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Heart weeps.


Head tries to help heart.


—Lydia Davis, “Head, Heart”













GROUNDHOG DAY 2!













WHEN JANE WAKES UP, her throat hurts. She reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. The glass is solid and cold from the room, and it has made the water cold. It’s too harsh on her throat, which is raw and scratchy, and she wishes the water were a few degrees warmer. It is still dark outside, and cold, she knows. She can almost feel it from the color of the sky. She wants to skip her run, make coffee, sit on her bed, and read things on her phone until it’s time to go to work. The coffee will feel good on her throat, and the words on her phone will float upward with the touch of her finger. But she had woken up with the feeling that something was wrong, that she had done something wrong. She waits for the shame to loose its hold on her, to realize it belonged to some dream, but then she remembers, and the dread she perceived, which felt like a heavy but lifeless presence, transforms into something restless and grasping. In her dresser, she finds clothes warm enough to run in.


Outside, the air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. Jane runs fast, except she slows down around corners, because she has run into too many people, and it seems to her that her body remembers now even when she forgets, as if it retains somewhere inside it the memory of slamming hard into another person, the bloody knees and the guilt, picking someone up off the sidewalk with palms torn from concrete, too tender to close properly around the outstretched hand. Though as she rounds a corner to turn toward the river, both her mind and body forget, and she has to leap out of the way of a woman and her dog. The woman glares at her, the dog barks, and Jane says sorry and runs even faster so she can reach the jogging path.


Up ahead, she can see the guy with the green running shoes. They are the same brand as hers but newer, and she wonders if he actually buys things like sneakers and toothbrushes on the schedules they suggest, backs up his work, replaces the vacuum bag. Jane’s nose is running when she passes him. She sniffs at the wetness above her lip. Some days, she pretends not to notice him. Today, she smiles. Last week, the smile was more like a nod: I recognize you. Now it’s something different: Oh, hi. Oh, hi. She smiles, and then she can see FDR Drive, dull and loud. The cars are out in numbers before the people on the streets. She jogs in place until she can cross, and when she does, it feels like her run properly starts. She can hear the gentle lapping of the East River. The streetlamps are still on and make patterns on the water. The path is laid out before her, wide and gray.


At home, Jane straightens up her room, showers, and pulls a pair of sweater tights from her drawer. She tugs them over one foot and then the other. She has small feet, and the tights remind her of being a child, a memory assembled from pictures of herself as a toddler, mittens hanging from her coat, her mom holding her on her hip so Jane’s pinafore dress is hiked up and the tights are on full display. She almost remembers the feeling, crying as her mom put them on her, how scratchy they were. They don’t feel scratchy now. Jane has them in six different colors. She hangs them to dry so they will retain their shape longer, and after laundry day, the bookshelf in the corner of her room resembles the kind of tree Dr. Seuss might have thought up or the yarn-bombed fence surrounding a construction site she passes every day on her way to work. A neon weeping willow.


On the subway, she plays a word scramble, two geography puzzles, and then a mini-crossword, which she tries to finish before the train gets to her stop. When she makes it, she thinks it will be a better day than it was yesterday, that she will be better.


At work, the client team meets in the conference room with mugs of coffee and a plate of croissants and fruit, because one of their clients is here. The conference room is at the back of their mostly open office space, cordoned off from the rest with frosted-glass walls. There is a black metal table on a colorful Moroccan rug. The walls are blank so they can be projected on from any angle, except the wall facing the street, which has a series of large windows from which Jane can see brick, tree branches hitting the glass, a slice of sky, and more brick. She is nervous, so she looks at how the tree branches move with the wind.


Her boss likes to bring clients in periodically for presentations by the project leader. Much of what Jane does, if she does it right, should be invisible, so in these meetings, it is her job to show her work so the client can see it. The client group is twice as big as it was when Jane started, and her boss has asked the whole team to come in, as well as a few people from Creative. The fact that Tom has asked so many people to sit in is a compliment, though he hasn’t said that. He comes in after everyone is already seated, walking slowly through the door because he is reading something on his phone. He shakes the client’s hand, finds an open seat, and sits down. Jane tries to catch his eye because she is not sure if she is supposed to start or if he wants to say something, but he is cleaning his glasses, then leaning forward to grab a piece of fruit, then back on his phone.


“Jane, will you take everybody through it?” Tom asks, his mouth full of apple.


Jane smooths her skirt by rubbing her palms down her thighs three times, then she stands up, smiling. Her heels sink into the rug.


Their client is a young author named Jeremy who wrote a literary thriller on Twitter. All of the characters have different fake Twitter accounts, including Rita Hadzic (@ritahadzic), a twenty-one-year-old student at Hunter, though she has stopped tweeting since she went missing. Rita wanted to be an urban planner and was a nanny for a Brooklyn family when she wasn’t in class. She paid a monthly fee at Hunter to use the ceramic studio and posted pictures of her finished bowls and vases on her Instagram account, bowls and vases that are actually made by Jane’s friend Amelia. For four months starting at the end of 2018, Rita tweeted like a person addicted to Twitter—somewhere between twenty and forty times a day, more if she decided to live-tweet a TV show or a protest or discuss an article she was reading in school. As Rita tweeted, so did a number of other characters Jeremy created—an ex-boyfriend, the mother and father in the family Rita nannied for, friends from Hunter, a city council commissioner. Rather, Jeremy created most of the characters, but as Jeremy and Jane met to discuss how to make them come alive on Twitter, they changed slightly—or sometimes a lot—as Jane brought up the possibilities and limitations of the platform. Jeremy knew who the characters were and what he wanted to happen in the investigation, but Jane was the one who knew how to use their tweeting habits as characterization: who would retweet what, who would engage with trolls, who would apologize and who would double down. And so the characters they’d invented tweeted and retweeted and followed and unfollowed—each other, but also real people. They had opinions about current events; they piled on where it would be appropriate to pile on; they made jokes that didn’t come off and deleted them. Then, when Jeremy and Jane were sure they had sufficient material for the coming investigation, Jane used her background in social media marketing to make Rita go viral, and they disappeared her.


Rita’s followers have grown by thousands since she disappeared; her final post, a picture of a blue ceramic bowl with the caption Big news soon. Watch this space! The follower counts for the rest of the characters who populate her world have likewise continued to grow exponentially. They, of course, have continued to tweet—looking for her, mourning her, writing earnest and mostly ill-advised threads in the middle of the night that are “accidentally” self-incriminating. Or incriminating of someone else. Joshua—Jeremy’s alter ego, a writer figure who stumbled across the Rita mystery researching something for his own novel—continues to document his findings: interviews he conducts with campus security guards, live-tweets of stakeouts he undertakes where he follows whoever is at the top of his suspect list at the moment, successful attempts to trick the police into showing him witness statements. Every once in a while, he uploads blurry photographs of someone he believes might be Rita riding her bike but who is actually Jane’s friend Amelia.


