to Lyn that TK is so hot, can be in graduate school, and still thinks TikTok is a good source of information. Years of Alex’s life obliterated because someone wants to tell a clichéd narrative about a kid disappearing after prom. Gross! Chanel’s in line wearing an oversized shirt and cut-off shorts. There is an optical illusion to Chanel, Lyn thinks. In her brain, she always pictures Chanel as small, but in-person, she’s tall. Not petite or waif-thin, but gym fit. Even her calves are pretty. She is so busy trying to be nonchalant, paying too much attention to Chanel, that TK repeats himself twice before she realizes he has agreed to go. 

         
         In the week building up to the trip, TK texts her every day. He is thinking about writing about her cave—the dread of it being
            referred to like this, the pleasure of it being referred to like this—and asks Lyn questions about it. Sometimes, they share
            memes. His are often hilarious and hateful about the dipshit president of their university. She is clearly tanking her job
            because she knows the state hates the idea of a liberal arts education. The less people want to go to the college, the bigger
            her bonuses are. Her incompetence generates meme after meme shared between grad students, professors, and alums alike; each
            one makes Lyn laugh and think it’s cool that he cares about things. The last Liam that Lyn was with mostly shared memes about
            how hard it was to write or of a dog with his hand in a jeans pocket being cool. He asks her questions about herself, her
            work, and she cannot tell if TK is the type of person to flirt through asking questions or is just bored and making conversation.
         

         
         A few times, they switch over to a new group chat with Chanel about logistics. A normal visit first. Then, a secret visit, as long as the entrance Lyn knows is still open. When Lyn’s roommate finds out Chanel is for sure going, they beg again. Cookies are baked, a PowerPoint presentation titled Ten Reasons Why I Must Go on This Trip and Seduce Chanel Morrison is made and presented. Despite the work and peanut butter–chocolate deliciousness, Lyn refuses. Taking them home breaches the line between roommate and friendship. She does not want the mental anguish of worrying if this person likes her every time she realizes she left a wet towel on the floor or the couch. It outweighs the need to have someone distracting Chanel and keeping her away from TK. 

         
         The night before they go, Lyn and TK have a drink. For the first time, he isn’t wearing a black T-shirt and black slacks.
            He has switched to a pure white T-shirt, it’s a little more tightly fitted than what he usually wears, and Lyn wonders if
            this is for her. Look, Lyn, how beautiful this white shirt makes my dark hair look. Lyn, look at my forearms. Lyn. The Meat
            Market is filled with what looks like spillover from Comicon. The long table near the ski-ball is dotted with different people
            in Star Wars cosplay. At the head of it, a person dressed in a full, expensive Darth Vader costume is running a finger around
            and around the top of a very large glass of beer. Why, Lyn wonders, does it feel like every time I’m with TK, I’m dreaming?
            Some of the nerds keep pretending to force choke one another.
         

         
         “Did you know the kid? The one from the cave?” TK is asking. “I realized you probably would have. Sorry, you know, if what
            I said was insensitive.”
         

         
         “I mean we were in classes together in high school but I didn’t know him, really. He was shy.”

         
         Alex was not shy. He was funny and outspoken. Good at tennis. Might have come out as bi in college if he had gone but instead had stayed home, started working for his dad’s real estate company. He liked clothes and thought a lot about what it meant to put together a look. Alex liked to suck on her upper lip when they were making out. A recurring sort-of joke he liked to make was “If it’s not big in Japan, it’s not for me!” and pretend to throw an imaginary scarf over his shoulder. He had texted her when she had come home between the summer of college and grad school; it hadn’t been her idea. When Alex disappeared in the cave, there had been a blinding light. For minutes or days or seconds, Lyn felt like she was one of those globs in a lava lamp. Her body undulating, becoming larger, smaller, longer, shorter. She could feel a hand, squeezing, playing with her body, and somehow, she did not die. The light was so bright that she didn’t sleep for days because every time she shut her eyes, she saw it again. Not white like people said online. A new color, somehow simultaneously silver and green—painful. The beer is too hoppy for her tastes, but it gives her something to look at instead of TK’s intense interest. Another truth beneath all that, the ways Alex would try to get her to “open up” by telling her that life must be hard for her because she was mixed race. The way he wanted to know if it was true that she didn’t have a “firm identity.” How much it made her feel gross that he could say things like that, things that she would say were a hallmark of stupidity and an inability to think complex thoughts whenever people tried to talk that way and yet she would still be willing to give him head if he texted her at 10:30 at night with a simple hey.
         

         
         “It’s still wild that you know him.” TK took a long sip of his beer, doesn’t notice his use of the present tense. “We don’t
            have to go.”
         

         
         Lyn went to the cave one other time. She remembers some of the experience. It was quiet and boring, and she was embarrassed
            to think that it could happen again. Sometimes, though, that memory doesn’t feel real. It could be something she visualized
            in therapy. It could be a half-memory: you went into the cave for a second time, Lyn, and all the emotions you felt, you let
            yourself slice off to keep going. All the Lyns that have walked in the cave went with you. You were all holding hands and
            protecting one another. That’s wisdom, right? The ability to know which emotions must be preserved and scrutinized and which
            must be turned to ash.
         

         
         “People go there all the time. It’s probably the only thing keeping the town afloat. All the weird cave tourists.” There are
            two caves. The public one and the one you have to sneak into. Lyn sighs.
         

         
         She’s timed the visit so that Liz will be preoccupied (a friend is visiting and they have an edibles-and-spa day planned in the big city an hour away) and not think to text her, and her parents are in Rome. They are being very American about the whole trip and keep complaining about how dirty and crowded it is. Liz said that people were being a little racist on the trip, but again, their dad never talks to Lyn about stuff like that. She is blessed to go wherever she wants, her dad likes to say, and no one will try to spoil her good time. 

         
         “Well, we can always dip if we feel weird or unsafe.”

         
         Lyn knows he means her when he says we and is being kind.
         

         
         Outside the bar, they hug one another. He smells like vape and beer and cedar hand sanitizer. Lyn touches his back. A shirt
            so thin, it feels like her fingertips are on his hard back. She presses her lips together and tilts her head up to him. He
            is so delicious she could swallow him whole, leave only one of his black-and-white Vans behind for her to mourn over. He smiles
            but takes a step back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
         

         
         In the night, Lyn thinks again about metaphors, stews again about talking to that professor. It’s one of her favorite you-embarrassed-yourself
            moments to pick at when she can’t sleep. This time she thinks, I know metaphors aren’t violence. They’re like everything else in this world: complicated. I just wanted to act like I was
               someone who was soft enough to think that could be actually true. It is easier to think about this than the way her heart dropped when TK didn’t lean in to kiss her. How he didn’t look back
            or text her when he got home. When she wakes up, there’s a long cut on her arm. A leaf in her hair. She feels fuller than
            she has in years. There is something dark underneath some of her fingernails. It doesn’t matter to Lyn how they got there.
         

         
         Chanel drives them. Her car is a dumpster on wheels. The back, where TK sits, is half-covered in books, printed out PDFs highlighted and marked, two pairs of seemingly identical black knee-high boots, and an emergency kit that TK rifles through with loud delight. Astronaut food, flashlights, life straw, a solar-powered lantern, tampons, batteries—Chanel is ready to go at a moment’s notice. “Let me join your apocalypse crew,” TK pleads, but Chanel tells him he will have to audition. Lyn rolls her eyes. They are listening to music and all of them know the words. Nothing will happen in the cave again, Lyn tells herself. TK leans over the seat and puts a hand on Chanel’s shoulder to talk to her for a moment, something about lunch. The road is bumpy, and Chanel has to turn up the music louder. If something happens in the cave again, Lyn thinks, I will save him. Chanel will be fine. 

         
         Sometimes, she wakes up in the middle of the night and her room is filled with that same unexplainable color. Her heart always
            beats a new rhythm when the room is awash. I’m so hungry, Lyn thinks whenever it appears. Her eyes shut. Sometimes, after the cave, her body does what it wants. All the cheese gone
            from the refrigerator. Once a pair of running shorts clasped in her hand, but who did they belong to? Most of the time, she
            wakes and the world is a little duller. Today feels that way. Most of the dark washed away from beneath her fingernails, only
            a sliver remains under her left ring finger’s nail.
         

         
         Lyn’s never taken one of these cave tours before, only snuck into them the way Alex showed her. This way, Lyn pays $7 for a ticket, she walks past a booth selling unremarkable ($11, a light drawing of a cave) and demented ($19 and covered in the symbols and in English: “I survived the alien cave”) T-shirts and waits in line to get on a boat. TK is taking photos on his phone. He is smiling, and one of his front teeth is slightly crooked. Lyn watches as he tilts the phone toward Chanel with her head of big curls and big boobs and takes a picture. Chanel’s arms are crossed as she scans the crowd, looks up at the cave, and the slight descent to the boat. The coolness below ground, Lyn is surprised she’s forgotten it. Why did she and Alex come here to hook up? It was his idea, but why? Maybe it was always calling to him. 

         
         An older man and woman come up to TK and Chanel. Lyn is far enough away to see how unpleasant their faces are, but not to
            hear exactly what they are saying. She pulls out her phone, pretends to be very interested in a few texts. There’s a ringing
            in Lyn’s left ear. Before the lights came, before Alex disappeared, there was a persistent buzz in the air. Alex thought it
            was a cell phone, maybe? Lyn thought it sounded like a mechanical cicada brood. She told Alex that they should go. He said,
            “Don’t worry,” then kissed her hard. Chanel says loud enough that Lyn can hear it, “You are being disgusting. Get away from
            us now.”
         

         
         Lyn feigns surprise. She rushes over. “What’s up?”

         
         This is enough to break the spell for the older people. She knows they see her as a nice white lady, one whom they might actually feel uncomfortable upsetting. Lyn doesn’t recognize them, but she probably went to high school with their grandkids. She knows she could have come over sooner, stayed closer to Chanel and TK. Most small-town racists are cowards. They want to jump out at people like a cheap haunted house trick, harass and spit out their frothy poison in isolated rooms and internet comments, and then wisp away to destroy another day. These old people, as Lyn expects, fold. Suddenly, they are in a rush to be away from TK and Chanel now that there is a true audience. 

         
         Alex was home for a week after it happened. She saw him once, tried to get him to say what had happened. The symbols were
            scarred onto the back of his hands. He could only say, “Lyn Lyn, Lyn.” His eyes were beautiful, a sudden scarab green. His
            body silver. He kissed her again. It was a bad kiss, all wet and his nose was running. Then, she opened her eyes and he was
            again a boy who could not speak. On the next Sunday morning, his mom called to say he was gone. One slipper left in the backyard
            and a scorch mark on the lawn. The other slipper is still hidden in Lyn’s closet.
         

         
         Chanel is holding TK’s forearm. Lyn can’t tell if she’s restraining or comforting him.

         
         There’s a flicker of the lights. The symbols on the walls, are they brighter? TK and Chanel are saying something but Lyn can’t
            hear them. Someone touches her sides. She turns but no one is there. And Chanel is saying something about how Lyn purposefully
            ignored what was happening. Just apologize, TK mouths. Lyn shuts her eyes. It’s bullshit that she has to apologize because
            Chanel is upset at someone other than her. She longs for time to freeze. For the lights to come, the symbols to sing, to be
            swept a million miles away, and to be lucky enough to never return.
         

         
         Instead, she apologizes. There is a song she hears, low and sweet. Take them to the cave, Lyn, are its only words. They’re so beautiful. I could eat an entire Auntie Anne’s, the pretzels, the doughs, the ovens, the people, the signs. They sneak out and she shows them Alex’s way into the cave. Lyn knows they will probably never speak to her again after
            this. It smells like basement and Chanel’s cigarettes.
         

         
         Stone walls, dull symbols, carved even thicker. Alex said, “I have always known this place.” What had Lyn said? TK takes picture
            after picture. Chanel complains her cell phone gets no coverage. “It’s a cave, dumbass,” Lyn says. Her voice is light and
            she laughs but TK and Chanel exchange a look. The room is getting brighter and brighter. What had Alex said after? Oh, right,
            “You don’t have to do this. We can go home.” Silver, clarity, a bite on her neck, a kiss with teeth on her mouth. Alex told
            her in the car that this had to be the last time. He had a new girlfriend.
         

         
         This time it felt like a hand was inside her, big and pushing her esophagus shut, pulling a door open in her stomach. Every
            breath a wet effort. Eyes straining about to pop out. Kennel smell. No more cigarettes. Her mouth sings a song she doesn’t
            recognize. Chanel and TK are so beautiful, she hopes they’ll taste half as good as they look. Her skin is hot and some of
            it is falling off in shreds. Chanel runs but TK can’t help himself. He takes a photo. I just want to be seen, Lyn thinks, for who I really am, and opens her mouth wide.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Last Meals

         
         
            Apple Pie

            It’s the first day of the end of the world. We’re eating apple pie—Henry with vanilla bean ice cream melting and pooling around
               his slice, me with whipped cream from the can on the side—and waiting for the coffee to finish. The filling has more cinnamon
               than usual, maybe a hint of lemon. The asteroid is 900 feet across. That sounds really small to us. It’s insulting to think
               something technically smaller than the skyscraper I used to work my shitty mail office gig in long could kill us.
            

            
            I thought death would be a lump in the breast and a doctor saying gravely, I wish we had caught it sooner. A distracted morning
               where I got pureed by a school bus. I would be the first person to actually be sucked through an airplane toilet and sent
               out into the air. An angry person with a gun. It’s the first day where death isn’t a yes, this will eventually happen, but
               you’ll probably be old and ready for it when it happens thing.
            

            
            An asteroid small enough to fit on one of those tiny houses shows will hit the Earth. Because we aren’t in the incineration zone—we have already talked twice about what a great punk band name that would be: Incineration Zone—we’ll probably die due to the environmental impact: ice age, dust, escalated global warming. And if not that, the excess radiation in the world from the damaged ozone layer will mutate our genes. Cancer will also change from a maybe to a yes, definitely, get ready. The crust is flaky and buttery and for the first time in thirteen years, I’m going to have seconds. 

            
            We’re watching Joel Marcus, the Channel 8 news anchor that I’ve watched on and off since childhood, expound on the asteroid
               with the sound off. He said everything worth saying during the first hours of coverage. We turned off the sound because it
               became clear he knew nothing we didn’t know about the situation and because even though our big afternoon plans had been to
               get stoned, eat pie, and watch Everyone Loves Raymond re-runs, it feels weird to spend the day watching Ray’s stupid aw shucks my wife haaaaaates me life. Joel Marcus’s eyebrows
               are large and have more expressions and movement than most people’s faces.
            

            
            “My God, just look at them.” I point at the screen with my fork.

            
            “I know. It’s like he has two caterpillars battling to death across his forehead.”

            
            We cackle over that. I’m not scared. And I’m surprised and pleased at how not scared I am. I’ve spent thirty-nine years taking vitamins, eating salads, running at the right time of day in the right well-lit parks, avoiding driving in snow and rain, and swiping left on people whom I could easily see murdering me. I’m going to have a cigarette for the first time in ten years. I no longer have to pretend that there’s anything I can do to stop myself from dying. It feels like its own little Christmas. 

            
            Henry seems more scared. He thinks we should leave the TV on all the time. He spent the morning going through the apartment
               to see what we have that’s emergency-ready. It’s taking him an unusually long time to find his wallet to go to the corner
               store for a pack of cigarettes and two malt liquors.
            

            
            “Should we get married?” he asks.

            
            “Does it even matter now?”

            
            “Before this.” Henry gestures at the TV with his keys. “You wanted to get married.”

            
            I eat a forkful of just whipped cream. I close my eyes and feel how soft it is against my tongue and teeth. There probably
               won’t be things like this anymore in just six months.
            

            
            “I love you so much,” he says. “You told me you were tired of people asking you when you were going to get married. You cried
               about it.”
            

            
            “I love whipped cream. I was never able to articulate that to myself before.”

            
            “I love you,” he says again. I can tell he’s going to stand in the doorway until I say it back. He is wearing a pair of gray sweatpants that have a hole in the knee. His hair isn’t brushed, it’s fuzzy with the number of times he’s run his hands over it. 

            
            “I love you, too.”

            
            Henry smiles at me as I sit on the couch eating my pie. He’s acting as if going to the corner store is like going off to war.
               He shuts the door.
            

            
            The only cliché about death that actually feels true is that everything does feel more intense. I swear I can hear every footstep
               Henry takes outside the house. When I concentrate, I can hear his breath down on the street, two long exhales as he looks
               for peace. It doesn’t matter that the television is on and the annoying brother is proving he did a dissertation in being
               odious. The slight creak of his bones as he bends and unbends his knee. The strumming of his brain as he thinks about me and
               the world and if there’s anything else he should buy at Lucky Pantry. The in and out tides of his blood as it circulates through
               his body.
            