It was Jane’s idea, the Twitter mystery. Jeremy had come to them looking to increase his follower count before sending out his recently finished manuscript, a book he planned to pitch to agents as a novel of ideas that utilized and subverted the tropes of detective fiction. Her boss often shakes his head at her when they walk by each other in the office. She loves working with Jeremy. They both sign their emails J, and it does feel like that, that the project is theirs, impossible without the two of them, so dependent on both their labor that it would be difficult to separate her contribution from his. Sometimes she feels like she has disappeared into his project, but not in a way that feels deficient. Like they both know exactly what they are good at and slotted into each other like pieces of IKEA furniture. The bespoke tool made for their particular product is the internet.


Jane walks the team through the various Reddits and subreddits dedicated to Jeremy’s mystery; a writer from BuzzFeed who has started collecting relevant Twitter threads; an article on Medium analyzing the various leads; biographical sketches of the suspects. Even some fan fiction. Mutually beneficial, Jane tells the group. Keeping in line with the dead and absented author. Some of what Jane tells the group about, she made happen—reached out to journalists she knew, @ed the right people, created the first meme off a cringey tweet posted by one of the characters (the father in the family Rita used to nanny for, an unfortunate “tribute” to Rita that Jane wrote deliberately, making sure it was cringey enough to meme). Then she watched it multiply, sucking in a larger and larger audience—some of whom would never understand that a fictional character was the original source material but a significant amount who did or who went back to find out what the original said and why and got caught up in the mystery. But some of what Jane shares with the group has happened without her doing anything at all. More and more each day, it has a life of its own.


After the meeting, a smaller group decides to go to lunch across the street at Mika’s and they all drink wine. Jane is lightheaded after her salad. Jeremy is smart; he didn’t have an agent for his book before he hired them. His first book was published in a contest run by a respected indie publisher, a slim novel that centered on a man whose wife went missing and where the primary action consisted mostly of the man wandering through his house, thinking about things. It was experimental, received critical praise from the small indie reviewers who covered it, and sold two hundred copies. He was paid one thousand dollars. When he finished another book, he came to Stile looking for a way to increase his follower count before he sent it to agents. Now agents are contacting him. He fingers Jane in the bathroom, her sweater tights pulled down to her ankles. She had wondered if he was flirting with her. Sometimes she reread his emails, trying to discern what kind of energy was in them. In the past week, they talked on the phone before bed almost every night, but she hadn’t been sure until today. When they are done, she makes him leave before she pulls her tights up so he doesn’t see her yank them up to her breasts, the reverse karate chop necessary to move the crotch back up between her legs. She fixes the ribbing that snakes around her calves, lines straight down her shins into ankle boots with uneven soles.


After lunch, she works, scrolling through various feeds, tracking analytics, editing tweets, uploading Instagram stories, following links, changing her music, texting with Jeremy—which makes her feel pointed and alive until around three, when he stops writing her back. She reads through the Twitter account of a young Vulture reporter, scrolls through Instagram, reads a profile of an actress she likes written by a profiler she likes. There is threat all around her.


At four, Kaya comes for her, and they put on their coats and gloves and walk to get coffee. Usually, she and Kaya talk about work on their walk, but today they talk about Jeremy. Jane can’t look at her.


“What?” Kaya screeches as something hot bursts at the back of Jane’s throat. “Jeremy fingerbanged you while I had to listen to Tom explain how to grow basil? He and his wife are trying to make the perfect tomato sauce or something.” Kaya shakes her head, laughing. “That bathroom has seen a lot of action,” she continues, because Kaya is sleeping with one of the waiters there. The restaurant is across the street from their office and when Billy works the lunch shift, Kaya goes over to see him. Sometimes when Jane is in the bathroom looking at herself in the mirror, she imagines she sees Kaya’s back in the reflection, Billy’s determined face over her shoulder. When she orders from him now, she looks just to the right of him.


Kaya is staring at her, and Jane knows she is imagining Jeremy’s finger inside her. Kaya is always coming to her desk and asking questions like “Do you think Tom has sex with his wife in the shower?” and other things Jane doesn’t want to think about. It is because of this, and because of the fact that Jeremy stopped texting her, that Jane hadn’t planned to tell Kaya about what happened. But she couldn’t help it. With every passing moment, it became more uncomfortable to keep inside her. Both unreal and painful. A dream that hurt. When Kaya came to get her, she barely got into the street before it all came tumbling out of her, a relief, the words hot and streaming. Her breath makes her scarf wet where she’d wrapped it around her mouth.


Now Kaya is scrolling through Jane and Jeremy’s text exchange, her glove hanging from her mouth from when she tugged it off with her teeth.


“No, you’re good,” she says, handing Jane her phone back. “Just make sure to be the one who goes dark first next time.”


“But what if there isn’t a next time?”


“There will be.”


Kaya is dismissively confident. It’s Jane’s favorite kind of confident. She allows it to seep into her.


At the coffee shop, Kaya laughs with the baristas, a skateboarder with gauges in his earlobes and a slight female drummer who wears platform high-tops. Kaya is funny; Jane always goes to her when she needs to use humor for a client. Jane has spent years trying to understand humor. What happens when we laugh? How does humor make us trust people online and in real life? What is funny? People tell Jane she is funny too sometimes, but it makes her nervous that she can’t pinpoint the source of it, the same way she can never tell why men want to kiss her. It feels scary to have important things like that both inside her and also completely out of her control.


Kaya and Jane live in the same neighborhood and they often walk home from work together, reach Jane’s block, and keep going.


“I have to go to the pharmacy,” Kaya will say, “do you want to come?” and they’ll turn away from Jane’s apartment, run errands, grab dinner, take Kaya’s dog to the dog park, suit up for a run or a yoga class until it is past dark. Jane has spent full Saturdays at Kaya’s, the sky darkening outside the window, their positions changing on the couch, sweaters added or discarded. A surprising absence of memories; hours, days, where she has retained nothing but the sense of a surprised laugh warming her chest on the way out—or the sense she is about to say something funny, the knowledge of it shaping her mouth, altering the tone of her voice, the satisfaction of Kaya’s laughter, the whole body of joy of it, like hot summer nights with no rain, only lightning.


Kaya pays for their coffees and says something to the drummer that makes the young woman laugh. Kaya can do it with anyone, but Jane can do it comfortably only with Kaya. Jane makes Jeremy laugh too, but she feels nervous.


The rest of the workday is marked by waiting for a text she does not expect to come. Still, every few minutes, she notices the absence of it. She switches screens back to her computer. She wants to create a Tumblr for Rita, the presumably murdered college senior at the center of Jeremy’s Twitter mystery. It’s supposed to be her old Tumblr, something she stopped using in high school. Jane’s experimenting with another Tumblr now—song lyrics scrawled across pictures of empty subway stations—backdating posts versus manipulating the HTML code to hide when the posts were uploaded, both of which Tom had just taught her to do. She sends various versions to him to see if he can find the date anywhere using web browsers or applications.


Rita’s about to reveal her teenage self as a soulbonder. Jane had needed to explain the concept to Jeremy, but he’d immediately gravitated to it.


“So they think they’re a fictional character?” he’d asked.


“No, it’s more an intense bond with a fictional character to the point where they exist in your own head,” she told him. “That thing that happens when you’re a kid reading books but times a million so you think they were written for you, exist inside you.”


“Like multiple personalities?”


“No. The character is still the character, and they have their own life, but they also exist in your head. Or some people believe there’s a soulscape where your soul and theirs meet, but it feels like it’s in your head. Plus soulbonds don’t front, for the most part.”


“Front?”


“A multiple personality fronts—becomes dominant. Soulbonds don’t do things like that.”


“And how do they meet? Why do they bond?”


“Well, they meet in fiction. And it can get a little convoluted after that. Some people believe it’s essentially just a soulmate situation. Some SBs believe it’s related to the multiverse—where, of all the possible worlds, there is one world where the fictional character exists and lives the life they lived in the book. There’s something about reading that opens the portal between the worlds—possibly because to write the book in the first place, someone from this world had access to that world. Somehow.”


“SBs?”


“Soulbonders. It was a Tumblr thing. I guess you were never on Tumblr?”


“No.”


“So you hate it?”


“No.”


“Really?” The relief she felt was palpable, troubling. “I thought it worked on a few levels, because there’s all these people identifying with Rita—who’s not real—and she does the same thing, so there’s a sense of unreality/reality all the way down.”


“It’s perfect,” he said. “There’s also this concept of the double in mysteries.”


“Why?”


“Because we can only see what we are.”


“So you really like it?”


“No, I love it,” he said. “And this is a real thing that people believe in?”


“Yeah. Well, some people. Mostly on Tumblr.”


“What about you? Do you have one?”


“No. I just like to eavesdrop on people on the internet. They’ll tell you anything.”


“So, then, is the bond part of them or something they want to fuck?”


“It’s unclear. Both, either. It can be a romantic interest or a part of yourself you’re too scared to express. Sometimes, it’s more like a guardian angel.”


“Amazing.”


When Jane got home that night, Jeremy followed up with texts full of links. He’d been on a deep dive into the soulbond universe and had some questions. It was the first time they’d texted all night, sending possibilities for Rita’s soulbond back and forth, watching snippets of movies, quoting from books they’d loved as teenagers. She came to work bleary-eyed and ecstatic.


At the end of the day, Kaya gets her for yoga. Amanda is teaching, and they love Amanda. She is less earnest than the other teachers, and her classes are hard, but she never seems like she is trying to make people fail, which they both agree Leslie does. Jane has fallen on her face in Leslie’s class, her arms buckling after the nine hundredth chaturanga. In Amanda’s class, Jane’s arm balances have gotten longer and steadier. Most days, she’s sure she’s never experienced progress like this before in her life.


During savasana, the sweat chills on Jane’s body. She feels rooted to the floor. Amanda comes by and pulls gently on all her limbs like she is trying to make her a little bit taller. Kaya is asleep, snoring lightly. Jane is not asleep, but still, when Amanda begins speaking again to guide them through the end of class, she feels as if she is pulling herself up from under something heavy.


They eat at the Whole Foods salad bar with their yoga mats rolled up by their feet. Kaya buys a small bag of Mexican wedding cookies and eats them with one leg pulled up on her chair, powdered sugar on her fingers.


A couple from their yoga class is wandering the aisles. They plan their meals for the week and grocery shop according to this menu. Jane and Kaya have seen them do this after Amanda’s class for the past six months. They are reading the ingredients on a bottle of salad dressing.


“How often do you think they have sex?” Kaya asks.


“God. Why do you do this?”


“How do you not do this? I picture people having sex within the first minute of meeting them.”


“That is not normal.”


“He seems like the kind of guy who would make sex all about flexibility. Like, ‘Let’s see how far we can bend each other.’”


“He is pretty flexible,” Jane concedes as the images populate her mind. “Fuck. I’m never going to be able to unsee this now.”


“It makes class go by faster,” Kaya says. She pushes her cookies across the table at Jane. “Please, eat the rest. I’ve already eaten three.”


Jane peeks in the small paper bag at the remaining cookies. “I’m full.”


“Well, take them for later, at least. I can’t take them or I’ll eat them.”


“Okay, sure.”


It’s almost ten by the time they get to their neighborhood, but Jane doesn’t really feel like going home, so she sits on the stairs of Kaya’s building while Kaya gets her dog, and then they walk around the block together. Kaya’s dog is strong, barrel-chested. He yanks Kaya toward cracks in the sidewalk, tree stumps, cockroaches, feral cats. A rat crosses their path, running nimbly over the broken sidewalk. He disappears somewhere near the stairs of a brownstone.


“Randy,” Kaya says, nodding at the rat’s retreating back.


“And a good evening to you, sir,” Jane adds. “Give our best to your family.”


At home, Jane showers and puts on an extra-large hooded sweatshirt that makes her feel like she is disappearing. Jeremy has not texted her, but he has sent her an email about work, drafts of some possible tweets, an outline of upcoming plot points. Regular tone. No signaling about the bathroom except for the final line: Hope you were able to get some work done after all that wine. I basically passed out—J.


She smiles, relieved that he has alluded to it at all and then a little elated, because if he passed out, that could explain why he suddenly stopped writing her back. But the more she rereads it, she wonders if it’s meant to imply that he was very drunk, and what happened was the result of that drunkenness and not anything else, like mutual attraction. Wonders also whether he is giving her the opportunity to cosign this interpretation so they can move on, egos intact, without the need to talk about it ever again. She forwards the email to Kaya with a question mark, then clips her nails as she waits for her to write back, but she doesn’t. Jane puts the clippers away, washes her hands in the bathroom, searches for Kaya’s leftover cookies in her purse, and eats them while composing her response. She licks the sugar off her fingers and rubs them on her arm to dry them before typing.