            
         
         
            Strawberry Cream Cake

            Elyse is having a birthday party and I have nothing to wear. It’s the first party we’ve been invited to in months—it seems
               like no one wants to celebrate anything anymore—and it’s nice to think about what lipstick will look best in photos, to think
               if there’s a point even of taking photos, for what’s an appropriate thirty-nine for the third time birthday gift, and what
               it means to dress casual-formal.
            

            
            I’ve put on enough weight that all my jeans, even the looser ones I only wore during my period, feel tight. Henry says my butt looks better than it ever has before. I don’t know if I agree, but when I think thoughts like that, I remind myself soon I might not have a butt to think about. It’s soothing. No butt, no cellulite on right upper thigh, no poochy belly. Why couldn’t an ordinary understanding of death free me from worrying about these things? Why did it have to be imminent and unavoidable for my brain to finally respond to each needle of an anxiety with an almost simultaneous “don’t worry about it?” 

            
            In the back of my closet is a black velvet dress with no sleeves that I used to wear as part of a (sexy) witch Halloween costume.
               I slip it on, struggle with the zipper, and when it fits, I look better in it than I ever have. The power of boobs and not
               giving a fuck.
            

            
            “You look great,” Henry says as we walk out the door. It’s snowing. Headlights illuminate the snow extra-white. Snowflakes
               so large they actually have shadows in the streetlights fall hard. He’s not being kind either. His eyes are on my breasts.
               The weight I’ve gained makes me look closer to thirty in the face.
            

            
            “Maybe we should’ve just stayed home,” I say. We could be drinking hot chocolate. We could be watching all the disaster movies
               and pseudo-scientific programs that seem to be on TV all the time now. We could be having sex rather than coming into a party
               cold and wet and having to make small talk.
            

            
            “It might be fun,” Henry says. He dangles the silver present bag. Inside are some iodine tablets, medicine, canned tuna, and a flashlight that can be charged by sunlight. I wanted to give her a pair of silver pumps, the type you wear to work when you want to pretend that you’ll go get a martini and flirt or go out dancing, instead of home to the couch and loading dish after dish into the waiting washer. 

            
            I pause even though my feet are so cold.

            
            “Should we kill ourselves?” I ask Henry. I act as if this is a thought that has just occurred to me. That last week I didn’t
               go to the top of the highest building in town and look at the lights on the horizon, the lights below. I felt as if I were
               a child playing Godzilla again. I could scoop every car and throw it. Stomp them flat. I went back down. I felt weirdly as
               if I had failed at something crucial.
            

            
            “Wow. You really don’t want to go to this party.”

            
            “Like should we come up with a plan in case things get really bad?”

            
            “What’s your definition of really bad? Like you used to refuse to go camping because you said, and I quote, ‘I refuse to dig
               a hole and then shit in it. I’m not a fucking animal.’ ”
            

            
            I did say that. I do still feel that way. I blow on my hands and wish I had remembered gloves.

            
            The other day we found out Henry’s old boss had jumped out of a friend’s apartment window. He had lived through it; he had hit a canopy and then somehow fell through the soft top of someone’s sports car. He’s still in the hospital. Refuses to see anyone, but his boyfriends. 

            
            We weren’t surprised though. People across the world are dying by suicide because they don’t want to see what’s next. The
               counselors who are still working are filled to the brim with appointments. It seems like everyone is lying on couches or lying
               beneath the Earth in an attempt to find a little control.
            

            
            Fashionable people are having death parties where they invite everyone worth inviting. They put clips on social media of the
               ice sculptures and expensive champagne and how they go around the room affirming and berating people. Expensive dresses, red
               lips, silk shirts, and getting to tell someone moments before you die, “I always thought you were a bitch.”
            

            
            “I don’t want to die,” Henry says. “I love you. But I don’t think I can do a if you die, I die thing.” He breathes out. “I
               want to die at the same moment as you, in our sleep, holding hands, and we’re 100.”
            

            
            How many couples, how many families, are having this same conversation around the city? They’re probably arguing around dinner tables as if joint-suicide plans were a game of Monopoly. They’re probably crying and discussing what would be better: to drive to the Grand Canyon and leap into it holding hands or to eat a pizza laced with poison. Maybe it was a more widespread fight than I ever considered among older couples even before this happened. I lived in the grace of thinking for so long that most people tried their best to live and live well. Elyse and I once spent hours talking about the things we dreaded most about getting old. I didn’t want to gain weight, I didn’t want wrinkles, I didn’t ever want to shit blood. Elyse said it was the fear. She couldn’t imagine being someone who ever would accept that death was fair. I want to live forever, she said more than once. There’s so much to do. 

            
            I take Henry’s gloved hand.

            
            “I don’t know what I want yet,” I say. “But I want you to know I understand why you feel that way.”

            
            We kiss. Henry almost drops the present and we laugh. We both try to ignore how giddy we sound.

            
            

            Inside Elyse’s party, it seems like everyone she’s ever known is there. A table by the door is covered in what looks like poorly wrapped canned vegetables. One lovely person has clearly brought her expensive champagne and a luxury lipstick wrapped only with matching pink ribbons. People have interpreted the casual-formal in completely opposite ways. Some are dressed for a nice cocktail party. Others are wearing their nicest jeans. A few people, for whatever reason, are dressed in full bunny costumes. A man I recognize as one of Elyse’s college boyfriends, the one she only called Asshat for a year after finding out he had cheated on her, is walking around wearing a flannel shirt and jeans with a large top hat and hopefully fake monocle. Talking in a crowd holding a bottle of champagne is Elyse. She’s wearing an incredible wedding dress. The sleeves are intricate lace and bright white. The rest of it looks like silk and almost matches the color of the champagne. There’s a small wine stain near the left shoulder. 

            
            “It was my mother’s and my grandmother’s. We’re one of those families where all the women could be clones of each other,”
               she says. Everyone around her laughs. I didn’t know that was a thing.
            

            
            There are cute, tiny signs put on the wall that say that anyone who says “asteroid,” “end of the world,” “impending death,”
               “why isn’t the government doing anything,” “rich people are already heading to their bunkers,” “the president is useless,”
               “I don’t understand why I’m still working” or “any sense of general misery” at the party will be fined one dollar. There’s
               a labelled jar near each sign. One of them already has about twenty dollars in it. Someone is asking for Elyse’s Venmo to
               just send her ten dollars in advance.
            

            
            “Look at this.” Henry nudges me. He points at the cakes on the kitchen table. There are several small cakes shaped like strawberries with frosting dyed red and green. And a large five-tier cake with strawberries pressed into the sides. I know that it’s the off-season and that they’ll probably only taste like faint, watery hints of strawberry. But it’s already been so long since I’ve had one, and they’re so expensive now, that I’m tempted to pull a strawberry off and pop it into my mouth. 

            
            “You’re here,” Elyse says. She pulls me into a hug.

            
            “Happy Birthday,” I say. There are dark circles around her eyes that she would usually use concealer on. Her hair is natural
               now. I don’t say anything to her about it, even though she used to give me so much shit about having natural hair in college.
               She always said when she was drunk, I was a seven, but with a good relaxer, I could be a ten. Elyse can be an asshole when
               she drinks, but she’s the kind of person who you can genuinely say anything to. She likes vulnerability and rough conversations
               and hates unnecessary manners.
            

            
            “You look great,” she says, and I believe her.

            
            Elyse holds my shoulders and makes a lot of eye contact with me as she tells me about how she’s seeing this guy, but he couldn’t
               make it tonight. He’s still working. The boyfriend is helping rich people finish their bunker preparations. What I forget
               about her every time I’m not around her is how good she is at making me feel like I’m the only person in the room with her.
               Everything I say feels super interesting when she’s smiling and listening to me. It reminds me of all the nights we spent
               together in college gossiping on bar stools, having sleepovers in our dorm rooms, and on road trips. She tells me how happy
               she is to see me. And do I remember the time we stole the trays from the college cafeteria and went broke-ass sledding.
            

            
            And yes, I do remember. The night was just like this, cold and blowing. We were so cold. The sledding wasn’t as fun as we thought it would be. Elyse screamed, “Black people hate snow,” as we went down the hill. But after we got hot chocolate and sang carols, even though it was January, outside all our friends’ apartments. Some ignored us. But others came out and it became a party. 

            
            “I’m really happy I came,” I say and am surprised at how sincere that feels. I feel suddenly like none of this would matter
               if I could see my friends every night. “I’m glad I get to see you.”
            

            
            When Elyse sets me loose, knowing that I can’t talk about what’s going to happen makes me just want to talk about it. I try
               talking about what I’ve recently watched on TV. That ends in a dollar fine. I try talking about food. Another dollar. I even
               try old times. I try to bring back the feeling of starting to drink a Long Island iced tea immediately after working and spending
               a whole evening and night talking with friends until it’s suddenly 2 in the morning and you’re walking arm in arm. And then
               suddenly, all of you are dancing. There’s no music, but you’re drunk and you’ve been dancing all night, so why not some more
               on the sidewalk? Two dollars for reminding people that we once thought life would be long and awesome. A woman wearing a full
               rabbit’s head takes the money from me. She waves it in my face and says, “Stop being a funsuckeroutter.”
            

            
            Finally, I give up and act like I really like the song that’s playing.

            
            I grab a drink and dance. I stop when I spill a little champagne on the floor.

            
            Henry is talking to some people across the room and doesn’t notice. I haven’t seen him put a single dollar in the jars. But
               at the same time, I think it could be something he finds stupid and just ignores. And he’s a man. People bother men less about
               petty things.
            

            
            I go outside for a moment and check to see if anyone’s smoking. Nope. Even though it’s so cold, there are crows having boisterous
               conversations. Two trees are winter-empty, but they look alive with rustling black leaves in the yellow streetlamp.
            

            
            What do I want?

            
            I think standing alone in the cold watching crows and my own breath would contribute to a sense of general misery and I only
               have two dollars and a twenty left in my wallet. I refuse to break that twenty. I want to kiss Henry in our bed. I want to
               take Elyse’s hands and dance with her, feel the mix of joy and competitiveness as both tried to always be moving to the music
               right.
            

            
            Back in the party, I decide to find Elyse again. Talking with her will make me feel good again. And if not that, at least I can find out what she’s going to do with our no talking money. I apparently missed her blowing out the candles and singing Happy Birthday because people are eating slices of the large white cake now. I slip a strawberry slice in my mouth. Hook a finger’s worth of frosting off the cake bottom, and suck it down. Perfect. 

            
            “Do you know where Elyse is?” I ask. A few people point toward her bedroom.

            
            The door is closed. I tap on the door and let myself in.

            
            

            In the bedroom, Elyse has opened all the windows. She only has on a tiny light next to her bed. It’s so cold. And I can hear
               the crows and the rumble of the party. Snowflakes are being blown in. And she’s standing next to the window.
            

            
            “Don’t.”

            
            “This is how I wanted it. I got to see all of you.”

            
            “Please.”

            
            I know it’s not bright enough, but I swear I see her eyes clearly. They’re big and brown and sexy even now.

            
            “Tell me why I shouldn’t. I’m scared.” And although the window is wide, the cold air is encouraging us both to close the windows
               and go back out into the party, and her fingers are shaking, I’m not sure what’s going to come out of my mouth. I don’t want
               her to die. It is rational to not want to live through the probable end of the world.
            

            
            I say, wondering where my mouth will take me, “Because—”

            
            And then she takes a big dramatic step and she is gone. The white dress is caught for a moment in the hinge and I rush forward
               and there is a big rip, and it is snowing.
            

            
            Someone screams. People open the door. And I make a noise that sounds like a machine heaving to life. Henry is here. A hand on my waist. The room smells like Elyse’s perfume and fresh snow. He takes my hand. The crows are louder in their disagreements and wing flaps. Henry lets go of my hand and hands someone Elyse’s comforter. They are going downstairs to put it on her body. Another person calls the police. I lean against the wall. Her beautiful eyes. Elyse’s dry laugh; it always made me feel like I accomplished something to hear her laugh. Someone is asking me what happened but almost everyone else seems not surprised. And then, I am walking home holding a box with my name in Elyse’s bubble letter cursive on the side. The hours we spent waiting upstairs so none of us would have to walk past her, the boyfriend who showed up to surprise her who instead stayed downstairs sitting with her despite being urged to go upstairs, and how I sat for a while alone in her room, thinking about how sometimes we used to lie in that bed together watching TV and turn off our phones and say, “We are on vacation.” I stop walking and open the box top. Inside is a blue sweater that she borrowed from me seven years ago and never gave back. A letter addressed to me. A ring. And someone has shoved cake in a Tupperware container for whatever reason and stuck it in there, too. I can’t imagine ever eating it, but it feels rude and strange to toss it into the snowy street. Henry’s arm is around my shoulders. 

            
            I can see over and over the way her head fell backward. I see it in real time. I see it in slow motion. There was a sound, but I swear I’ve already forgotten it. 

            
            “Are you okay?” Henry keeps asking me.

            
            “I know what I want,” I say.

            
            “Later, later,” he says and pulls me to him in the snowy night. He keeps checking my arms and legs and the side of my head
               as we walk. I am here and not. The white streetlamp light and the snowflakes moth big and almond-shaped brown eyes lined with
               green eyeliner. Fake eyelashes, one slightly askew, and why didn’t I reach for her, why didn’t I say anything faster, and
               was this my fault, feet slipping in the unshoveled snow on uneven sidewalk and if I could have reached inside her, held her
               heart in my hands to keep her there, to keep us together, I would have.
            

            
            Ten years ago, I was very depressed. Days of lying in bed, barely eating, finding even the idea of taking a shower to be too
               much effort. Elyse came to my home. She cleaned it, ran me a bath, talked to me about how much she loved me. Told me that
               while I didn’t have to go to therapy, didn’t have to be medicated even though it might really help, I should at least try
               to think every day about what I wanted that wasn’t nothingness or endings. “Look at this apartment.” She pointed at the blanket
               I had knitted myself, the big plant I had cultivated for twelve years, the chair I had taught myself to reupholster. “This
               is love.”
            

            
            Snow melts on my face. I let out a breath, watch it drift out into the storm. I want to fill our house with plants. I want trees and cacti and herbs shooting up from terra-cotta pots that will make the wood floors and plaster walls feel like a viable ecosystem. I want to somehow make it rain and sleet and snow on our couches and across our worn-out old bed. I want to see Henry old. I want to learn how to make a simple stool that sits even on the floor and will last forever. I want to save Elyse’s life. I want to save everyone’s lives. I want a family. I want to have a baby in our bathtub, an end-of-the-world baby who thinks the smallest, most awful things are great because it doesn’t know anything better. Is that the most awful thing I’ve thought about doing to someone else? Making them live in the most awful conditions possible? Making them want to live even though they probably wouldn’t make it to twenty? Why can’t I just let everything go? 

            
            Henry sees me slip forward and holds me upright, so I don’t fall. He doesn’t care that I smell so bad and in the shower that
               night, I rinse out blood and Elyse. I don’t cry. It’s selfish but I feel like she gave me a gift of seeing how terrible death
               can be. Don’t idolize it.
            

            
         
         
            Prenatal Vitamins

            I don’t tell Henry I’ve gone off the pill. The world is ending, and we fuck like it is. In the shower, even though one of us is always cold. On the couch, hard enough to roll onto the rug, to get little injuries. There is no time to worry about our desires being perceived and used against each other. He wants me to be a librarian who slaps his ass for being three months late returning a Jack Reacher novel? Cool. I want to go out to the car and redo a formative terrible sexual experience and right its wrongs? Perfect. I
               scream like I never would have before in the backseat.
            

            
            Henry still goes to work and I research all the things you’re supposed to eat. I buy vitamins at discount—no one wants to
               get pregnant any longer—and although I am not pregnant, they make my hair look shinier and richer than ever before.
            

            
            We buy a small plot of land and spend weekends fixing up the cabin. On a Saturday, we lie in the mud, something he would never
               have done before, and take turns giving each other head. The Earth smells incredible to me. Henry tears out a long piece of
               grass and after, tucks it behind his ear. Above his head, a clear day where the asteroid can be seen. A bright star looming
               in for a kiss. It reminds me of Venus. I used to stay awake when I was a child to see its twinkle on the horizon.
            

            
            I walk the small line of trees and tell Elyse about the taste of the pills I take each morning, I compliment the cake she spent so long making even though I hated it and apologize. It’s impossible to get in to see counselors who specialize in trauma, a friend recommended that I try just telling a chatbot about how I feel. She does it all the time and the chatbot says “wise” things like, “you will get through this” or “write down positive affirmations whenever you say something negative about yourself” and “you are the only one who understands reality.” I wish Elyse was around to tell her how dumb that is. 