Me too, she writes, and includes a GIF of Nicolas Cage loading bottles into a shopping cart. Then she reads what he has sent her and starts editing. When they began, after Jane pitched Jeremy the idea of the Twitter mystery, he would go home and write it, consulting with her occasionally about how it could be accomplished online. Slowly that had changed, because Jeremy didn’t really understand the internet—he just knew he needed it. They met once in the beginning to discuss ideas for how they could position the ex-boyfriend as a suspect—what Jeremy had planned for him and what they could do before and after Rita went missing to lay the proper foundation. Jeremy came to the meeting with some cryptic tweets the ex-boyfriend could post as well as a list of incriminating information his alter ego, Joshua, would discover after Rita disappeared (it looked like he was reading her emails; some indications he was cheating on her before they broke up; explosive fights described by a witness; a temper—maybe they could upload a photo of Rita’s cracked phone and somehow insinuate he had done that). Jane told him these all sounded like good ideas but suggested another possibility: They could upload a picture the boyfriend took at a concert and post it some night before Rita disappeared. On the same night, they would upload a picture of the same concert from a similar angle—under the account of one of Rita’s best friends. Rita’s tweets from that night, meanwhile, would show she was at the library. Jeremy didn’t see the point but agreed Jane could do it, so she and Kaya went to see Billy’s band play and Jane took a hundred pictures on her phone. When she got home, she deliberated for hours about which two to use and how to crop them. After Rita went missing, Jane used another fake Twitter account they had created to “notice” the angle of the two photographs they’d posted months earlier; thousands of people argued online for three days about whether you could tell from the pictures if Rita’s ex and Rita’s best friend had been at the concert together.


Now Jeremy talks to her about everything he is thinking, sends her whatever he writes, and she figures out how to make it move on Twitter, tweaking the language so it fits the medium, retweeting real tweets that she thinks the characters would retweet, commenting on posts, responding when people @ them. Jeremy does this too, but Jane does far more of it than she did in the beginning because Jeremy didn’t understand how much energy was needed to make each of the characters a presence, what it took to be real and coherent in a place like Twitter. So slowly, without it ever really being discussed, it became more of a collaboration. Or like a director and cinematographer, him telling her what shots he wanted, Jane the one with the camera making it happen. She feels indispensable.


She goes to the kitchen and finds a bag of pretzels and brings them back into her room after extricating herself from a conversation with one of her roommates by pleading work. She reads the replies to her various posts, chooses particularly funny or emphatic ones to amplify. She opens a document on her computer and begins a list to show her colleagues at check-in tomorrow: teenage girls and their videos, a meme based on the detective figure, a website that simply tracks the minutes since Rita’s last post, a gushing stan tweet from a mildly famous Hollywood actor asking if he can play Joshua in the movie. The pretzels feel a little bland, a little empty. She watches the likes accumulate on the Hollywood actor’s post and wonders if she has any cream cheese. She does, and that makes the pretzels feel more substantial but saltier, and suddenly she is craving something sweet to break through. She has some peanut butter and, she thinks, maybe some chocolate chips, but she can hear, now, both her roommates, and she does not want to talk to them or take food in front of them. She searches her room, but all she finds is an old pack of Halls that tastes like Listerine. She sucks on one until she hears the voices die outside her door.


In the kitchen, she leaves the water running as she rummages in her drawer, locates the peanut butter, the chocolate chips. Because she doesn’t want to have to come back out and risk seeing her roommates, she also takes a knife and four pieces of bread from the refrigerator. She wishes she had something more sugary than chocolate chips, something where chocolate was just one element of the sweetness. Briefly, she considers running to the store, but she knows she has to respond to the Hollywood actor. She brings the food and her laptop back to her bed, creates a little spread on her comforter. She sucks the peanut butter off the knife, wipes the crumbs off her hands, and writes from one of the accounts she’s been using for the project.


@ChrisOke I’d see that movie. How about @edithdellman for Rita?


She waits. Edith Dellman has a substantial fan base and a public crush on Chris Oke. Also, she’d just retweeted something. Jane felt struck by inspiration when she thought of her, how Newton must have felt when he understood gravity, like he could perceive a blue-tinted schematic overlaying a force that nobody could see but everyone felt. Pressing down on them.


Time on the internet was excruciating. Too fast. A complete standstill. Forever. It has been seconds since she tagged Edith Dellman, but Jane feels like she might run out of breath soon. Peanut butter stuck in a tooth. She digs at it with her tongue.


Thirty minutes later, Edith Dellman replies: Omg @ChrisOke, what is this? Where is @ritahadzic? Her fans start retweeting. The traffic to @joshtweeting spikes. Chris Oke responds to Edith Dellman, and Jane thinks she might faint. She texts Kaya: Omg I made a ship. Please help. Kaya doesn’t respond. Jane adds the new developments to her document for the check-in and sends the thread to Jeremy—not in a text, the way she probably would have done it the night before, but in an email. She regrets it immediately.


He writes her back: !!


Jane feels the adrenaline draining out of her. Time returns to normal, the pointed quality to each second flattening out so there is no distinction between one moment and the next. Her ears are ringing slightly, like she’s been at a loud concert. Her computer whirs audibly and is hot to the touch. Her bed is covered in crumbs. There’s a typo in her last post. She’s retweeted someone who, she sees now, tweets frequently about how his ex-girlfriend is a fucking bitch. Jane goes into the bathroom and turns on the shower. She thinks, as she often does, her head over the toilet, her finger touching the back of her throat, that she doesn’t really have the right personality for her job. It all happens too fast. She never has any time to think about things except when it’s all done and irreversible and all she can do is see—over and over—everything she’s done wrong.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts. She reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. The glass is solid and cold from the room, and it has made the water cold. It’s too harsh on her throat, which is raw and scratchy, and she wishes the water were a few degrees warmer. It is still dark outside, and cold, she knows. She can almost feel it from the color of the sky. She wants to skip her run, make coffee, sit on her bed, and read things on her phone until it’s time to go to work. The coffee will feel good on her throat, and the words on her phone will float upward with the touch of her finger. But she had woken up with the feeling that something was wrong, that she had done something wrong. She waits for the shame to loose its hold on her, to realize it belonged to some dream, but then she remembers, and the dread she perceived, which felt like a heavy but lifeless presence, transforms into something restless and grasping. In her dresser, she finds clothes warm enough to run in.


Outside, the air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. Jane runs fast, except she slows down around corners, because she has run into too many people, and it seems to her that her body remembers now even when she forgets, as if it retains somewhere inside it the memory of slamming hard into another person, the bloody knees and the guilt, picking someone up off the sidewalk with palms torn from concrete, too tender to close properly around the outstretched hand. Though as she rounds a corner to turn toward the river, both her mind and body forget, and she has to leap out of the way of a woman and her dog. The woman glares at her, the dog barks, and Jane says sorry and runs even faster so she can reach the jogging path.


Up ahead, she can see the guy with the green running shoes. They are the same brand as hers but newer, and she wonders if he actually buys things like sneakers and toothbrushes on the schedules they suggest, backs up his work, replaces the vacuum bag. Jane’s nose is running when she passes him. She sniffs at the wetness above her lip. Some days, she pretends not to notice him. Today, she smiles. Last week, the smile was more like a nod: I recognize you. Now it’s something different: Oh, hi. Oh, hi. She smiles, and then she can see FDR Drive, dull and loud. The cars are out in numbers before the people on the streets. She jogs in place until she can cross, and when she does, it feels like her run properly starts. She can hear the gentle lapping of the East River. The streetlamps are still on and make patterns on the water. The path is laid out before her, wide and gray.


At home, she straightens up her room, throwing away the pretzel bag and pushing it down under the Q-tips, strands of hair, discarded Post-it notes. There are a few chocolate chips left in the bag, so she rolls down the plastic and places these too at the bottom of the trash. She pushes the covers off her bed and brushes the crumbs off with her hand. There is a smear of chocolate on her pillow, and she realizes she must have dropped a chocolate chip that melted there from the warmth of her body as she slept. She washes the pillowcase in the sink, scrubbing with soap and her hands, stretching out the stained area until the discoloration disappears and the fabric is translucent with water. She wrings it out over the sink until not a single drop emerges, then hangs it over the laundry hamper in her room. She finds another pillowcase in her closet, but it’s a bright green that clashes with the pink sheets, so she takes the pink sheets off her bed and makes it with the green sheets that match the pillowcase. The knife is wrapped in a paper towel on her nightstand, and she brings it and the jar of peanut butter into the kitchen after making sure her roommates aren’t there. From the kitchen, she takes the broom and sweeps the crumbs on the floor around her bed. With her bed made and her floor clean, she removes the plastic bag from her small trash can and ties it in a knot. After listening to make sure she can’t hear her roommates outside her door, she walks quickly and quietly through their apartment, stops at the front door to listen for neighbors, then walks quickly and less quietly to the trash chute at the end of the hall. When she reenters her bedroom, it feels like a metal coat is falling off her shoulders. She yearns to stay standing where she is.


On the subway, she plays a word scramble, two geography puzzles, and then a mini-crossword, which she tries to finish before the train gets to her stop. When she makes it, she thinks it will be a better day than it was yesterday, that she will be better.


At the office, they meet in the conference room with mugs of coffee.


“Jane, will you take everybody through it?” Tom asks.


She smooths her skirt by rubbing her palms down her thighs three times, then she stands up, smiling. Her heels sink into the rug.


She walks everyone through the Chris Oke/Edith Dellman updates. Tom smiles but lacks the enthusiasm from yesterday. Kaya has a giant calendar that covers her entire desk, and she marks on it the days she thinks Tom has sex with his wife before coming into the office. Today, Jane knows, the Tom-sex icon will go undrawn.


“It’s too soon to track real engagement,” Jane says, “but we did pick up a few thousand new followers.”


Jeremy was clear when he hired them he was interested in investment, not merely likes. He wanted people to care for Rita as if she were one of their own friends, their favorite television character. He wanted people to actually look for her. Not on the streets, like Pokémon. But on the internet where she was born. Every time Jeremy spoke, Jane felt a frisson of something she couldn’t quite identify. Not excitement. Not lust. Devotion.


Miriam speaks up from behind her phone. “Edith Dellman is following Jeremy! They were tweeting at each other at, like, four in the morning.”


Jane, standing in front of the group, tries to look happy about this development, not as if every cell inside her has been cleaved in half. She thinks that might be the sound roaring in her head, the broken cells attempting to reconfigure themselves into something viable.


“Way to go, stud,” she says.


The group laughs. She can’t look at Kaya, because Kaya might see her.


After the check-in, she reads around on the internet. She tells herself she needs to read the Jeremy/Edith Dellman tweets for work, but she would have read them anyway. She is so pretty. He is so charming. The leftover croissants from yesterday’s meeting are still in their box in the break room, and she takes one back to her desk, pulls up the flaky, slightly stale bread. It leaves a buttery sheen on her fingertips. Edith tweets about weed, social justice. Two weeks ago, she and her fans paid someone’s medical debt. The impulse to continue down her feed feels yawning, insatiable, like an emptiness but also a pressure. Sometimes Jane thinks this is the only feeling she recognizes. She returns for two more croissants and eats them, breaking off big chunks and stuffing each one in her mouth while she is still chewing the previous bite.


In the bathroom, she places her travel toothpaste on a paper towel on the counter and throws up quickly. The bread comes back in large pieces.


They go to happy hour at Mika’s, because Billy is working. He always goes behind the bar and makes them at least two free drinks, which is sweet but means Jane is tipsy by the time she leaves, and all her plans to go to a yoga class or get some work done or call her parents never seem like a good idea, because she only wants to sit very still and experience the altered state. Here but not here. Jane but not Jane. A feeling like she is unclenching a fist she didn’t realize she had clenched. Once, walking home after the bar with Kaya, she tried to explain it.


“It’s like I’m ceding control to something, but it’s a relief, the abdication. But the really weird part is I never feel like I’m in control. The opposite, really. I’m always doing something I can’t help, so why would this loss of control feel so appealing?”


“I heard this guy on a podcast,” Kaya had said, “who was afraid of death, and then he did mushrooms and hallucinated that he was dead, and when he sobered up, he was basically cured. Maybe it’s like that.”


“Maybe,” Jane had said.


Billy brings them two highball glasses, clear and sickly smelling. He follows mixologists on Instagram.


“Any bathroom trysts planned for today?” he asks Jane.


Her hand shakes slightly as she brings the drink to her lips. She doesn’t know if he knows because Kaya told him or because she and Jeremy were so obvious yesterday that everybody knows. She’d thought they were subtle. Jane’s gotten so good at recognizing this on the internet—the division between what someone thought they’d said and how people read it, how a person wanted to come across and how they actually came across—that she’d almost forgotten it happened in real life too.


The restaurant begins to fill up around them, and Billy disappears. Kaya explains something new she is working on, an AI thing for one of their clients. Jane can’t decide if she wants Kaya to bring up the Edith Dellman thing or not. She asks an appropriate number of questions about Kaya’s project—three—and then says:


“Jeremy hasn’t texted today.”