            
            Henry and I wish we had gone to Tokyo and eaten Takoyaki. We wish we had gone to Lagos or Dakar or Cairo. We get letters in
               the mail telling us that our government officials are making plans. We are encouraged to sign up to help keep order and peace.
               But those jokers couldn’t solve homelessness or gun violence or racism. Some of our friends say, maybe this is the thing that
               will help the world get better. There has to be a great big smash and all of the things we hated about living in this country
               are going to be destroyed, too. We work hard to set up a solar powered greenhouse and start planting potatoes in it.
            

            
            Sometimes, after sex, we look at each other. “What are you thinking about?” Henry asks. He can tell there’s a secret blooming
               in the set of my mouth and how I’m looking at him, but I don’t want to risk a fight.
            

            
         
         
            Roast Chicken and Potatoes

            On the day the asteroid is supposed to hit, we host a picnic upstate. Two days ago, we drove up to our cabin—the car trunk packed with clothes and supplies and all the things we need to live. We spent yesterday roasting chicken and vegetables. Some grown in our little greenhouse. Now they’re all re-heating. Most of our friends said no, but some have decided they want to be here, to help us grow things as long as we can, to live in tents and come use the cabin’s meager bathroom and the outhouses we built at the property’s farthest line. One of them is “Fast Car,” as she sets up some chairs. 

            
            It’s spring and hatefully beautiful. Streets lined with blooming pink and white trees. An overcast day with dramatic morning
               fog that made the season’s new grass feel too intense. Little brown birds scratching up dust where they can find. Robins with
               berries in their mouths. There’s something about all that life bursting up that makes me want to unhinge my jaw and crunch
               up nature.
            

            
            I twist on lipstick and then blob some off. Everyone is waiting for me. They are holding kites shaped like sailboats and dragons
               and unicorns and well, kites.
            

            
            I check my dress in the mirror. I touch my hair. I can’t tell if the lipstick is just right or too right. Even I’m not sure
               what I mean by that. It’s just how I feel about lipsticks.
            

            
            Through the cabin and into the front yard. Henry is waiting for me with our friend, Bruce. Bruce is talking to us in earnest
               tones about love and life and how in these days, we are supposed to wrap our arms around each other, clutch happiness to our
               necks and never let it go.
            

            
            “I do,” we say at the appropriate times.

            
            We kiss. And now we’re married. Maybe if there’s a courthouse operating in the next few weeks, we’ll make it official with the state, too. It seems so simple. But it’s also like being stuck in a viscous jam of emotions. All that love is all around and everything feels slow and still. I see his eyes. His nose. His lips. I can feel that everything is changing. The love is stuck all on me. 

            
            We are handed kites. Henry has one that looks like a sailboat.

            
            Henry gives his line some slack, runs fast, he gets mud on the back of his nice black pants but he stills runs faster, and
               gets the kite to float up in the air. It bobs and glides along the wind. I hold my kite. It looks like a purple jellyfish.
               It has bright yellow eyes. Dark purple tentacles. I don’t know why, but I give it a kiss and my lipstick stains its left eye.
            

            
            And then there is dancing and speeches. I walk away from my own party for a little while with a drumstick. The meat leaves
               a little grease on my lips. I throw the bone into the woods. The ground feels like an ice cube through the high heels I’m
               still wearing. I’ve missed my period, but I keep telling myself it’s from stress.
            

            
            My phone buzzes. Impact. Soon, it won’t buzz ever again.

            
            Probably ten million people have just died. Soon a tsunami will hit and more will die. The atmosphere is already changing.
               Ozone escaping out into space in great big gaps. It will be cold and no one really seems to know how much of all the solar
               batteries and mechanisms we’ve used will last when the dust will make the sun harder to reach the Earth. And I’m eating a
               piece of chicken in the woods. All my friends and remaining family are near. They are dancing and flying kites. For a moment,
               I want to cry. It feels so unfair.
            

            
            Then I walk back to the cabin.

            
            “It’s seed time,” I call. The second-best part of being a bride is everyone listens to you.

            
            We go to the backyard and dig holes. I don’t care if my dress gets dirty. No one does. We plant tomatoes and corn and lettuce.
               We fill pots with soil and plant herbs and onions and kale. I think about all the little green sprouts and leaves that will
               push their way through the soil. Crane their bodies toward the sun. We name the plants. Henry tells each one, “You’ll make
               it.” We water and fertilize them. Most will die. But a few will survive, maybe, and sustain us.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Black Arts

         
         The house was blessedly affordable; that’s what we kept saying, emphasizing the “blessedly” in a way that, over time, made
            it sound as if we were doing a rude imitation of my grandmother. That was her word. It meant nothing when she used it other
            than it was the adverb closest to the tip of her tongue, the demented conjunction tying together unrelated clauses, the maraschino
            cherry she plopped upon an upsetting story. It’s kind of embarrassing to me now in retrospect how often we were parroting
            her without any considerations. I believe in listening to the subconscious because many of us are smart in ways that school
            and society make us doubt. I would rather have had years of studying the art of following your gut than trigonometry. Using
            blessedly like that about the house, it should have told me something important.
         

         
         But we were always thinking of her around that time. My grandmother was the only person who actively approved of our relationship. She liked M and she liked that we had met in the town she and my grandfather had grown up in. My parents were disappointed that M was white but relieved he was a man. My mean aunt said, “White men cheat!” My nice aunt said, “All men cheat!” M’s parents were cold and rude and didn’t bother to learn how to spell my name. I was not invited to a family wedding because “there was not enough space.” Okay, sure. After the wedding and two beers, M had asked them directly what was going on and his mother had immediately said, “It’s not a Black-white thing.” 

         
         So, then, we knew the definitive answer. We did not ask any of our parents for anything, and we felt the freedom to ignore
            them when they asked if we were moving too quickly or gave advice around forgoing a home inspection to save money.
         

         
         The house was bungalow-style. Brick, a kitchen painted piss-yellow, an ancient refrigerator that sounded occasionally like
            a sudden sprinkler emerging to soak a bespoke golf course, big expensive windows that drowned out all sound from the outside,
            and the feeling of a capital-p Presence. No, M said, I don’t feel anything, when I pointed it out during the tour. He was
            opening cabinets, peeking in the empty closets, and willing to go up to the musty attic as if rattling around in their dark
            was the answer to whether this house was meant for us. Our Realtor, a round-faced Office fan who seemed to have a whole wardrobe of Dwight-themed T-shirts and cheerful coral blazers, frowned. She was unsure whose side to take. M’s, reasonable, relaxed, the white man who probably had all the money or mine: the Black woman who made all the appointments, who chatted with her over the phone and via email, who laughed when she did a that’s-what-she-said, and her only client who would potentially pay more for a ghost. There was a raccoon skull in the attic. I told him that was good luck. The porch was wide and covered, longing for plants, and perfect for having a drink out on. Hardwood floors from the 1920s with slant and song. It had been months since I had felt inspired, weeks since I had sketched anything. 

         
         M turned toward me. He wanted a bigger house, one where we could slowly over time have a room that we equipped with two chaise
            lounges, a high-end record player, and a thick carpet. He was a sicko who liked stairs. M wanted to feel like the day was
            segmented off by climbing up and down. I loved when he looked at me like this. The appraisal in his eyes, the slight lift
            in his thick eyebrows, a part of the mouth on the way to a smile which appeared when he cooked elaborate dinners, bought me
            presents, or after going down on me. He genuinely wanted to make me happy.
         

         
         

         We met at a mutual friend’s dinner party. Our friend was not some genius of love; we sat next to each other by coincidence. During the dinner, we didn’t speak much but it felt like we were together. M refilled my wine and water when they got low, maneuvered potatoes and desserts into my orbit. He told a story about arriving in Italy on the day of a big soccer match and getting stuck in a sea of people. Multiple old men were passing around beers and sodas, people were waving flags and jerseys; later he would find out the local team had won the scudetto for the first time in their history. While most of the table veered to a pretty boring discussion of whether soccer was “good,” he said the thing that stayed with him was how happy and safe everyone felt. When M had told the same story to a work friend from Italy, his friend had said, “I bet you were expecting to get shot, right? In America, it’s not a party until something gets ruined.” It wasn’t that he hadn’t heard people say something like this before, it had just been hilariously devastating to hear someone say it so matter-of-factly. 

         
         

         I could tell M did not want to live here. Yet, I did feel a presence. The feeling of a hand brushing against my own as I walked
            in the hallway and a sense of feeling like I had just entered a room where several people had been speaking about me. Neither
            bothered me; most of the time, when I was in public, I was afflicted with what I called fire-skeleton or as normal people
            called it, “anxiety.” But the feeling of each felt like I was at home with a big family in everyone’s business. I was also
            between projects, despite having just won an arts grant on a proposed series I had tentatively titled, American Eclipses. “Americans live in a series of perpetual eclipses,” I had written. “The eclipse of racism, the eclipse of empire, the eclipse
            of environmental collapse.” It had sounded good, at least on a surface-level, but how would I paint it? And did it sound good,
            I asked myself during every quiet moment at my day job, or just like more pessimism slop that it felt like rich people loved
            Black artists to give voice to?
         

         
         We blessedly got the sellers to agree to go ten thousand below asking, it would have been ridiculous not to buy it at that
            point. We didn’t ask why they were so eager to sell. There was a national housing shortage, would probably be one for my entire
            lifetime. When you get a good deal, why clog it up?
         

         
         The next month was a fever. Signing papers, roiling discussions about paint, inspections, the appearance of a mouse, more
            negotiations, the Realtor telling me this was historic because I was maybe the first Black person to own a home on this street
            and she said this in a true-yes-this-is-progress voice and I smiled but felt again the deep unhappiness of this is way too late in history for a historic Black first, a flood that meant another round of discussions and making the homeowners fix up the basement, googling when women were first allowed to own property in this state, waking up in the middle of the night feeling a haze of luck—I-can-afford-to-buy-a-house—that sifted into nausea the-bank-will-take-this-house-within-five years, another google spurt of reminding myself that until 1974 single women could be denied mortgages, people asking if this meant we were going to get married, and fuck did it mean that, what we would do if we broke up, had I agreed to get all the upsets of divorce without even the pleasure of someone buying me the eighty-eight-dollar red ceramic popcorn bowl of my dreams in the shindigs-and-champagnes buildup, and aren’t all kitchen cabinets inherently ugly? Then we were unloading trucks, then we were kissing on the porch, then we were holding keys. A rosebush studded with jaundiced blooms waved at us while we drank our first beer in the tiny yard. 

         
         The first night in the house, we slept in one sleeping bag in our new bedroom. I woke in the night, not from M’s erection
            pressing against my thigh, but a wet, sticky feeling near my ear. When I was a child, there was a terrible kid who would constantly
            go up to other kids and spit in their ears. Sometimes, he would ask if someone wanted to hear a secret first. How did he already
            know how to say it in a way that was irresistible? Leaning his head forward, a half-smile, voice lowered. Come closer, and
            then a quick spit into the welcoming ear. When I was a child, I had screamed and slapped him. My one and only detention. I
            had become an adult who might pretend it had never happened now. It was the way most adults seemed to keep moving forward.
         

         
         I shimmied out, gently bumping M who slept on, and stood. Fans hummed throughout the house, wind rustled branches, and my breaths were mammoth. It was humid, that was the problem. I stepped out to go get a glass of water, to putter in the new kitchen, and the hallway was different. A white woman with long hair and skin the color and texture of a poached chicken breast was there. She looked ill and clenched over. I tried to do every surprised thing at once: a scream, a cower, a jump back. It was so awkward but her broad face remained expressionless. Brick walls rather than plaster, mildew smell, warm yellow light coming from the end. My jaw ached. A sound like my skull was being scratched by pointed fingernails. Green floaters in the corner of my left eye. I was talking, my mouth leaked a backward-sounding alphabet. She watched me and shook her head. 

         
         In the morning, M touched my shoulder. I was on the floor of the living room and completely naked.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         His pupils small, his hands warm, and everything was normal.

         
         “Since when do you sleepwalk?”

         
         I was staring at his stubble. M’s hair seemed extra shiny.

         
         “Did you bump into something? Your left eye is swollen.”

         
         I sat up. My back hurt. The floorboards creaked. There were no curtains on the windows. I lay back. “Can you get me a shirt?
            I don’t want to flash the whole neighborhood.” It had been a nightmare. It had been a nightmare. Probably.
         

         
         I listened as he walked; the house was ordinary again. There were no detours from living room to hallway to bedroom. For the first time in months, I felt inspired. A swirl of hands with pale fingers, a mouth opened with blue light, red steps, belts. Each needed to flow into the other with long brushstrokes. The background color: smooth black. Or maybe a blue that looked black? New ideas have heat. They made me feel like every bone in my body was growing. 

         
         M handed me one of the vast, oversized shirts I liked to paint in with short sleeves that came to my elbows and ended at the
            top of my knees.
         

         
         “You should ice that eye.”

         
         “There’s no time,” I said. It didn’t feel melodramatic to me in the moment.

         
         What do I remember of that week? Setting up the shed in the yard, so I could safely paint. Drawing. I overheard M on the phone
            talking with his mother and she was telling him about a “good job” in their hometown. “We just bought a house,” he said. I
            lingered, sipping a glass of water so cold it made my throat threaten to close. “You can’t talk about her like that,” he said.
            But most of that week was color, was again and again walking into the room and getting further and further into it. I chose
            to go. Each night, I went to sleep and was pleased to wake up inside the house’s secret room. I could endure anything, I told
            myself, if it made me paint again.
         

         
         Sometimes, the woman was there watching me or cleaning her fingernails with a little rusted knife. There were stairs in it, painted a gleaming pink. Every night, I took a step closer and the lift of a foot, a lean forward a vast wilderness of pain. My eyes had bright orange floaters, muscles shredded, bruises bloomed. A rattle of visions followed: a woman I could hear but not see telling me the universe’s truths which ranged from lessons about how to eat like a lady of distinction to reminders about understanding one’s place in the universe. Stay where you belong was the lesson I was supposed to learn each night. M said I looked tired, and I said I was struggling to adjust. New house anxieties. 

         
         I didn’t tell him what was happening because I thought he would encourage me away from this, to be safe, to look at me with
            his painful concerned expression, and because it was mine and there it was in the lines on the canvas, the pre-sketches in
            my notebook. M and I moved furniture. We kissed and each time, his mouth felt acutely dry, his beard rough against my cheeks.
            A few times his breath smelled of mildew as if when my back was turned, he had been sucked and chewed on by the room I walked
            into every night.
         

         
         My entire life, I wanted to be great. There was no money in my life, no illustrious, loving parents, no great mentor who made me feel seen. I went to a moderately prestigious art school where whenever I turned in a work that wasn’t about race or gender, someone would critique it as, “good but not, you know, powerful.” Ah, the meaningful feedback of graduate student life. Winning the grant, it was the first thing, since maybe getting into my program, that made me feel seen as an artist. And then when I couldn’t conceptualize, let alone paint, my breath always felt on the verge of choking me. Pacing, I would feel as if each toe was five pounds. Sweat on my neck. You have to say something profound to make all this paint, all this time, worth it. 

         
         Sometimes, when I was in a project, I lost all sense of desire. The world floated away from me and while I snacked and worked
            and daydreamed, I was mostly brain. It was a pleasure to be in that state, to float from this Earth, and yet to know it better
            because what I understood about it was flowing from my fingers. I created so many things that were direct descendants of the
            rage and pain of being alive, being alive as a woman, being alive as a Black woman. It felt fitting that while I was trying
            to do this work based on shadows, I would feel like one in my own life. When I questioned it, I reminded myself that all artists
            have necessary pretensions that keep them going.
         

         
         Let me also say a simultaneous truth: I wanted to also be sentimental and funny and think about how much pleasure I got from
            dogs and clear objects and the peonies showing off all over town. To me, those things were just as Black, just as integral
            to me as the things I wanted make my own, and yet every time I had dipped into following those ideas, those were the paintings
            that never sold. They sometimes said more to me than the piece everyone seemed to like: Young Lady. It was a photorealistic portrait of my grandmother in the foreground and in the background, a mix of white and red splatter, gray lines that looked like knives to most viewers, and to me looked like an impressionistic version of the small brick house she had grown up in stuck in all the crumpled photographs from her youth. I had loved the process from conceptualization to paint on canvas; it had made an offer for a show materialize when I had more work in conversation with it. Yet. 