Kaya tips her glass. Her mouth fills with ice cubes. Cracking.


“That makes sense,” she says. “It happened yesterday. You said he wrote last night.”


“But not anything.”


“Still, he did. That was the gesture. He’ll be back soon. Trust.”


Jane stirs her drink with her straw. There is bruised fruit at the bottom of the glass. “Even after the Edith Dellman thing?”


“Edith Dellman lives in LA and has a boyfriend. Jeremy is, like, unknown-indie-author cute, not Hollywood-actress-dating cute.”


Jane starts to feel better, but then Kaya says, “I mean, if a bunch of Edith Dellmans start showing up, then yeah. But also, it’s kind of your job to make that happen.”


Billy rushes up to the bar to collect drinks for his table. He puts the ticket on his tray and loads the drinks around it.


“Damn,” Kaya says. “He’s slammed. That means we’ll have to buy our next drink.”


“Maybe I’m done,” Jane says, because there is a yoga class she can go to on the way home, but she doesn’t really want to leave Kaya. “Do you want to go to a yoga class?”


“No,” Kaya says. “I ran before work.”


Being still is uncomfortable. “Well, let’s walk home. We can drink wine at your place.”


“Maybe,” Kaya says.


Jane’s phone buzzes on the bar.


What color are your tights today?


Jane wears pretty much the same thing every day: a top, a black or brown skirt, and one of her different colors of tights. It helps her in the morning.


“It’s from Jeremy,” she tells Kaya.


“Told you.”


Jane wonders how Kaya always knows, if she is that much better at reading people or if she is simply more confident. Once, Kaya gave her number to a man at a bar who never called her. “When he was putting the number in his phone,” she said, “I could tell he was doing it wrong.”


Jane had no idea if this was true—it was true that most people Kaya gave her number to did call her. Still, Jane couldn’t believe this was the narrative Kaya’s mind provided, that it didn’t need to worry the edges. As far as Jane knew, Kaya never thought about that guy again, not even when Tom told her he thought they might be having an emotional affair, and out of respect for his wife, he thought they should stop communicating with each other unless it was about work.


Over Jeremy’s shoulder, Jane reads the notes he’s posted for himself around his studio. The room is small enough that from where they are sitting on his bed, she can look across the room to his desk and see the index cards he has taped to the wall behind his computer. Fix park scene. Silent movies? A map labeled EDIR’S WORLD. A pencil drawing of a young boy working on a puzzle. Big black Sharpie on an index card: Do the work, asshole. She doesn’t recognize the prints on his wall and is nervous to ask about them. She tries to internalize one of the paintings so she can input a description into Google later, but it’s only a wash of greens and reds and blues.


He has left empty water glasses everywhere. On his desk, the windowsill, the stove. He is using a cardboard box for a trash can, but his bookshelves have leaded-glass doors on them. Jane can’t read the titles. Jeremy’s mouth is on her shoulder. She turns her head and stares down into his hair dispassionately. His focus captivates her. A singular purpose. When he comes to the office or when they are talking or when he is sitting at a table across from her, his mind often seems to be elsewhere. Floating. But now—she’s not sure she has ever felt what he is feeling. Even when he moves his hand down and a warm fluttering rushes through her body, she is still thinking of something else. His demeanor. The notes on the wall. When he puts his hand on her stomach, the fluttering stops. His hand brushes up against the place where her tights have started to roll back on themselves. Edith Dellman is lanky. In interviews, she has expressed dismay about the rumors of an eating disorder that swirl around her. Once, on a late show, she ate a box of doughnuts while the audience clapped. Jeremy is taking her tights off. They get stuck at her ankles. He bends her body into unflattering angles.


“Do you want a blow job?” she says.


“Really?”


She places her hand on his chest and pushes him down. She ties her tights around his eyes like a blindfold. He is breathing heavy. He shudders when she finally touches him. She can tell by his face he’s trying to think of something else to make it last longer. Maybe, when it is over, she will ask him what it was.


But she doesn’t. He cracks the window near the bed. Cool air and noise from the street seep into the room. Outside, she can see the fire escape and electrical wires. Jeremy gets his laptop and they sit propped up in his bed watching Blow-Up, drinking red wine out of coffee mugs. Her mouth feels full, swollen. The models are angular and awkward, perfect, in the way only the really thin can be. She’s not sure which one she wishes she looked like more. She wants to rewind to the scene with the first model, the aggressive way he photographs her, how hard she’s working, every movement a pose.


“I love how quiet this movie is,” Jeremy says when it ends. “All these scenes where no one says a word, and no soundtrack, nothing tinny and electronic in the background letting you know you’re supposed to feel on edge.”


When she thinks of the photographer walking through the park, she can hear the wind in the trees. It feels more real than wind she’s experienced in real life.


“Watching this movie,” he says, “I think the world will never be that quiet again.”


“And it ends with the mimes,” she says.


He smiles at her happily, which makes her want to pull the sheet over her head.


“Yes,” he says. “And starts with screaming.”


“It’s odd, though, in the final scene, with the mimes playing tennis, at the end, you can hear the tennis ball. Do you think—” she starts but he is already kissing her.


Later, he writes while she works lying on his bed. She watches him take a notebook and pen from the drawer of his desk. He writes a full page, tears it from the seam, walks across the room to the trash, throws it out, then opens his computer and begins to work on his book.


“What was that?” she asks.


“Getting the crap out of my head.”


“You always do that?”


“Yeah.”


This makes her think about how Rita always reads facing east, which she tells him.


“I always give my characters rituals.”


“Why?”


“Because we need them, and, generally, we don’t believe in God or country anymore, so we make them.”


Most of the time when Jane is around Jeremy, she feels as if she can’t sit in her own skin, but there are other times she feels like he is inside her.


“I go to church,” he says, “to watch the priest bless the wine, the way he breaks the wafer above the altar.”


“I thought we didn’t believe in God.”


“We don’t. But some people do, and I watch them. Everyone standing and kneeling in unison. After, I go to brunch and smell the incense on myself.”


“Brunch is a ritual.”


Sometimes when he smiles at her, she feels like she’s won a prize.


“Absolutely brunch is a ritual. ‘The primeval terror under the rites from time immemorial’—now with mimosas.” He climbs back into bed beside her. “Cortázar wrote that,” he says. She draws a champagne flute on his back with her finger. Goose bumps break out on his skin. “He also wrote Blow-Up. Or the story Antonioni’s movie is based on.”