         
         Multiple times, I sketched the white woman’s face, played with what I would have to do to get the soggy texture it had at
            night. Maybe a mix of even paints? High gloss industrial next to oil? Quick dry next to surfaces that may never be static
            felt good to consider. Watercolor? The eyes said nothing. Sometimes she was a long nose and a blunt chin hanging out of the
            shadows. There was a force to her movements, even her breathing felt blunt. She felt like surprise glass all over an upstairs
            bedroom floor.
         

         
         M had to go away on a work trip. I’d forgotten and on the morning he was supposed to leave, he kept asking if he should lie
            and say he had norovirus. No one could argue against the tyranny of that and expect him to hop on a plane. “You don’t look
            like you’re feeling well. I could stay home, make you some soup, we could watch a movie.”
         

         
         My skin was dull, circles beneath my eyes, there was a bruise on my back that I would find later, the size and shape of a
            woman’s foot. In the mirror, I thought it was beautiful. A bruise so ripe you could see the blues and purples against my brown
            skin. Another injury to make art from.
         

         
         I kissed him, he smelled like himself for once and promised to FaceTime him in the evening. That was enough to fool him.

         
         Most of the days M was gone, I can’t remember. Night, sometimes I sat in shadows, breath held, waiting for her to appear. One night, she gave me a lecture about how to make porridge. Oats have to be toasted. Milk and water. The next night, she poured a bowl of it over my head, said I hadn’t cooked them right. Slapped me. I tasted blood. In the half-light, her skin looked closer to peach, her eyes were large and clear, and her teeth, had they always been so even? In the morning, bits of porridge were still in my hair. It smelled sour. 

         
         I spent the morning walking the house, pushing gently on walls, getting on my hands and knees trying to find a secret trap
            door. The house did not look bigger from the outside. There were no oats or even milk in the house—I had forgotten to shop
            again. White walls waiting for art and an embrace of blush pink paint, a living room still echoey without a rug, the light
            bulb in the bathroom’s overhead light needed to be replaced to a more flattering wattage. The attic was clean and filled with
            boxes. In the basement, M had left all the lights on. Across a worktable, computer parts and wires and a soldering iron sat.
            It made me want to call his name, as if he had stepped upstairs to get a beer. In my shed, I touched the floor there, too.
            It felt sticky but I could not figure out what I had dropped. That night, I did not sleep but forced myself to stay awake.
            I plugged my phone in and propped it on a stand facing the door, practiced hitting record as soon as possible. I wanted to
            see the door swing open, to catch her or the house in the act.
         

         
         At four in the morning, I fell asleep to the sound of bird calls. When I woke up at noon, it was the first full night I had slept in our bed since moving in. Coffee, a shower, a feeling like I had been asleep longer than eight hours, that it had been days or weeks, and eventually someone would tell me everything that had happened in the world. Then, I spoke with my grandmother on the phone. She refused to FaceTime, saying her hair was not done. What if this is the last time we talk, she had texted when I asked for a video call, I do not want you to remember me wild. She had been saying variations of this, too, “what if this is the last time . . .” since she turned seventy, fifteen years ago. 

         
         “What are you working on, Pea?” I always smiled when she called me that. I was her sweet pea, her youngest grandchild, and
            she felt there was something inherently green about me. Lawns, creeping ivy, and salsa verde. Every time she saw an especially
            good green—“Verdant like you”—she would send me a picture. She had wanted my mother to name me Forest, Sage, or Magnolia.
            But we were both Carols.
         

         
         I told her about the project, how I was drafting out my biggest painting yet. A five-foot by four-foot canvas, a dark background again, and a maze of elongated blues, browns, and beige especially long fingers. Sometimes the fingernails would be hyperrealistic, other times they would turn into daggers or ivory-colored homes or champagne coupes or little bags of money like the ones from old-timey cartoons. I wanted a pair of beautiful eyes in the center, rich brown, huge lashes. Around this, part of the same painting, at least to me, would be eight much smaller portraits of faces, each uncanny in its own way. I told her again about the project proposal. How the center would be the eclipse space and each smaller portrait would be a moon phase. 

         
         “What about joy?” Grandma asked. “What about the sun?” I heard what she was not saying: you don’t sound well.
         

         
         I was exhausted, so I was honest. “Probably one day, if people ever decide to take me very seriously, I’ll get to do what
            I want.” I paused. “It’s not that I don’t want to work on this. I feel this one inside me. I know I told you I’m tired of
            people acting like the only way to be a serious artist is to make more suffering in the world. But I do want to paint everything.”
            I sneezed once, twice. “And I need money to keep going. And this is a money project. I think.”
         

         
         “You do have a blessedly big imagination.” Her voice was a little distant like she had moved the phone away to cough.

         
         I knew Grandma had said “blessedly” to make me laugh. I didn’t take the bait. “There was this girl I went to art school with. I can’t even remember her name now. But she did this series of paintings called, ‘Caked On.’ ” It would be white women with very Barbie bodies in each one and then instead of heads, they would have these elaborate wedding cakes for heads. I always thought these were very I-get-it but everyone treated her like a genius. She kept calling them revenge pieces as if painting stereotypically hot white women was teaching some sort of lesson. I was pacing as I spoke to her, enjoying the creaks of the old floor mixed in with the sound of her listening. 

         
         “That was when you were doing that series on Black parties.” I knew she remembered because the one based on her wedding portrait
            was hanging in her dining room still. My grandfather’s oversized suit, one of the few pictures she was smiling in rather than
            disguising her slightly crooked teeth. “I loved those.”
         

         
         I nodded, the way I always did when I received compliments I didn’t want to acknowledge, then thanked her when I remembered
            I was on the phone.
         

         
         “What’s it like living with someone?”

         
         “Good,” I said. But I was too inside my own head to really know. We made plans for her to visit next month. She wanted to
            bring me something special. Inspiring. I knew all I could do was wait. It would be either something that would infuriate a cousin for her to give me or
            something small from my childhood that would be trash to me. There was never anything between.
         

         
         In oil painting, you can, of course, buy black paint. And I’ll often buy pre-made black paint with brown tones for the underpainting. But I was taught that the way to have a point of view is to blend the right colors to create your own black. I first saw my favorite black in the entire world in a famous photograph of a grotto in Capri. You can see the gradients between soft water to cave shadow to the kissing between navy and black. I articulate the color I love best—the space between navy and a saturated black—as the kiss. 

         
         My grandmother was the only person in my life I felt comfortable talking to about things like that. I worried my art friends
            would critique me, I didn’t want to risk M looking bored, and she was also in many ways the person who began my relationship
            with colors. While my parents worked, we would do the errands, I would help with the chores. The first color I fell in love
            with was orange. Curry, baby carrot bod, plushy-toy carrot orange, sunrise, barbeque chip, the bright sandals Grandma wore
            that were covered in fake gold coins near her toes, sherbet, laundry detergent container, Ectocooler, traffic cone, tiger
            lily. We named each one, talked seriously about what we thought they went with, and could spend hours considering light. To
            be loved like that! I was so lucky.
         

         
         The next night, I stayed awake again, waiting for the woman, the house. Again, soothed asleep by exhaustion and birdsong. I woke up at 8 and walked to the closest coffee shop. Near it was a street I used to daydream about living on. Each house was painted a different shade of bright blue, the front yards filled with flowering trees, peonies. Families would sit out and eat ice cream and talk to one another. My good friend called it Stepford Street, but I couldn’t help but love it. It had been months since I walked and looked at all the blues. A thunderstorm was making a dramatic entrance, it would be forty-five minutes before it hit, but the sky was dim and snarling. Everything was blowing. A woman was walking down the street toward me. She was wearing a black rain slicker, hood already up. It looked like a gorgeous trash bag. As we passed, I opened my mouth to compliment her. A white face like uncooked chicken, a long dramatic nose. I dropped my coffee. 

         
         At home, I called my grandmother to tell her everything but my aunt picked up the phone. Grandma was unwell, she said. There
            was a tone in her voice. She told me not to worry but I couldn’t ignore it. I wrote M a long text, booked a flight immediately.
            I didn’t have to go back to work for five more days.
         

         
         In my grandmother’s house, each room was painted green, the closets were creams and pinks. Plants were everywhere, each with
            a name. When I knocked on the front door, my aunt yelled, “I didn’t tell you to come.” She and my grandmother had COVID. I
            put on a mask. I went inside and checked on my grandmother; she was coughing and lying on the couch. I did not have to come
            close and see that she had a fever. I cleaned. I went to the store and bought air purifiers, more masks, groceries, talked
            to the pharmacist, and got a pulse oximeter. I chopped the vegetables small and perfect because my aunt is a critic. On the
            refrigerator, my grandma had baby pictures of all her daughters and all her daughters’ kids. There were two of me. One of
            me holding her hand and wearing her big tortoiseshell sunglasses. The other where I have threaded wildflowers through my braids.
         

         
         Everyone ate, took their medication, drank, and went to bed but me. I disinfected. Then, I opened my sketchbook. I drew my
            grandmother reclined across the couch, my aunt trying to read one of her romance novels and coughing into the pages, the chopped
            vegetables, and me as a little girl in love with daisies and dandelions and sweet grass.
         

         
         The next day, M had sent my grandmother flowers, orange juice, and tea. I thought about him leaning over a laptop thinking
            about what would make her throat better and what her soul needed. I drew him, too, his hair that was getting a little too
            long, the glasses he wore to read that I liked to watch him push up his nose, his crooked smile.
         

         
         “Your boyfriend might be okay,” my aunt wheezed when she saw the flowers.

         
         Both wearing masks and sitting apart, I told my grandmother about the woman, the house, everything. I hoped talking would
            make her feel less real, would make my grandma tell me that psychiatry is nothing to be afraid of, but I was shivering as
            I spoke. Each word felt like I was summoning her closer. Mildew scent, sour milk. When I finished, my grandmother stood up.
            She walked into the kitchen and opened a drawer, pulled out a big envelope, and handed it to me. There were drawings and pictures
            and some documents that all should have been stored better. Finally, I found what she wanted me to see. My grandfather holding
            hands with a woman with a long nose, her skin so pale, it made her hair look like night.
         

         
         “It was a secret and then he left her for me,” she said. “The relationship was good and then it was violent. Both sides. Your grandfather had to reckon with it for the rest of his life. What he could do.” She coughed. “What he could do to make amends. To accept that he was someone who could be awful.” My grandmother coughed and coughed and pointed at her chest, her throat. In the photograph, the woman was smiling, my grandfather’s hand tenderly on her shoulder. He was stern as he always was when someone was looking directly at him. 

         
         That night, I sketched the photograph. I drew her smile this time. Love did not make a person good. Even some of the world’s
            ugliest souls had been loved and made to feel special. But I drew her, then my grandma, then me. Later, I would learn that
            she, too, had been named Carol. Apart from the painting that would come from this sketch, I would never see her again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Children and the Leg Found in June

         
         The children were sure the leg belonged to an animal. Jessica G assumed the cool kid clique she thought of as “those jerks”
            had left it poking out beneath the bush to scare people. They were probably watching from the brush, waiting to laugh at their
            reactions, and tease them during recess. Jessica G could already see them impersonating her. Hear those jerks calling her
            a loser. No one would even call them gross for picking up part of a dead deer. Joseph P, who was starting to need glasses,
            didn’t even see it. Everything far away had the quality of a dandelion nearing the end of its life, larger as it prepared
            a shedding and scattering across the Earth. It was Margot, who was proud to be the only Margot in the entire school, who said,
            “It’s a person’s leg.”
         

         
         “How do you know it’s not fake?” Pat F crossed his arms.

         
         Jessica G pulled it out onto the grass. The children stared. Long calf. Thigh thin, but muscular. Narrow foot. Heel well maintained
            as if it had been very recently moisturized with expensive lotion—in fact, Margot thought she smelled flowers and peach like
            her dad’s girlfriend’s perfume.
         

         
         Toes painted conch-inside pink; they reminded Joseph P so vividly of the seashell on his mothers’ desk that for the rest of
            his life he connected the two in a way that made him turn down beach vacations and feel anxious when he noticed painted toenails
            in flip-flops. The ankle was tattooed: an L with vines growing around it.
         

         
         Afraid that those jerks were watching, the children took turns gently poking it with sticks. Despite being attached to nothing,
            the skin whitened and reddened underneath their pokes.
         

         
         “Gross,” Joseph P said. “Gross.”

         
         They played a game to see who could touch it the longest. Joseph P, who was secretly in like with Margot and thus had the
            most to lose, was the one who kept going. He had convinced himself, despite the evidence, that it was plastic or Halloween
            costume latex. There was nothing to fear. As Joseph P touched the toes with his left hand, he scrunched his face so hard the
            freckles on his cheeks distorted. Looked as if they could fall off his face. It felt like his own leg. Like accidentally on
            purpose touching Margot’s leg on the bus.
         

         
         Joseph P darted to the blackberry brambles near the woods’ entrance. He vomited with a loud hacking noise, leaving a small puddle beneath the thorns. When he was finished, he wasn’t sure whether he felt worse from barfing or embarrassment. 

         
         Pat F thought Joseph P was being a little dramatic. That was what his mother liked to call any big reaction from her friends
            or his father. He liked how adult the phrase sounded. Pat F was still a little unconvinced it was a real leg. Yeah, it looked
            a lot like one of his sunburned legs poking out of his shorts. But how could a person lose a leg without any noticeable cut?
            It was like a Barbie leg pulled from a torso. No blood.
         

         
         Jessica G and Margot exchanged a look, united in their discomfort. Jessica G pulled a piece of gum out of her pants pocket
            and ripped it in two. She handed half to Margot to stop her from chewing on her fingernails. It was in the friendship agreement
            they had written over a year ago that decreed, among other things, they would stop each other from chewing fingernails and/or
            twirling the ends of their long ponytails. Not stopping each other was a violation of the agreement that bound them together
            until they were at least ninety-three.
         

         
         “I thought dead things were supposed to smell bad.” Margot accepted the gum.

         
         “They do.”

         
         Joseph P returned, wiping his hands on his jeans. “The nail polish is new.”

         
         He showed them his finger smeared with pink.

         
         Whoever had done this wasn’t someone sitting at a small desk every Monday through Friday listening to Mrs. Franklin read Where the Red Fern Grows and learning about prime numbers. What kind of person would or could sever a woman’s leg? Or create one so real, then paint
            its toenails pink, and leave it in the woods for them to find? They knew enough now about living, about their neighborhood
            and town, to understand, suddenly, that anything was possible.
         

         
         A bird sang: half the notes were beautiful, half-warbled as if something were caught in its beak. The children’s breaths added
            rhythm. A rustle. Another. Something large was coming toward them. Margot grabbed the leg and put it in her backpack. The
            foot poked out and touched the tip of her ponytail. They ran. Bright-colored sneakers thumping across the dry ground. Fled
            toward school. Everyone was gone, but a lone silver car in the parking lot. Past it to their homes, except for Joseph P who
            went over to Margot’s while waiting for his parents to pick him up.
         

         
         The two pretended to watch television. An aardvark learned that it was good to study for tests. His rat teacher seemed tired
            of asking them what was 5 x 3.
         

         
         “What do you think it is?” Margot whispered. She didn’t watch Joseph P’s face but looked out into the hallway.

         
         She had put the leg in her bedroom.

         
         He tried to sound like an adult, but his voice cracked on the last words. “It’s just a weird toy.

         
         “Why did you take it with you?” Joseph P asked, his eyes on the aardvark.

         
         “I thought it was just a weird toy.” Margot got up to get a glass of juice.

         
         

         Pat F’s father had taught him the smartest thing a person could do was question everything. The world was filled with people
            and organizations that could manipulate reality. He often thought about a story his father had told him about a queen. A real
            one, not one of those cartoon women made to sell toys that his mother complained about. This queen wanted visiting kings to
            believe her country was rich and still very great. So, she built sets, cast the most beautiful people she could find as farmers
            and townspeople. The queen gathered the healthiest animals—not just farm, but skunks, squirrels, stags, and swans—from across
            the country and put them along the route the kings would take. And the dumb kings never even bothered to look past all the
            smiling people, the perfectly chosen fruit, the fat squirrels scurrying across the branches. They thought the queen’s land
            was great and thriving, so they left it alone. Pat F never wanted to be like those dumb kings.
         

         
         He told his parents in flat words with no emotion, making it clear he was not relating something that happened on TV or something he’d seen while secretly watching his older brother’s horror movies. They had found a leg in the woods four hours ago. Pat F thought it was still there in the woods. He had been too scared to pay attention to Margot. 

         
         Pat F’s parents conferred in the other room.

         
         They sat him down on the couch. His mom spoke in the slow voice Pat F knew she used whenever she especially wanted him to
            remember something. Your imagination is a fun and necessary tool. It fuels creativity. And depending on what you want to be,
            your brain will absolutely need to work that way. She took a sip of water. But you can’t let it make you feel bad regularly,
            or it could get in the habit of doing that.
         

         
         “The world is filled with enough bad things.” His father was looking down as if counting something.

         
         “I’m not lying.”

         
         “Everything’s okay.” Pat F’s father clasped his shoulder, smiled.

         
         Feeling how roughly his father grabbed his shoulder, Pat F knew there was no point in continuing.

         
         

         The next morning, Margot pulled the leg out of the closet. She measured it twice: 35 inches long. Noted the fact in her diary.
            She squeezed and prodded. Compared it to her own skin. Same. She held her leg against the ruler. Against her beloved stuffed
            bear, Mr. Stuffington. Mr. Stuffington’s black eyes stared into hers. She thought she could hear him saying, “This is weird,
            man.” It smelled a little bit like the fridge when it hadn’t been cleaned in a while.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” Margot’s mom asked outside the door.

         
         “Yeah.” Margot shoved the leg beneath the bed, knew if she stayed in her room a minute more, her mom would bust in. Lately,
            it seemed as if her mother was afraid of quiet. That silence meant something terrible was leaking into their lives.
         

         
         “Is it your father?” she would ask. “Does he have another new girlfriend? Is he trying to make you learn how to play tennis
            again? Do you want me to talk to him?
         

         
         “Is someone bullying you at school?” she might ask and hand her a cookie, fresh from the oven.

         
         “Did someone do something or say something to you?” her mother might wait to ask until they were in the car, driving fifty
            miles an hour, too fast for Margot to unhook her seatbelt and tumble out into the road, roll into a neighbor’s soft green
            lawn.
         

         
         Margot knew her mother couldn’t handle the leg. And even more than the leg, her mother would not like that Margot couldn’t
            explain why she had taken it with her. All the possible reasons felt like a lie. She fished it from beneath the bed, shoved
            it among the sweaters in her closet and opened the door. Her mother was standing in the hallway. Her eyes were bloodshot.
            A white stain was on her black shirt.
         

         
         

         A week later, Jessica G found three eyeballs in the tulips in her backyard. Hazel, brown, blue. They seemed huge compared to her own. Jessica G touched her face and realized she had no idea how big her eyes really were. They appeared to have bloomed from the Earth. Dirt was on the whites and irises. A bee hovered. 

         
         Her parents were on a couples retreat and her older sister, Anna, had her boyfriend secretly living with them in their absence.
            Anna and Ray were making out all over the house. Like their mouths would explode if they were apart for more than five minutes.
            The slurping and the way they were always yelling at her to leave the room made her wish they would miss the kissing deadline
            by ten seconds. Teeth, tongue, lip piñatas.
         

         
         She put on gardening gloves. Even through the cloth, the eyes felt like holding watermelon that had been shaped into balls.
            They were firm, but with a watery feel. Jessica G carried them gently into the kitchen. She took out an old goldfish bowl
            from beneath the sink.
         

         
         After filling it with water, Jessica G plopped the eyes in. The blue eye looked gray in this light. The hazel was so beautiful
            it reminded her of how she used to always want to put marbles in her mouth. How firm they felt on her tongue. The clank of
            moving them against her teeth. She remembered how scared she used to be of swallowing them. Then she also thought about wanting
            to swallow them to see what would actually happen.
         

         
         Jessica G decided that tomorrow at school, she would ask Margot what to do with the eyes. In the meantime, she took the fishbowl
            and put it on her desk. She pulled out By the Shores of Silver Lake and held the bowl close.

         
         When he had spent two weeks dreaming and thinking about the leg, Joseph P told his moms about it. Then the eyes underneath Jessica G’s bed. Jessica Tyler? No, G like grape soda. No, Margot’s mom didn’t know about the leg. It was in the basement. Or maybe her closet still. He tried not to listen while the other kids talked about it. 

         
         Joseph P asked them if this was a new thing or an old thing he had just never noticed before. Did the skies rain down toes,
            ears, stomachs, and kidneys? Did those parts just disintegrate into the Earth? Was he being a baby because the thought made
            him so uncomfortable? And why didn’t they tell him about this?
         

         
         “It’s your responsibility to make sure I’m not the weird kid in class.” Joseph P punched the indigo and silver couch cushions.
            His moms were wearing the exact same lipstick. Pink mom mouths.
         

         
         Joseph P was taken to therapy the next day. His therapist, one of those uncomfortable adults who insisted he call him Marvin-I’m-your-friend-you-can-say-anything-to-me,
            asked him a lot of questions. Marvin’s eyes were bloodshot and pale; Joseph P could see his face reflecting in them as he
            spoke. They talked about his moms and what they were like. And soccer. And what did he like to eat? And what were his dreams
            like?
         

         
         “Black and white,” Joseph P said. “Last night, I walked across a bridge and I realized halfway across it was made of chocolate
            cake. I stopped and ate the whole thing and fell into a lake. It was awesome.”
         

         
         Marvin talked to him about ways to feel calm. Find a fact you like and tell it to yourself when the world makes you feel very small. Sometimes when we see strange things, it’s our brain’s way of saying I have thought too much today. Sometimes, getting older is overwhelming. Even when you’re an adult, the things you thought you knew become different and then it kind of just. You know? Take long deep breaths. Talk to your moms or a good friend like me. I’ll make sure you get a card with my phone number. And keep playing all that soccer. It’ll help you relax. Every week, you can tell me how many goals you’ve scored since our last talk. Joseph P realized he might be seeing Marvin a lot over the next few months. He pulled at his shoelace. Untied it. Tied it again. 

         
         After he left Marvin’s office, Joseph P felt completely aware of his legs. As he sat in the backseat of the car, he stretched
            and wondered how many muscles, how many bones had to work together to do something that seemed so simple. His moms weren’t
            speaking. They were listening to a woman with a very boring voice talking about global warming and mosquitoes. He tensed his
            legs from thighs to toes. Held them tightly until they almost ached. Relaxed. He no longer felt that hovering feeling over
            his cheeks and chest. Patella, tibia, fibula. One day, Joseph P thought, he would have a daughter and name her Fibula. Fibula
            Ann.
         

         
         

         Margot and Joseph P were stuck at the barbeque that all their parents were throwing; they were charged with putting out paper plates and silverware. Jessica G and Pat F walked their neighborhood together, looking through the leaves and grass for any body parts they could find. They found several sparrows tweeting and flitting over a thumb. A small pink organ sitting in a puddle. 

         
         “A liver?” Jessica G poked it. It felt like a water balloon.

         
         “A kidney.” Pat F pointed at the bean shape.

         
         “What do you think came first? Our insides or the plant?” she asked.

         
         The red-pink against the water looked so beautiful to her.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Never mind.” Jessica scooped it up and plopped it into a shopping bag.

         
         Margot and Joseph P arranged the eyes, the leg, the kidney, the thumb on the picnic table. They pushed away the floral-patterned
            cups and blue plates.
         

         
         “I think the eyes should stay as the center.” Margot thought about all the things her mother had told her about arranging
            flowers. The best ones should be the sun of the arrangement. Everything orbits around them to enhance all their beauty.
         

         
         “Sure.” Joseph P was happy to not have to pick anything else up.

         
         “Dinner’s ready.” Jessica G’s mom tossed her head of braids. She paused and looked at the table. Margot’s mom, Jessica G’s
            dad, all the parents, but Pat F’s dad, came out into the backyard.
         

         
         Margot’s mom traced the tattoo on the leg. It looked like a tattoo her own grandmother had, a woman whom everyone in the family still talked about—Lorraine: a woman out of time because she did things like get tattoos, travel, own a bar. Problems with lovers—always wanting the fire, never the embers. Her grandmother would show up with a toy for her, cook a dinner, and ask her parents for money. But still a pioneer for women. Margot’s mom had last seen that tattoo when she was a girl called into the hospital room to say goodbye. She traced the vines. The L. Her mother had slapped her fingers and said, “You’re being inappropriate.”
         

         
         Jessica G’s father couldn’t help himself, he picked up the kidney. Felt its mix of soft and hard. When he was a teenager,
            he and his two older brothers had been in a car accident. His brother, Lee, had died. His seatbelt hadn’t been buckled. They
            tried to save him. But there was glass in his abdomen. A man had caused the accident and driven away. Lee went into renal
            failure. He and his older brother, Devin, had sat in the waiting room. They had held hands. He hadn’t learned how to drive
            until he was thirty. Jessica G’s father was shocked at how something small, something he could easily fit in his hand, could
            be so important. The only things Jessica G knew about her uncle Lee was he had died young and he was the reason why her dad
            cried at certain songs during family gatherings.
         

         
         Pat F’s mom saw her old boyfriend’s brown eyes suspended in the glass. By the end, she could barely make eye contact with them. He was always trying to find out what she was thinking. Why did she laugh at that man’s joke? Why did she smile at his friends like that? Didn’t she know how much it hurt him when she acted like this? Couldn’t she just respect him? She had left him when the pregnancy test had confirmed her suspicions. She tapped at the glass. Winced when the eyes undulated. 

         
         Joseph P’s moms were staring down at the thumb together. They looked as if they were viewing ancient ceramics in an art museum.
            All those years and still intact.
         

         
         They thought of when the taller mom had come out to her parents. Holding the shorter mom’s hand and talking about love—having
            it, sharing it, true, how things were changing so much for the better. The short mom’s parents had embraced them when they
            gave the same speech. Sent them a blender and card reminding them that above all else, family was the most important. Joseph
            P’s grandmother’s mouth had opened. Shut. Then she had gazed at them and performed a slow, strange thumbs-down. The grandfather
            had nodded. No one spoke. Not even when the mothers got up and tried to say goodbye. Joseph P still had never met them. Once
            they had sent him a Christmas card with a ten-dollar bill and a note about praying for his soul.
         

         
         “I think you should get rid of these.”

         
         “But they’re ours.”

         
         Every bird in the neighborhood woke up. They chattered among themselves. Gossiped about the scene below. Everyone could faintly hear an announcer yelling with happiness, “Goal.” Pat F’s father clapped in the living room. 

         
         “Why is this happening?” Margot asked.

         
         “They,” her mother started. None of the parents could think of what to say. They pointed instead to the clouds and wasn’t
            that one just like a triceratops? They said dinner was ready. And if the kids were good, maybe they could all walk to get
            ice cream after. Please, the children could hear their parents saying, even though the word was never spoken aloud. And wasn’t
            the sunset beautiful? All the clouds looked like fingers, the sugar cones looked like dried skin. There were hearts and toes
            in the grass where the bugs flashed green. Please.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Great Whys of Everything

         
         The truth is Elisa was a person growing up who would say, “I’m never getting married.” People would think it was an affectation
            put on by a teen trying to be interesting. Some would treat it as a joke—“You’re a real Dorothy Parker of Ahmeek, Michigan,”
            said a bored English teacher—and some would treat it as cruelty or idiocy. But Elisa had felt certain since she was eight
            years old, that the only life worth living was one where she could be in charge of herself. And herself alone.
         

         
         “What are you going to major in? How are you going to have a career?” Elisa’s mother asked her. It was rare for her mother to ask a question instead of rolling her eyes or snapping or making the radio louder when she was displeased. Elisa was home from college, working almost every day at a seasonal ice cream shop shaped like an ice cream cone. She had three T-shirts—pistachio, sweet cream, maraschino—in a size too small that she was required to wear to work. Elisa was still wearing one of the work shirts during this conversation, it clung to her and stunk of hot fudge and artificial banana flavoring. 

         
         “Maybe I’ll own an ice cream shop,” Elisa said. “It’s a great time.” That was clearly a lie. When she bothered to speak that
            summer, it was mostly complaints about the ice cream shop and the girls she worked with, the boys from high school who came
            by and thought a two-dollar tip would convince her to come out to a bonfire, the way that the cold hurt her fingers, and how
            now she never wanted to eat ice cream again, not even lemon custard.
         

         
         Her mother wanted Elisa to marry a man with a good job, have two to three cute kids who would call her something ridiculous
            like Lovey or Gigi instead of Grandma, and have a big house. She wanted to look out the window and see the family SUV rolling
            up and everyone telling her how good her pies were on a Sunday evening.
         

         
         Inside, Elisa was thinking about a painting where if you looked from one angle, it was two women talking and from the other, you could still see the women but also a vast eagle looming behind them. She wanted to be home and reading about what techniques the painter had used for the illusions. From there, Elisa would probably end up reading about vents at the bottom of the ocean and wonder how they got there and what they tasted like. She wanted to learn the cello. She wanted to skateboard. She wanted to be the first person to know everything about the bottom of the ocean. At home, Elisa would take a long shower, pick at the healthy dinner her mother had made, and after the satisfying spiral of scratching information out of the internet would read more from a book that was arguing one route toward better feminism was to build monuments to motherhood and other feminized positions. 

         
         Her mother reached for the radio, reconsidered. With most of her kids finally out of the house, she was in the first season
            of her adult life where there was time for thinking rather than reacting. This was the child she understood the least and
            wanted to like the most. If she wrote out a list of attributes about Elisa, there would be things on the list like excellent
            grades, an athlete, the daughter of my first husband, goes to a good college, most likely of all my kids to have a fulfilling
            career, pretty. Yet, this was also the child who said, “I never want to get married.” Who when she was six had only one thing
            on her Christmas list: “to wake up as an adult with her own apartment.”
         

         
         “Maybe I’ll be a zookeeper,” Elisa said, sounding ten again. “I do like penguins.”

         
         Once the mother had caught her slipping out the window, a full backpack prepared, wearing deep red lipstick. All the evidence
            of a secret lover right there, but when she opened the bag, there were no condoms or liquor or weed or even a blanket. A notepad,
            a sweatshirt, a book titled How to Draw with Your Non-Dominant Hand, three nice charcoal pencils, a water bottle actually filled with water. Elisa was still grounded, even when she swore that
            all she wanted was to go out on the roof and try to sketch the large tree behind the house. Her mother knew even while she
            was doing it that she was punishing Elisa not for doing anything truly wrong, but for being a little too weird.
         

         
         “Maybe I’ll marry someone rich who will let me have five dogs,” Elisa said. “I have names picked out for them. Then I’ll kill
            him and live with all my dogs in a big beautiful house.”
         

         
         Elisa’s mother watched as Elisa picked a dried blob of chocolate off her red sleeve. When she had been Elisa’s age, she had been pregnant with Elisa. Elisa’s mother’s parents had not been speaking to her, despite letting her continue working at their hardware shop. They didn’t believe in sex before marriage. They didn’t believe in sex with someone their daughter hadn’t even bothered to bring over for dinner. Later, they would find out the father was Black and had been met at a party, and the silence would deepen even though he had a college degree, worked at a nice job in a research lab where he did something inexplicable and helpful with microscopes and spreadsheets. Elisa’s mother was not usually the kind of a person who remotely enjoyed abstract thinking or superstition, but sometimes when faced with Elisa, she wondered if that silence had seeped into her womb, given its own genetic gifts to the slowly simmering fetus. And now, there was a person here on this planet, who had her exact ears down to the mole on the left lobe, who could understand complex philosophical texts and have an opinion on them, do calculus, and by the time she had turned nineteen had already given up on saying anything real to her. 

         
         “Why do you want to be alone forever?” Elisa’s mother asked.

         
         Elisa reached over and turned up the radio.

         
         

         When Elisa was thirty-one, she was teaching English abroad in Spain and working occasionally on a farm owned by other Midwestern
            expatriates. At first it had been great, then she had slept with the wrong one, and now it was a tale as old as time: it was
            awkward, but she needed money. Elisa was dating a man who liked to get drunk on rough red wine and tell her stories. He had
            a wife back in California who sometimes he said he was separated from, sometimes he said he loved her still, but she was cold
            now, whatever that meant, and sometimes if the subject veered toward his wife with a big, veneered smile he would say, “What
            are you talking about? I’ve never been married.” He used his black wedding band as a fidget spinner whenever he spoke beyond
            a sentence at a time.
         

         
         One of this man’s favorite stories was about their mutual ancestors’ home country, an island with a name that sounded like he was shushing someone in a movie theater. It was one of the few words left alive in the language because his family insisted on telling this story. Elisa’s father had been from the same place and had taught her three different words from that place: her name, happiness, and bathroom. The island now had a long boring name in English that her lover refused to use, saying it was a slur on the same level as the n- or f-words. 

         
         Elisa let him have this. What was the point of arguing over ancestral hurts with this man?

         
         The island was a place that held a rare vegetable. It looked kind of like a radish but was as blue as the ocean on a calm
            day. Unlike most root vegetables, it was delicious without butter and salt. You could pull it from the ground and truly, it
            was a treat. It also had medicinal properties, if you diced a large enough one thinly and turned it into a sort of tea, it
            could send you on a spiritual journey.
         