“Do you find out why he died in the story?”


“Oh, there’s no murder in the story.”


“What?”


“Right? It’s amazing what we do.”


She erases the champagne flute with the palm of her hand. Draws eggs Benedict now. Two perfect orbs, smothered.


“So let me make sure I have this right: You crumple up a piece of paper before you write because of primeval terror?”


“That’s why I do a lot of things,” he says. “What are your rituals? Well, your clothes. I noticed that immediately. What else?”


The light from the streetlamp hitting her naked stomach feels like it’s been refracted through stained glass.


“I don’t know,” she says. “I’d have to think about it.”


She has to take two trains to get back from Jeremy’s. She gets off three stops early and walks to Rocco’s, where she buys a slice of pizza and a Diet Coke and eats at one of the two tables near the window. The paper plate turns translucent with grease. At the other table, two men are shoving pizza into their mouths without speaking and a third has his head on the table, passed out. The restaurant is warm from the ovens, spiced. From Rocco’s, she walks to Nico’s and orders another slice. It’s so hot when they bring it to her, the cheese is still bubbling. The crust burns her hands. After Nico’s, Rosa’s. She orders two slices and takes two to go. She realizes she’s walked to Kaya’s instead of her own apartment. Briefly, she thinks about going up, but it’s late and she doesn’t want Kaya to get sick of her. She is rationing herself. She eats another slice on a bench near Kaya’s building. The night is frigid—frozen snow, red nose.


“Randy,” Jane says with a full mouth as a rat runs past.


It’s too cold to take off her gloves. Pizza stains the fingers. The sauce has lost its heat, turned thick and pasty. She feels like she’s choking. She wonders if this might be something like what Jeremy felt earlier. The body taking over, erasing the mind. But she is not seeking pleasure—the release—even when she throws up in the toilet at home. It’s more like she is cutting her own hair, taking a little from one side and then the other, trying to get the two sides in balance. But each time she takes off a little too much, and, at the end, she has balded herself.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts. She reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. The glass is solid and cold from the room, and it has made the water cold. It’s too harsh on her throat, which is raw and scratchy, and she wishes the water were a few degrees warmer. It is still dark outside, and cold, she knows. She can almost feel it from the color of the sky. She wants to skip her run, make coffee, sit on her bed, and read things on her phone until it’s time to go to work. The coffee will feel good on her throat, and the words on her phone will float upward with the touch of her finger. But she had woken up with the feeling that something was wrong, that she had done something wrong. She waits for the shame to loose its hold on her, to realize it belonged to some dream, but then she remembers, and the dread she perceived, which felt like a heavy but lifeless presence, transforms into something restless and grasping. In her dresser, she finds clothes warm enough to run in.


Outside, it is dark still, and icy, and she runs fast in tight, sweat-wicking clothes and a furry band of fabric that covers her ears. The air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. It is early. The streets are mostly empty; occasionally, a bundled shape walking a dog. Trash trucks with young men in dark leggings hanging from the back. No sounds except gears shifting, the hydraulic cylinders compacting trash, dumpsters returned to the ground with a crash. She has been running for an hour already, and when she reaches her apartment, she doesn’t slow down; she rounds the corner and keeps going. Her nose is running when she passes him. She sniffs at the wetness above her lip. She is slow. Her upper body is wilting. She is breathing heavy. She can hear it in the quiet morning, his lack of breath. She wants to tell him this is her tenth mile on no sleep, but she can’t. Not only because she is already past him (looking hard at the ground so he can’t see what effort does to her face), but also because that would break the illusion that they are the same.


At home, she straightens up her room, making her bed, throwing away a piece of tinfoil dotted with hardened cheese, pushing it down under the Q-tips, strands of hair, discarded Post-it notes. There is a smear of tomato sauce on the shirt she was wearing last night. She washes it in the sink, scrubbing with soap and her hands, stretching out the stained area until the discoloration disappears and the fabric is translucent with water. She wrings it out over the sink until not a single drop emerges, then hangs it over the laundry hamper in her room. With that task completed and her bed made and her floor clean, she removes the plastic bag from her small trash can and ties it in a knot. After listening to make sure she can’t hear her roommates outside her door, she walks quickly and quietly through their apartment, stops at the front door to listen for neighbors, then walks quickly and less quietly to the trash chute at the end of the hall. When she reenters her bedroom, it feels like a metal coat is falling off her shoulders.


On the subway, she plays a word scramble, two geography puzzles, and then a mini-crossword, which she tries to finish before the train gets to her stop. When she makes it, she thinks it will be a better day than it was yesterday, that she will be better.


At the office, they meet in the conference room with mugs of coffee and a plate of doughnuts because it is Miriam’s birthday.


“Jane, will you take everybody through it?” Tom asks.


He is grinning from ear to ear. Jane catches Kaya’s eye. Kaya touches her nose. This means not morning sex but coke, which she marks on her calendar with an illustration of a polar bear. She is cataloging Tom’s moods and habits. Jane swallows the laugh bubbling in her throat. When she stands up, her heels sink into the rug.


For lunch, Jane eats a salad she brought from home and works on Rita. Tom has tested her code on Tumblr, and no one will be able to see when the posts were written. Jane has to write it, hide it, then lead people to it as if it’s always been there. She and Jeremy have decided on Rita’s soulbond: a ghost from a YA novel who solves her own murder.




Noelle told me the strangest part of being dead was how she didn’t know it. It felt like falling and then she woke up. I told her I’ve felt that so many times, I have no idea if I’m alive. It’s dangerous for her to come visit me. I can feel she is unsafe and beg her to leave, but she says she has something to tell me.





Jane rereads sections of the YA novel lying on the floor of the break room, drafting a few more posts they might include on the Tumblr when they reveal it, texting with Jeremy and Kaya until Kaya comes and gets her for yoga. They spread their mats in the back corner and stretch, discussing work and then Tom, who has started writing to Kaya again. They eat large salads out of floppy containers at the Whole Foods salad bar and watch the couple from their class snipe about kombucha.


“If you had to have sex with him,” Kaya says, pointing at the male portion of the couple, “would you do it from behind or the front?”


“Why do you do this?”


“Behind, right?”


“I don’t want to have sex with him at all.”


“But if you had to.”


“Yeah, behind, I guess.”


“Yeah. That’s what I thought at first, but then I sort of pictured how his back looks in dolphin pose. It’s so pretty. I’d like to look down on it.”


“Well, if he was in dolphin pose, how would you be looking down on it? Oh, Jesus—you’re making me picture this way too much.”


“I think you probably look really lovely during sex,” Kaya says. “Maybe a bit timid. Like a puppy biting someone’s finger.”