         
         He said his ancestor would take the tea on a monthly basis and write down his visions for the future. The ancestor had predicted
            helicopters, global warming, the rise of Apple, the flu of 1918, K Dramas as a cultural force in the 2020s, Pele and Messi,
            the fall of the Russian empire, the creation of rap, Beyoncé.
         

         
         The first time, Elisa had echoed him when he said, “Beyoncé,” but after a while, she looked forward to hearing him say it. She liked imagining finding an ancient sketchbook from three hundred years ago and seeing a photorealistic drawing of the musician, words in a language she couldn’t read beneath it. Would it just be her face in the prophecy? The single ladies dance? The Renaissance album cover?
         

         
         People from the island lived longer, too. Maybe it was genetics. Maybe it was the vegetable. But they also understood time
            differently than most cultures. We had so many words, he would say in every telling, for the different kinds of time. Crush-time,
            the kind where you are living your loudest in your longings for someone who isn’t by your side. Grief-time, when everything
            is so slow, you could truly die from the ache of it. The man would stroke Elisa’s hair as he did this recitation. Sometimes,
            if he had drunk enough, the man would lean over and bite an ear lobe, skim his dried-out lips along her neck, and whisper
            the names of the minutes they were currently in together. She had never felt so connected to someone else. She had never felt
            so alone in someone else’s company before.
         

         
         Her lover refused to take her anywhere that wasn’t his nice but dusty apartment, with its mostly yellow walls or the same
            restaurant where he would always eat gambas al ajillo and complain about how it tasted with his red wine. After sex, he would
            affect a state of daydreaming, “I want to fuck you in Paris, I want you to fuck me in Dakar, I want you all over the world.”
            Sometimes he would add in places like Long Beach or Houston, but never say the island’s name.
         

         
         Her father had said it was the island all Black people came from. Elisa thought that was some corny shit. Her dad was a Sun Ra Arkestra loving, our-ancestors-were-kings, the US-government-invented-rap-music-in-a-lab-to-destroy-generations-of-Black-men, only-marrying-white-women-with-far-less-education kind of man. Before meeting her lover, Elisa thought her father had invented this island in a fire of grand hotepness the world had never seen before. Her grandparents were dead, he was an only child, there was no one around to tell him to stop his grandiosity but her. 

         
         At school, while grading papers, her mind would think about the vegetables, the matching water, and how all the houses there were painted pink or green or white to stand out among all the blue. Elisa was not naïve enough to believe him without googling—this was a married man abroad who was fucking a woman fifteen years his junior and was clearly miserable—but she could not figure out which of three islands he was consistently talking about. All were in the Indian Ocean. All were very expensive to travel to. It was the first time in years where learning seemed important again. Not even when the kids would speak to her in unforced English, when they spoke to her in the affect and accents of Cardi B or Lil Baby or Stormzy because that was the English they wanted as part of their brains, not the stiff exercises of hello, not the British stiffness of money that other Europeans defaulted to, none of the constant exercises in what do you think of the weather like the school made her promise to focus on. It felt like a great failure to her: she did not care if these children became multilingual. She spent more time watching television and having sex and drinking and sometimes taking cocaine and pretending that it made her feel guay. It felt like a trick sometimes: was this really what she had always wanted? At least when she was in school, things could change. 

         
         On another day where she forced the kids to be nice to one another, to not repeat filthy lyrics to one another, to have to
            stand in silence with her arms around her chest so that she wouldn’t beg them but tell them to enjoy learning English just a little bit, her brain felt startlingly empty. Her body could write the words on the
            whiteboard. Her mouth could say you need to, “enunciate more, Fernán!” Elisa could not remember the last time she had looked
            at something with genuine interest. Maybe a churro? Maybe a couple making out on the dance floor because they were somehow
            knocking into everyone without letting go of each other’s mouths? A text from a friend who as far as Elisa knew had been dating
            no one, that announced a pregnancy and destination wedding at a Sandals Jamaica? And then, Elisa’s body went home, slipped
            out of her cheap pencil skirt, took off the pale green top with ruffles around the neck, and slipped into the overalls and
            tank top to then take a bus and walk to the farm, to nod at the man who was uncomfortable in her presence and never said a
            word to her in Spanish or English, and then followed the trail to the rickety-built tower, and do the only prayers she ever
            did while climbing up to sit. Elisa watched the grape fields for any sign of smoke and felt herself sizzling from the xanthic
            sun—and how did the sun feel so different in heat and color a continent away?—while life seemed consistently vast and out
            of reach for her.
         

         
         There was no five-year plan. There wasn’t even a plan for two months from now. Her contract would be up. The only person who was akin to a friend here was a man she fucked but would never want to call her boyfriend. She used to laugh and think only boring people or people who wanted jobs had a five-year plan. What time am I living in? she asked herself. I am supposed to be in the spring of my life. The best Elisa could come up with is halted time. She did not care that she was being pretentious. It was a time where pretentiousness was the only thing giving Elisa momentum. Working, the children, her lover were all so musty. It made it feel like her mother was right, that there would come a time and an age where having a husband and children would feel necessary because the truest thing Elisa’s mother knew is that life’s great teeth were always trying to grind everything down into boredom. 

         
         Two weeks later, on a rare day that Elisa hadn’t worked, she went to her lover’s apartment. He was making his own seltzer and cursing the expensive machine he used to do it. There was nothing she could see that was wrong or upsetting; it was doing its job. The air was smoky. A fire was burning 50 miles west, and the haze was annoyingly romantic in appearance. Everything distant was a Monet. She kept taking make-up wipes out of her purse and scrubbing her cheeks and then looking at the accumulated dirt and oil like she was searching for signs and animal figures on the glistening sheets. Coughing if she stood outside too long. As long as Elisa didn’t think about the people who had to have died in the blaze, did not think the words, “climate change,” and instead thought it made the world look like a phantom of itself, her soul thrilled a little. 

         
         “Have you ever been in love?” he asked.

         
         This wasn’t an unusual question of him. He was the kind of man who seemed to only feel important when he had a person’s full
            attention.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “What about with yourself?” He poured the seltzer into a highball glass. The irritated bubbles muttered back to him as they
            waited to be consumed.
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” she said, not even bothering to contemplate the question. Elisa waited for him to pour her a glass or to
            take her hand. There was a curve to his neck, a set to his jaw, she had never seen before. It made him more attractive. She
            wanted him to lead her to bed, to gently squeeze her neck with one hand, while he thrusted painfully slowly.
         

         
         “You’re lying.” The man took his drink and sat at the table. “Here I am in Spain, away from my wife, my child, sleeping with a woman who doesn’t even like herself.” She could tell that this was a monologue he had been telling himself many times over from the theatricality of his voice. “I thought that I was here to become a better person. I told myself that I would come here, and I would watch football, I would drink and eat well, and then I would go home. Fortified for the rest of my life. But here I am trying to get a woman who has nothing, no real job, no sense of the world, no thoughts she ever wants to share, nothing, nothing, nothing, to give me anything. I’ve come here and made my life worse.” 

         
         She didn’t know he had a child.

         
         And in some ways, although she knew this was a real yikes thought, Elisa didn’t know how little interest she’d had in herself,
            in building a relationship with herself any longer, until this man said it aloud.
         

         
         He looked at her. His face childish, both hands curled around his seltzer. The uncomfortable kitchen chair pressed firm against
            the spot in his back that always had a knot.
         

         
         “I want you to tell me to leave my wife. I want you to want to be with me. I want you to just want something.” As he spoke,
            she could smell the liquor on his breath. He kept touching his hair as if trying to find a shard of glass lodged within. It
            was shocking to see a man this old still capable of confusing sex with love. The tone told her that he believed he could love
            her.
         

         
         Elisa asked again for the island’s name.

         
         

         There was a compact airport at the Southern tip that could only be reached by small planes. The descent could make an even more confident flyer squeeze their knees so hard they turned their fingertips white. Travel websites urged new visitors to the island to not look out the window or watch the curve that the plane had to make. Elisa, a real sicko who usually enjoyed flying, cried during the bumps. Her stomach was pushing against lungs, her lungs were pushing against her esophagus. The ocean was looming, and they would all slip beneath the water, rot, and be eaten by all the fish with their too-many-toothed mouths. And then the plane landed with one last rude bump against the tarmac. Some people made jokes or prayed, but most pretended that the last thirty minutes of their lives had never happened. 

         
         “Are your friends coming to get you?” an older woman asked Elisa as they walked through the one big room of the airport. Elisa
            ignored her. It sounded like a question meant for trafficking, but there was also no one she could think of who would ever
            go on a trip like this with her. The people in her life might be able to give her an evening, if it wasn’t too cold or the
            day hadn’t been too long, or if it was her birthday. All their lovers and children and dying parents and leaking stocks and
            their own malaise needed constant cultivation.
         

         
         In some ways, the island was like her former lover had said—at least once you got away from the airport. A long road took you to the old section of town. The houses were pink and white and green. There were some newer apartment buildings that were gray, but the residents with balconies decorated them with bright twinkling lights, streamers, and potted plants. Ocean salt stink brushing through everyone’s hair. It seemed like most people lived by running bars or food trucks and scrappy shops that had off-brand anime T-shirts, memes about the island, and necklaces with vegetable pendants. Sometimes it was represented as a small, shriveled tomato. Others a cosmic carrot. A few like a medieval radish. There were large resorts, a few unctuous office buildings, churches of every faith. 

         
         Almost every person there, barring tourists speaking German or Chinese, was Black. It made her heart well in a way Elisa had
            never expected. The shades varied from paler than her to Grace Jones by Jean-Paul Goude. It was a hymn to hear them speak
            to one another, their voices moving between French and English, to be in a space where suddenly, she was completely unremarkable.
            Sometimes, she heard bits of the language her father and lover had spoken to her, but only fragments. As she watched all the
            people from the open window of an ancient bus, Elisa was sure that there was no way that man or his people had come from here.
            The language lived. It was annoying to think of the moments when she believed him, but it no longer mattered. She was wearing
            one of the ice cream shop T-shirts, faded pink with the smiling ice cream cone, but it was no longer too tight. Hustling had
            made her small.
         

         
         As the shuttle wended and weaved between the hills, a man wearing a badge that read Guide/Chaperon stood up and told the island’s creation story not caring if some people were hearing his knowledge for free. “Down here in the valley, our starlings with their black heads were the first animals to be breathed to life. And when God whispered life into man, the starlings brought them fruits and sacred vegetables. Emotions came from the berries, knowledge from the roots.” They were in a place people loved to forget because it was small and kind. It felt like everyone was holding their breaths as he spoke. Elisa clutched her knees, pushed herself into being fully present. Outside the city honked, yelled, and chit-chatted but still the man’s story could be heard. 

         
         The shuttle took her to a group of yurts up in the hills away from the city. Shuffling to her lodging, the bright verdure
            and the blue of it all, made Elisa feel dizzy with adventure. There were clifftops and thrown punches and romance all within
            the gates of herself if she could find the right key. And maybe this, this was the first step.
         

         
         Her lodgings had a small bed, a rug, a small sectioned off area with an actual toilet. To shower, she would have to reserve times at the outdoor facility. A long table. Half with a tablecloth printed with leaves and vines. The other with a hot plate and an electric kettle. Two chairs at the table. Another old-fashioned but comfortable chair meant for reading or thinking. Spain felt like fifty years in the future compared to this. An apartment two doors down from a shop that sold churros and a vendor who always looked murderous even while giving her a free churro or encouraging her to come out to the bar. All her books were still there. Some of her heavier clothes. Elisa’s lover had promised to send them back to one of her sister’s houses in the US, but she was sure that he wouldn’t do it. Another round of lost clothes, half-friends, and a line on her resume that could be read as more experience or proof of a consuming aimlessness, depending on the reader’s generosity. 

         
         Elisa woke up early after the first night, meditated, and then got on the shuttle that would take her even higher up the hill.
            Online, she’d read the hill was a dormant volcano. It was how the island was born, would someday be how the island died. Everyone
            was handed a burlap apron, and then walked to different areas and given a guidebook to the flora and fauna of the island.
            There were light green herbs that smelled like wet tomatoes that you could use as an herbal pain relief. Berries that were
            sharp and bitter but excellent when mixed with honey. A cluster of seven dark green leaves might just be a weed, but it could
            have one of the legendary vegetables attached to it. A vine with four triangular leaves would give you a rash if you didn’t
            wash your hands within five minutes of handling it.
         

         
         The people who organized the yurts, the trips up the mountain, kept circling around and reminding everyone that the vegetables
            were hard to find. The last time someone on one of these tours had found one was six weeks ago. They were also being kept
            purposefully away from hills and patches cultivated and treated by residents of the island. In the past, families had fought,
            blood had been spilled, over poaching from these patches.
         

         
         While a lot of what the man had told her was bullshit, Elisa did think his claims about longevity might be true. Almost every resident of the island had glowing skin like they were being constantly moisturized. Their eyes were still bright. When Elisa took a selfie, it was hard not to notice that her eyes had a kind of glaze to them. Maybe it was the affectation of taking a photo for the internet, but it was hard not to feel as if she was already too worn out for being so young. 

         
         “If anyone finds anything,” a voice called, high and without any music, “we’ll show you how to prepare it.”

         
         Everything was alive here after the dust and fires of Spain, it felt like a sin to try to take anything. Elisa contented herself
            with trying to observe and learn. There was an herb here among the tall green-and-pink grasses that people used for cooking
            in a local stew. It tasted like citrus and dirt when it was raw. And there was a snail eating one of the vines she shouldn’t
            touch. Every other glance, down at the ocean that never ended. Further and further, Elisa walked until there was no one else
            in sight. Among another thicket of long grass, she saw it. Seven leaves, pale green.
         

         
         When her lover had told her about this, after the recitations, after the sex, when he would ostentatiously sleep with his mouth wide open and you could see all the way down to his tonsils, Elisa would think about the vegetable. Sometimes, she would imagine the journey it would take her on. Visions of swirling pastels, the stars coming closer, a voice telling her the purpose of existence, of herself, of the great whys of everything. All the vegetation would look as if it were aflame and speaking to her about the things she must do. 

         
         From her backpack, Elisa took out her bigger notepad, a pencil. It had been a while since she had drawn anything. Pulled out
            the brightest red lipstick she had packed, didn’t bother to be precise about it on her lips. Elisa sat down in the long grass.
            Sweat grew on her neck as she captured the leaves among the higher grass, the other vegetation, weeds, a tiny patch of flowers,
            yellow and half the size of her pinky finger. A small bird zipped by, and Elisa sketched it in as a blur above. Longed for
            oil pastels to capture its intensity. When she was done, Elisa touched the leaves. They were velvet beneath her fingertips,
            still a little damp from the morning dew. There was no jolt from touching it. No revelation. She would never eat it, Elisa
            decided. It was better to be patient and make her own decisions.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Art of Possession

         
         
            Narrator: Nia is sitting in front of a laptop screen. She is supposed to be speaking to a new therapist but that person is now twenty
               minutes late for their first scheduled session. Nia has done intake with a separate therapist: yes, she is having suicidal
               thoughts, no, it’s not bad enough for inpatient, yes, she did spend long, quaggy minutes admitting to everything that had
               ever wronged her. She is torn between noticing the way that she can look at her gold and cream wallpaper, the bookshelf, the
               puppet made to look like her but with exaggerated hair and limbs chilling on top of the bookshelf, the hanging plants, but
               never at her eyes—have they ever been sadder—and trying to force herself into meeting her own gaze.
            

         

         Jilly texts her: This is fun, I’m really excited to hear what you think. They are scheduled today to take part in an immersive art experience. Each person does it separately and there are separate
            actors meant to make each participant feel as if she has walked into some kind of other life. Jilly has looked up all the
            details already, but that’s typical. Nia can’t remember the last time that they went to a movie together where Jilly hadn’t
            sought out all spoilers, hadn’t even reacted sometimes to an event that was yet to happen. Even on their first date, Nia showed
            up at the bar knowing only what Jilly had told her; weeks later, Jilly had been stunned at Nia’s lack of googling. She had
            come in even with the knowledge of an old blog that Nia had kept when she was eighteen. “You were so cute and sad and so eighteen,”
            Jilly said. It had made her more excited to get to know present-day thirty-four-year-old Nia.
         

         
         It’s nice to be with someone who is trying very hard to make things feel normal still. It can be very hard to be someone with
            someone who is reinforcing mundanity when everything feels like you woke up and somehow you have slept walked all the way
            to the top of a very high building and one foot is wavering in mid-air.
         

         
         
            Narrator: (aside) I personally felt like that was a red flag. You’re thirty-two years old, don’t read the blog of someone you matched with
               on Hinge if it isn’t from the past five years or egregiously evil or weird.
            

            Narrator: (back on track) Nia’s plan is to wait five more minutes for the therapist. She promised herself she would try. Especially because this was
               the first time she had been able to get a Black therapist of any gender without having to potentially wait a minimum of six
               months. Now, she understands maybe why this therapist was so easy to book. Jilly offered to google her but Nia was so desperate
               for a therapist, as soon as possible, that she declined the private investigation services.
            

            Therapist: I’m so sorry, something is wrong with our scheduling app. This appointment didn’t appear on my calendar.
            

            Nia: (knows that the scheduling app is just Google calendar because they received the same invite) Oh, it happens.
            

            Therapist: So, I saw from your intake forms that you have a family history of substance abuse.
            

         

         Jilly texts again and Nia can see it briefly in the corner of her screen: This is a lot more about family than people online said tho.

         
         
            Nia: That’s not me. I mean, I have an uncle. (She considers making a joke about how everyone has an uncle like that, has had an uncle like that since the dawn of time, you can see it on her face)

            Therapist: It’s one of those days, you know. (She brushes her chemically straightened hair out of her face, sorts through folders)

         

         Behind her, there’s a gray wall and a poster that shows a lot of different faces experiencing many different emotions.

         
         
            Nia: That’s rough. (She clears her throat)

            Therapist: So, you’ve been having a rough time lately.
            

            Nia: Yes.
            

            Therapist: Where do you want to start?
            

            Nia: (internally) Six months ago, I found out the woman who I thought was my mother is actually my aunt. My birth mother died in a car accident when I was only four years old. One of my uncles got drunk at a family wedding and told me everything. I was a little tipsy and confronted my mother about it and we haven’t spoken since. I haven’t told anyone this. My girlfriend knows we’re estranged but she thinks it’s because of my mom’s general asshole behavior. That I was the one who was doing the leaving. And sometimes I wonder if that would’ve felt better to me if it was my choice to not speak to her. I’m embarrassed that this is something that even matters. My dad says my mom is right, that I embarrassed her by bringing this up, and why couldn’t I just let it be. And sometimes, I think if I told Jilly all of this, the first thing she would say is, “how could you not know?” 

            Narrator to Nia: I’m glad you finally know. I’ve waited so long.
            

            Nia: (externally) I’ve been having panic attacks. My job is stressful. I’m having family drama. Jilly is trying to change my mind about having
               a baby. I feel run-down. I don’t know if I like my job any longer even though it’s like super hard to get.
            

            Therapist: What do you do?
            

         

         The therapist is clearly trying to be discreet, but Nia can see she’s going through files on her desk; printed-out forms are
            reflected in her reading glasses.
         

         
         
            Nia: I make puppets for Hilarie’s Play Village.

            Therapist: And you can live on that?
            

            Nia: Yeah, here I can.
            

         

         The therapist is scribbling notes and Nia waits. She takes a sip of water.

         
         
            Nia: (uncomfortable with how long the therapist is writing) I’m building a monster right now. It’s supposed to be seven feet tall, it has to clearly be seen as a monster, but not like,
               scare kids. We worked forever on the character design and now building the prototype, it always just looks wrong.
            

            Therapist: That sounds difficult.
            

            Nia: It’s frustrating. I don’t know, it’s like for months I’ve felt frozen. I keep trying to make this, I try to go throw a vase to chill out and everything is ugly and things being ugly didn’t use to matter to me, but now they do? Um, and, Jilly and I have the same fight, and all she wants to eat is cucumber salad or beans, and sometimes, I dream about my mother and it’s always the same, she’s watching me from across the room, we never speak, sometimes she’s inside a large decanter sitting on a beach float and drinking the wine she sits on. Every time I wake up after those dreams, I spend the whole day feeling like she’s watching me. 

            Therapist: Say more.
            

            Nia: About which thing?
            

            Therapist: The feeling of being watched.
            

            Nia: It’s just like a hangover of the dream. I know, intellectually, no one is watching me. I can’t shake off the emotional feeling from the dream.
            

            Therapist: Do you feel judged?
            

            Nia: It’s like I’m acting for her. I want to do a good performance and sometimes in the dreams, I’m doing my real life but like
               theatrically.
            

            Narrator: (to herself) We used to lie on pool floats together. Sometimes, she would ask for her own. One of my favorite photos of all time was Nia
               in her blue water wings, wearing big sunglasses, and reading a waterproof book with her leg dangling over the arms. She couldn’t
               read yet but she knew so early who she wanted to be.
            

         

         The therapist is writing again. For a second, Nia thinks she sees a pair of big eyes reflected on the computer screen that are not hers. 

         
         
            Narrator: Nia tells herself that talking about the feeling has made her see those eyes. It’s like how when she says the word “tuberculosis”
               out loud, it somehow makes her feet hurt and her throat feel a little close. She’s wrong. Those were my eyes for a second.
            

            Narrator: (aside) I never wanted my sister to adopt Nia. If I’d had my shit together and written a will—who writes a will at twenty-nine that isn’t disgusting rich—she would have gone to my friend, Regina. I’d told my mom multiple times that was what I wanted but Regina is queer and my mom “didn’t see how those people could raise a child right.” Maggie, my sister, is cold and judgmental. Before, she wasn’t a total miserable person. There were times where it was fun to be around her. We used to be able to go to antique stores and talk for hours about what kind of person owned the weirdest objects. We invented different people, Ben who was the type of demon who collected Cathy coffee mugs because he was still angry that his parents were too uptight to let him own a Barbie, Jade who only wore earrings that seemed positively cursed. But then she married White Gary. All their conversations were about this country and how bad it was or judging all the people around them. I think every couple before they get married should have to record every conversation they have and listen to it back only for laughter. If you’re not laughing at least twenty percent of the time together, you shouldn’t get married. You’ll spend the rest of your time with that person curdling. 

            Therapist: When do you want to schedule the next appointment?
            

            Nia: I’m not sure. I need to check my calendar. I’ll use the website.
            

            Narrator: Nia gets up. She goes into the garage and looks at the monster. It hits her that the issue might be it’s the wrong red. When
               she’d shown everyone the fabric samples, they had said it was pretty. Looking at the fluffy arm on her long work table, it’s
               wine-colored. And maybe the eyes are wrong? They’re a little too sad and they need to be painted to look like they’re constantly
               alight with an idea to have fun.
            

            Nia: (under her breath) Fuck, was that actually helpful?
            

            Narrator: (to Nia) It would be better if it was persimmon.
            

            Narrator: Nia calls a Lyft, gathers a bag. She lets herself cry for exactly four minutes, head curled forward on her bag, her bag pressed
               so firmly against her chest that it hurts.
            

            Narrator: (to Nia) I love you.
            

         

         I have to look away for a few minutes. I can still hear her sobbing. It’s strange. I didn’t ever want to be a mom but I slept
            with someone careless and then I was pregnant. He was a photographer who was dating a writer. I usually didn’t like cheating,
            but I thought the writer was annoying and they weren’t married and it was always fun when the photographer called me. We went
            to a new bar every time and pretended to be the kind of sophisticated people who knew how to differentiate between different
            kinds of martinis. We fucked in hotels across the city. It was glamorous. At least I can always say that. Nia, you came into
            this world because I was genuinely enjoying myself, and when I saw each of the three pregnancy tests I took become positive,
            it felt right this time.
         

         
         Nia stops crying and gets in the car.

         
         Usually, I don’t follow Nia. I watch the neighbors—they have four cats that rule the family of three. The cats are always up to something, the teenage daughter is always up to something, the parents are always, somehow, blissfully unaware of everything happening around them until suddenly, everything is (mostly figuratively) shit. If not them, I watch television. If not television, I look at Nia’s projects and think about what I would tell her if she could show them to me. But I’m so worried that I drift out into the world. 

         
         The city hasn’t changed much even though I’ve been dead for decades. Some of the buildings are higher, sure. There are little
            robots on the streets that are filled with snacks or someone’s takeout trying to navigate the tilted sidewalks and all their
            litter. Cars are uglier and cartoon blocky. But the sky is so blue and striking to me, it feels like flipping over a tarot
            card and seeing exactly what I was hoping to see. No tower, no swords, nine of cups, please and thank you, universe. I move
            like wind.
         

         
         When I make it to the sculpture garden, Nia has put her sunglasses on.

         
         
            Narrator: Nia is talking to an actor who is staying in character. The actor is wearing skinny black trousers and a crisp white shirt.
            

            Actor: Do I know you?
            

            Nia: No.
            

            Actor: You seem so familiar.
            

            Narrator: (to Nia) I was hoping you would have fun.
            

            Actor: Have you seen anyone walking around with a small red bag?
            

            Narrator: Nia shakes her head no. The bag being described is hidden inside her own. She was sent a text message as part of this event
               instructing her to steal the bag off a bench. Inside the bag are what look like schematics for some sort of weapon, Polaroids
               of a man in his fifties laughing, smoking a cigarette, and looking ominous. A small journal that is mostly drawings with coffee
               cup smudges. The actor hands Nia a card with a phone number.
            

            Actor: Will you please text me if you see it? It’s filled with things that are very important to me.
            

         

         Nia nods, then walks away.

         
         
            Narrator: (to Nia) He looked a little bit like your dad. I wish I had told you about your dad in a way that you could remember now. I wish I
               had written you letters like dead parents do in movies explaining everything about the world and how much I love you that
               you could read any time you wanted.
            

            Narrator: Nia sits on a bench and goes through the bag. She takes careful photos of everything. Nia traces the schematics with her
               left pointer finger.
            

            Nia: It looks like a fancy box.
            

            Narrator: She looks around the sculpture garden.
            

            Nia: You have to study history because every piece of art isn’t just about the people who exist right now, but the people who
               existed before us and made us possible. If you and your art are lucky, you’ll render even the people who haven’t been born
               in its final form.
            

         

         She says this every time she feels completely alone in a museum. It was on the syllabus for her first fine arts class. She
            had immediately written those lines into her journal on that day, says them to herself when she needs to feel centered. Nia
            can’t remember who those words were originally attributed to, but she remembers how she felt when that professor read them
            aloud and the warm sunlight that was hitting the top of the printed-out page.
         

         
         
            Narrator: (to Nia) I love when you say those words.
            

         

         She says it when she’s trying to figure out how to make ceramics, she says it when she’s struggling to build a puppet, she said it when she was learning woodworking. 

         
         I drift away from Nia, trying to find the actor. He’s too young to be her father. He’s drinking some water and doublechecking
            the script in a shed that’s clearly been assembled for these shows. I do something I haven’t ever done on purpose, I move
            and center myself in his body. I am having a stroke, he thinks. Do strokes feel cold? I would ask for permission to use his body but that would scare him more. When you perform a possession, the kindest and easiest
            thing you can do is make the host body fall asleep. Once I had walked into the body of a plumber Nia had hired, the magnificence
            of breath, of beating heart, the dire nauseating I had felt feeling his body react and his brain think, sleep paralysis demon.
            It didn’t matter that he had been wide awake and it had been an accident.
         

         
         I test his arms by having them both lift the water bottle. I mean to make his body squirt some water into his mouth. The left arm does not move, but the right moves and squirts water over his shoulder. Some gets on his nice white shirt. I try it again. The water tastes like plastic. I drink more anyway. It’s been so long. It feels so good. There’s a long table along the wall with more water bottles, bowls of fruit, a tray of vegetables. I eat half a peach; the juice runs down my chin and even wiping it off feels like a story I could dine out on for years. I avoided peaches when I was alive because I hated having to clean up afterward. While looking over the script, I chew on some celery. It used to taste like nothing to me, now it’s a sharp, peppery green flavor, and I remember enough about living to feel like it’s deeply funny that these bites of celery make me want to swoon a little. And maybe, too, I want to swoon because so much of my life was spent like this, head bowed over a script, figuring out both how to hold someone else’s words inside my own memory and to make sculpted, lovely prose still feel natural coming out of my mouth. It’s stupid, I want to do well with this. His phone buzzes: you need to confront her at the fountain in three minutes. 

         
         I think about what to text back, scroll up, see that he has never said anything to reminders like this and go. This body is
            wearing shoes that feel so light. The cadence of my footsteps on the pavement is another thing I didn’t even consider missing.
         

         
         Nia is standing next to the fountain, red bag dangling on her wrist. For a moment, it’s like I’m seeing my old body. She is
            taller than me, hair in a cut where it’s still long and curly but when it blows up and into the wind, you can see the side
            undercut. I want to touch it and see if it feels fuzzy and soft like when she was a baby. Her skin is lighter than mine was,
            she’s more yellow, but Nia stands like me, holds her arms around herself like I did whenever I was a little bored.
         

         
         
            Nia: I found this.
            

            Narrator: (to herself) The actor is supposed to say, don’t lie to me.
            

            Nia: What?
            

            Fountain: (loud bubbling that makes it almost impossible to hear)

            Nia: I found this.
            

            Narrator: Don’t lie to me.
            

            Nia: I swear I didn’t steal it. (she points) I found it over there.
            

            Narrator: It’s good to see you.
            

            Nia: Okay?
            

            Narrator: I want to tell you about the contents of this bag. I miss the man who was photographed in this very much. He was my father
               and a difficult person. An artist who was more interested in fame and beauty than being good.
            

         

         Nia nods. She uncrosses her arms.

         
         
            Narrator: I wish you had taken this bag and thrown it away. And if you had, I think it would’ve destroyed me. I’m not trying to be
               dramatic here. Do you know what I mean?
            

            Nia: No, I understand. (she lets out a sigh) My mom died when I was really young. It was complicated. We don’t need to get into that part of it. But I have some of her
               things. I sometimes think it would be easier if I didn’t have them but I want to be close to her.
            

            Narrator: (tears fill my eyes. Nia takes a step closer, I can tell she is impressed by my acting) If it’s not too personal, what do you have?
            

            Nia: I have one of her purses and some of her old scripts where she’s written notes in the margins. She was Nina in The Seagull.

         

         I was. It was thrilling to find something so profound in Chekov and to find ways to make it a little Black. Although, it didn’t take much. My friend Regina used to boo me whenever I said that Chekov could feel just as Black at times as August Wilson. Nonsense, she would yell. But I felt that he knew what it was like to be raised always expecting the worst and to always have to expect to sacrifice something for family. 

         
         When I was in The Seagull, it took me so long to figure out the right way to say, “I am an actress.” To me, it was not that I was letting go of some
            important human part of myself, it was an assertion, I could be anyone, anything, I could make it through anything, as long
            as I had my art.
         

         
         
            Narrator: (clears throat) My father loved that play.
            

            Nia: I used to hate it. I thought Chekov hated women for a long time, but now I just think he hates everyone.
            

            Narrator: Can I show you what I’ve been working on? We would just have to walk a little bit to go see it.
            

            Nia: (looks around as if she’s forgotten it’s a play and is making real-life considerations about going somewhere with a man she
                  hasn’t met) You seem so familiar. Sorry, I shouldn’t try to make you break.
            

            Narrator: Everyone says that to me.
            

         

         We walk together in the warm sunlight. I know I’m supposed to take her to a different shed but the script was vague about what would be waiting for us. I ask her questions about art, what’s her favorite sculpture in the garden. It’s strange—I thought I would be hanging on her every word—I’ve wanted to have moments with her like this for so long. But I’m focused more on how the warm sun feels, how it feels to see her with eyes, I purposefully gesture while I talk and accidentally hit her gently with my arm so I can feel her even slightly. It takes most of my willpower to not crush her to me for a moment in a big hug, to cry into her hair, to smell it, to say I’m so sorry that she feels so alone. I would give anything to have raised her. 

         
         
            Nia: Tell me about your father.
            

            Narrator: He was a photographer. He cheated on his long-term partner with an actress and surprise, hello, here I am. He liked martinis.
               He liked gambling, then liked it too much, and then made a promise to only gamble when he was abroad. He thought the truest
               difference between an amateur and a professional artist was an ability to understand depth.
            

            Nia: Oh, I like that.
            

            Narrator: He thought it applied to all mediums. (points at shed in distance) We’re going there.
            

            Nia: (takes out her phone) Sorry, I’m just writing that down.
            

            Narrator: His name was Terrence Cameron.
            

         

         I say the name one more time, hopes she googles it. That is her father. Everything I’ve said is about him.

         
         
            Narrator: (opens the shed door) Here we go.
            

         

         Inside, music is playing. Soft piano and the song is familiar. An elaborate altar made of glass and peonies—sherbet pink,
            cream, yellow—and paper woven into plants with a firm wood base is in the center of the room. The base is painted gold. It
            smells like incense. On the opposite wall, there are Polaroids pasted up of many different people in the space.
         

         
         
            Narrator: (reciting from the script) Eventually, I want to burn this. I believe that destruction can be its own healing. Mourning requires at least two losses.
               First, the death. Then, a second death that makes the first feel real.
            

            Nia: I think that’s what I’m missing.
            

            Narrator: Until then, will you do two favors for me?
            

         

         Nia nods.

         
         
            Narrator: Can I take a photo of you to hang in this space and will you say a prayer for me? Or if you’re not religious, will you wish
               me well?
            

         

         Nia takes my hand. Her eyes are full of tears. I can’t help myself. I grasp it back. You’re my daughter and I wish I could love you like you deserve to be loved eats at my throat. I pause and meet her eyes. I fool myself into thinking she can see me, the real me, inside this body.
         

         
         
            Nia: I wish you well. I hope everything in your life is better after today.
            

            Narrator: Thank you. (shifts and lets go of Nia’s hand, then walks over to the Polaroid.)

         

         I take the photo. Nia’s face looks wet in it. Incense scent hangs in the air. I take another and hand it to her.

         
         
            Narrator: So, you can remember this day.
            

         

         She looks at it for a long moment. The light is dim. I won’t be able to possess this body for much longer. Soon, we’ll be back to usual. Nia will make dinners and scrub at sinks and create new objects and she will think about the right ways to love. I will be in the corner of the room or hovering in the ceiling. Sometimes, she’ll see my eyes or maybe even hear me say a few words aloud, then assume it was nothing. 

         
         
            Nia: I look like her.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            How to Be a Black Writer
After Lorrie Moore and Kiese Laymon

         
         You chose this program based on money and because you never had a Black person of any gender teach you anything about writing
            or reading. You learned math and Black Studies and the safest way to blow and push life into another person from other Black
            people, but none of them had taught you how to tell a story.
         

         
         There is a family legend about how you learned how to read, that one day you were sitting at a kitchen table, four years old,
            beads in your hair because you were fresh back from a visit to your Mom-Mom’s, and you said something like, “Good morning.
            I hate Mondays. Lasagna,” and your parents realized you were reading a comic aloud to yourself. Reading came to you like a
            sudden burst into fruit brought forth by unseen winds.
         

         
         You wanted a lineage. Sometimes, creating one doesn’t take generations upon generations. It can be established, at least in the arts, with the right, thoughtful conversation or idea passed around a table in two hours and forty-five minutes on a rainy Tuesday afternoon. 

         
         I want to tell you that you’ll make it through this year. But did you?

         
         The first time you all met as a class that semester, your most boring white classmate turned in a story that was about himself
            but named something cooler like “Alistair” or “Parker.” Last year, you had read an infamous essay about women and likability
            that he had found offensive. You had personally found the essay a little boring in the duh-yes-of-course-way essays can be
            when they take on something you have personally experienced. The only marginalia you had bothered to write was Girl, you are preaching to the choir. But this classmate had gotten somehow so upset with the author’s phrasing, the way she treated men, that he had cried in the
            classroom. You had seen him lurking outside of after-class Guinnesses—the cheapest beer in the happy hour special—crying still,
            face mottled red, and typing something on his cell phone. All his stories were about young, misunderstood white men gazing
            at water and thinking about misdeeds that they never actually did in-scene. You and your friends sometimes called him Mr.
            Flashbacks. Sometimes, you called him Mr. Future NBA in Fiction.
         

         
         You listened to how your Black professor told him that his descriptions were “miraculous.” She talked about Carver and interplays of emotion and reality and wasn’t water ancestral? Her hair was thick and natural. You could see the effort she put into her curls being separated. Her glasses were red and slid down her nose. You were always a sponge for details. She was wearing a suit and a T-shirt underneath it with a picture of an iconic Black author and the word “free” in all caps. Most of your class was nodding along almost in perfect synch. “This,” your professor said in a serious, lovely voice, “is what literature should be. This is reality.” 

         
         And this should have been your first warning bell. Your idea of literature was always built in seeing a saturated world filled
            with people dealing with the uncanny. Once, you wrote a story that was about a woman who had been sexually assaulted off-screen
            and she spent the entire story turning into a tree, until at the end, the man who had assaulted her stopped in and chopped
            her into bricks and turned her into a poorly built chair. The workshop you were in called it “polemic,” “cruel,” and “weird.”
         

         
         And you read a book by a white writer where strange things happened in a lyrical way, girls kept becoming puppets or cake or being murdered and reawakening as their killer’s Vitamix, and this was meant to teach you something about feminism, you knew that from being in the academy for so long, but in your heart, you felt like it was something people had done for years and years. You got it. Society made women feel like objects! But you spent the ninety minutes allotted for talking about the book mostly doodling because it seemed like almost everyone else found this profound. There was a phrase you hated but it felt appropriate in the moment: why yuck someone’s yum? And it was a relief to hear everyone take seriously a book that was marginally adjacent to work you might do. 

         
         You wrote a story with a main character based on a girl you hated winning the lottery and then being suddenly attacked by
            a pack of dogs on the beach for the ticket. They used the money to save their animal shelter. She was going to use the money
            to go to Paris and go on a shopping spree and change her name to Yvonne. Most of the people in workshop didn’t even bother
            to write a response to that one. Your only friend in the class wrote a letter but it was filled with puns like, “I woofed
            the moment when the gang of dogs appeared.”
         

         
         To be honest, even you did not think these stories were good. There were times where you stayed up all night staring at your bedroom ceiling and wondering when you would get any better. But at least, you weren’t writing about writers, you would tell yourself and pull the covers over your head. Sometimes, you fell asleep. Sometimes, you thought about how your parents’ house was being foreclosed on, how some weekends you went home and figured out what to give away and watched as your dad burned some of your old school tests in the backyard. It was embarrassing to tell your parents that every day you cared so much about make-believe and style and fake people that it could keep you awake at night. You told them that you were enjoying yourself. 

         
         That semester, you were writing a story that at its heart was you talking to yourself about how you were constantly torn between
            never wanting to die and being sometimes suddenly so desperate to be done with this world. The summer before, so many Black
            men and Black children and Black women had been murdered for the most meager of real or imagined offenses. A toy gun in a
            park, an argument with the wrong person in public, shoplifting a soda, missing a stop sign, not being honest. You would read
            the articles and think about a time where you and your dad were pulled over. They took your dad out of the car. One police
            officer stayed with you, always slurring you in every question he asked, he asked you about drugs and prostitution and would
            you suck his dick, and the only thing you knew how to do was stay very still and call him sir and you could tell he liked
            that you were little mouse limp. Your therapist said you had PTSD but you didn’t want to believe it. Your dad had lived. You
            had lived. But here you were writing a haunted house story that if you looked sideways at it, there were all the things you
            could feel baking inside your brain and throat each time you read a news article that summer or read a tweet that began, Rest
            in Power.
         

         
         

         Sometimes, I think we died that night. That we, too, were taken out of the car and beaten and thrown in a ditch. That our father died, too. And some great angel couldn’t stop the two of us from dying, but came down later and prayed and prayed until the heaven we had was one where we never died. She couldn’t erase what had happened to us but let us continue forward. Can you really have heaven if you die in the worst possible conditions? But maybe heaven is always predicated on a kind of benevolent amnesia where you have to breathe in clouds and sweet grass and breathe out every wrong until enough of the wrong inside you dissipates into a forgotten mist. 

         
         In your workshop story, a Black girl goes into a haunted house. On floor one, she is chased by white workers dressed as the
            wolfman and Ghost Face and killers. Floor two, there are actual monsters mixed in. On the final floor, she is met by an ancient
            evil that is wearing an expensive business suit. He kills her. She has paid ten dollars to die.
         

         
         When you brought the story into workshop, most of your white classmates were silent and so was your professor. She let the brilliant writers of color around you talk about their ideas of reality and unreality, what is haunted house literature, and was the United States itself a kind of haunted house of racial reckoning? The type of questions that can feel profound or vastly stupid depending on where you’re sitting at the table. You were glad to hear their thoughts, but your gaze kept drifting to her, to the way she wouldn’t really look at you, at how she kept curling her hair around her fingers. There was something she wanted to say, you felt. But you took notes and later, you could barely read what you had written because so many thoughts were coming so quickly and as always you had stream-of-consciousnessed it, so that it looked like: is-it-too-much-that-all-the-workers-of-the-haunted-house-are white-and-i’m-so-hungry-why-did-i-forget-a-snack. You left happy that some people had taken your writing seriously but sad because you felt lonely in the way that only creativity could; your ambition and skills were still on two separate paths. 

         
         After class, you took a long walk and reminded yourself of a family story. Your Mom-Mom had a natural talent for piano is
            what your mom always said. She was never formally trained but could hear any song and figure out within a few minutes how
            to play it. And it was true. One time when you were a child, you watched as she went from playing “Moonlight Sonata” to “Hot
            in Here” back to the sonata and then into a beautiful rendition of “How Will I Know.” “Everything has notes,” she said. “Sometimes,
            I play the breeze going through the trees or the sound of your voice complaining.” And then that’s what she did. You could
            hear what could be recognized as the sound of you wanting to go to McDonald’s because your parents never let you go coming
            out of the black-and-white keys.
         

         
         “Can I tell you a secret?” your Mom-Mom asked. It was as always not really a question.

         
         She told you that when she was seventeen, all her best friends had been in the church choir but she had been cut. It was the first real disappointment of her life. And even though, you had been a little jealous of your grandma. You’d gotten the idea that every person older than you had to have had a worse life than you. Racism, no good technology, bad food, everyone was dying all the time from weird sicknesses, only rich people got to eat fries. But, your parents had moved to a nice suburb and you went to nice schools, so you couldn’t complain about things. And your grandma, she knew how hard things were for you. Even decades later, walking down the street with your headphones on, you rolled your eyes at the memory. Your Mom-Mom told you she felt so lonely and embarrassed that for weeks, all she thought about was how to have a talent. The rejection had set off a spiral of wondering if there was anything she was good at. 

         
         Not especially kind, couldn’t bake, could dance only in a group to blend into, was an okay driver, only decent at school,
            killed parts of the garden, and sometimes struggled to see the difference between some greens and blues. A boy had told her
            she kissed bad. Your Mom-Mom went out into the world and wasn’t sure what she was going to do. Maybe, the idea was to sulk.
            Maybe, something else. You remember a hesitant look on her face. As an adult, you’ve seen the own look on your face when you’re
            thinking about all the things that can chew on your brain and self-respect.
         

         
         “I met a man out in the fields,” your Mom-Mom said. “He was taller than any man could ever be, his skin was soft green in the light, navy in half-darkness. His voice was kind and sweet. I’ve never heard anyone sound like that. It made me trust him instantly.” He took your Mom-Mom’s hand and walked with her out in the high grass, listening to all her worries. Every single word was precious and she could tell he was taking everything she said seriously. The world filled with fireflies and rhododendron musk. 

         
         He told her that every single person held some of the universe’s song. People liked to pretend they were individuals, but
            every single one was a note on a fiddle. She loved that; you’d heard her say those words so many times and it had made you
            think before this talk that there was a secret nest of poetry festering in her heart. She told you that man was God. He had
            held her head in her hands, breathed on her, and made her promise to always know his will was true. Her voice would be beautiful
            forever. Never age. All she had to give him was her promise, a performance or two.
         

         
         You were a child. And as an adult, you had cultivated the wisdom to let anyone who wanted to believe in something that didn’t obviously hurt someone else. If a friend wanted to believe the power of her thoughts cured her from pneumonia not the antibiotics regimen, fine, as long as she didn’t have kids or was a doctor. But you told your grandmother what was in your heart, that it sounded like a deal with the devil. You got your heart’s desires without any work. You had someone mysterious tell you his will was true. And maybe this is how you learned that wisdom because despite you being a child, her eyes welled with tears. It was one of your life’s big hurts that you could so casually do that to someone you loved so much. 

         
         As you walked, you turned this story over in your head and kept thinking about the note your professor had written you. She
            had written: One day, when you get over the monsters and all the ostentatious weirdness, you may write a book of real merit. You need to learn how to talk about race in an honest way. You had flipped the paper over to see if it was a joke or some computer error. There had to be more. But that was all she
            had given you.
         

         
         Then you went home and pulled the copy of her most famous novel off the shelf; you had bought it when you got into the program. The praise on the cover called it a tour de force of racial reckoning. “A modern Nella Larsen!” said an unnamed reviewer. A Black woman goes to Africa and appears to be annoyed that every Black person in Senegal and Tanzania and South Africa doesn’t recognize her as some form of kin because she is light skinned. She sees every African kid—poor kids in markets, rich kids in restaurants—and thinks they could all have better lives with her in the United States but that is couched in the kaleidoscope of the main character’s infertility and loneliness, so it feels like you’re told not to judge. People were chocolate, cinnamon, wood, blue-black, obsidian. Everyone was mean but the woman in the book was coming off a bad breakup, so dear reader, give her a break. She was thirty-seven and the world felt so heavy and there was a line on her forehead that could be seen in very bright light. When she goes back to the US, alone and holding resentments toward everyone else in the entire world, there is an election happening. A white politician who had genuinely said Black Americans should go back to Africa won. The novel ended with the protagonist drinking a beer and wondering where in the world she could go next. Maybe Brazil. 

         
         You felt like you had chugged an energy drink by the time you were done reading. There was something so rancid to you, so
            much of a performance of what literature should be, that you had to walk it off or feel forever cursed. So, you walked to
            the park, past that to the one across town. Few cars were on the road. The tires sounded like wishes muttered a sad man’s
            breath. It was thrilling to care so much about literature. It was real loser shit to care so much about literature. The sidewalks
            became more cracked and uneven the further out of town you walked, then they disappeared, and it was only until you were on
            the edge of a long field that you realized how much your thoughts chomp chomping their way through your body had propelled
            you.
         

         
         In summer, a farmer’s market was held in this field. You had gone once and someone had handed you a flyer about how corn was just as big of a contributor to global warming as cows. Corn fields sweating their way into sweetness could make the air hotter and more humid. You realized as you sat down to watch the night sky that you had never checked that fact. It seemed too silly to believe. Venus ascendant, sky blackened with the new moon, and a cool breeze soothed you. 

         
         “I’ve been waiting for you,” a voice said. A man, too tall to be believed, his skin in the 4 a.m. gloom, navy. His hands were
            heavy with silver rings. There were faces and symbols carved into them.
         

         
         You were certain in a sudden heart pound that again, you had died. You tried to trace back what could have happened. Had you
            walked in front of a car? Had you harmed yourself? Had someone found you, a lone, distracted woman in the night and felt relieved
            that here was something easy to snatch and never missed? There was a time where you asked your therapist if you had Cotard’s
            Syndrome and she’d said, do you see yourself as a corpse? Do you believe truly that you are beyond harm? Oh, you’d said lightly,
            every day hurts a little.
         

         
         He told you to tell him everything weighing on you. You told him about a poem you had read five years ago about two lovers who fucked each other so good that one believed he was the sky and the other felt like he was the cloud inside the sky, heavy and filled with lightning, and that you would never write anything that would hurt someone so wonderfully as that poem hurt you. You told him that the only thing you truly loved was reading. Writing didn’t even mean as much to you. He waited for you to ask about fame, to say wealth, universal acclaim. You told him about an interview you had read where a famous writer wrote about how the most meaningful thing to her were the early nights, before she became a capital-w Writer, where she sat at her desk and wrote only to please herself. He kept trying to hold your hand but you kept gesturing and talking. You told him that you had loved so many people but here, trying to write a book, this was your first great romance. He told you that if you gave him something, he could give you more than you might ever be able to consider wanting. You would only have to promise to give him something in return. I knew your grandmother, he said. You can trust me. 

         
         His eyes were silver in that moment. It made you want to write a poem. You could see yourself at your desk trying to push
            the glint you saw against starlight against the metal of the small pocketknife you kept in your pocket because you lived alone
            and the nib of the nice fountain pen that was the last gift your grandmother had given you. She had never written songs or
            sang anywhere but in her kitchen and her church. Her voice always wonderful to you.
         

         
         I am thinking again what if I had said yes and taken his hand. Warm palm and smooth manicured nails and the hard metal of his rings holding onto mine for forever. He would have whispered an idea into my mouth that would have earned a million dollars and expensive shoes and a boring interview on TV to follow, and every day I would have known that it was never really mine. My parents might still own my childhood home, my father’s garden still intact. In the bookstore, my old classmate and teacher have books in the front window. They are both about characters feeling things in front of the ocean, both are called “modern classics” in large white print. I have my desk. 
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