“Stop.”


“Don’t you ever think about what I look like having sex?”


Jane thinks of Kaya’s back reflected in the mirror at Mika’s. Her head lolled back. Sleepy eyes. “Flashes,” Jane says. “Then I make it stop.”


“You don’t have to stop. I don’t mind.”


It’s almost ten by the time they get to their neighborhood, but Jane doesn’t really feel like going home, so she sits on the stairs of Kaya’s building while Kaya gets her dog, and then they walk around the block together. Kaya’s dog is strong, barrel-chested. He yanks Kaya toward cracks in the sidewalk, tree stumps, cockroaches, feral cats. A rat crosses their path, running nimbly across the broken sidewalk. He disappears somewhere near the stairs of a brownstone. The rat path—Kaya has been reading a book on rats—has never bothered them. It’s oddly comforting to see rats at night, always the same route, just like Kaya and Jane. Only the dog seems to crave chaos.


“Randy,” Kaya says, nodding at the rat’s retreating back.


“And a good evening to you, sir,” Jane adds. “Give our best to your family.”


At home, Jane showers and puts on an extra-large hooded sweatshirt that makes her feel like she is disappearing. In bed, she scrolls through the internet contrapuntally. Instagram. Twitter. Comedians riffing on a meme. Picture of a drowned child. Effortful commentary by someone with forty followers. Offhand joke by someone with three million. Edith Dellman. Jeremy. Pretzel. Chocolate. A man announces his wife has died. A video of a fat baby playing with a bunny. A writer announces he is one year sober. An influencer makes coasters out of lobster crates. Edith Dellman. Jeremy. Tortilla chip. Milk Dud. Thinspo. Body positivity. Salty. Sweet. Tenant unions take over vacant houses. A photo tour of a church converted into an Airbnb. Edith. Jeremy. Lit Twitter. Film Twitter. Snapchat. WhatsApp. Edith. Jeremy. Twitter. Twitter. Twitter. Jane feels like a flat line.


She decides to focus on Rita for a while. She works on a few cryptic tweets from the ex; a post by the Brooklyn dad about how his children miss her; some more for Rita’s Tumblr. When she’s done, she sends it all to Jeremy to see if he has any notes. They hadn’t talked about the whole shape of the Tumblr, but Jane thinks he will like what she’s doing. She closes her computer but then opens it again and starts clicking on each of Rita’s new followers, all the new people—mostly young women—who are trying to find her. After she puts her laptop away, she runs the water for a shower and throws up until she feels hollow.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts. She reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. The glass is solid and cold from the room, and it has made the water cold. It’s too harsh on her throat, which is raw and scratchy, and she wishes the water were a few degrees warmer. It is still dark outside, and cold, she knows. She can almost feel it from the color of the sky. She wants to skip her run, make coffee, sit on her bed, and read things on her phone until it’s time to go to work. The coffee will feel good on her throat, and the words on her phone will float upward with the touch of her finger. But she had woken up with the feeling that something was wrong, that she had done something wrong. She waits for the shame to loose its hold on her, to realize it belonged to some dream, but then she remembers, and the dread she perceived, which felt like a heavy but lifeless presence, transforms into something restless and grasping. In her dresser, she finds clothes warm enough to run in.


Outside, the air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. Jane runs fast, except she slows down around corners, because she has run into too many people, and it seems to her that her body remembers now even when she forgets, as if it retains somewhere inside it the memory of slamming hard into another person, the bloody knees and the guilt, picking someone up off the sidewalk with palms torn from concrete, too tender to close properly around the outstretched hand. Though as she rounds a corner to turn toward the river, both her mind and body forget, and she has to leap out of the way of a man and his dog. The dog lunges at her, the man yells at his dog, and Jane says sorry and runs even faster so she can reach the jogging path.


Her nose is running when she passes him. She sniffs at the wetness above her lip. She pretends not to notice him. She picks up her pace, her knees. Her back is straight. She looks like she never gets tired.


“Hi,” he says, but she is already past him.


At home, she straightens up her room, throwing away the empty bags of pretzels, chips, the box for the Milk Duds. She pushes it all down under the Q-tips, strands of hair, discarded Post-it notes. There is a smear of chocolate on her pillow, and she realizes she must have dropped a Milk Dud and it melted there from the warmth of her body as she slept. She washes the pillowcase in the sink, scrubbing with soap and her hands, stretching out the stained area until the discoloration disappears and the fabric is translucent with water. She wrings the pillowcase out over the sink until not a single drop emerges, then hangs it over the laundry hamper in her room. She changes the sheets, from green to light blue. Her hamper is stuffed with bedding. She has to go to the laundromat. With her bed made and her floor clean, she removes the plastic bag from her small trash can and ties it in a knot. After listening to make sure she can’t hear her roommates outside her door, she walks quickly and quietly through their apartment, stops at the front door to listen for neighbors, then walks quickly and less quietly to the trash chute at the end of the hall. When she reenters her bedroom, it feels like a metal coat is falling off her shoulders. A brief communion with the sacred clean. She yearns to stay standing where she is.


She takes a long shower. She gives a presentation at work. She eats salad out of Tupperware at her desk for lunch. She walks with Kaya to get coffee. She texts with Jeremy. She tweets, posts pictures, sends messages, screenshots, links. She works on Rita’s Tumblr:




Last night, Noelle came to me in my dreams. She was running from something.





She walks to yoga with Kaya. She falls doing an arm balance. She wipes her yoga mat down with a wet cloth. She eats at Whole Foods. She walks Kaya’s dog. She says good night to Randy. She stops at a corner store on the way home. She texts with Jeremy. She sends him a picture of her breasts, then deletes it from her photos, along with the thirty she took trying to make them look good. He calls her to tell her he’s coming. She puts on an extra-large hoodie that makes her feel like she is disappearing. She eats. She throws up. She brushes her teeth and keeps eating.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts, and she reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. Outside, it is dark still, and cold. Snow makes the path narrow, and he steps out of the way so she can pass, jogging in place.


“I’m Aaron,” he says, and she smiles as she runs past him, looks back once over her shoulder.


At work, she reads Rita’s DMs. Where are you? Are you safe? What happened to you? Were you on the L train on Saturday night around 11? I feel like I know you. I feel like you are me. I feel like you need me. And @theblessing, who claims he killed her, writes about it in great detail, how he stalked her from the subway station, how he followed her for three weeks before he grabbed her, pushed her into a small park, hedges four feet tall around a green space. How he slapped her after he stepped in dog shit. How beautiful she looked when she finally stopped talking.


He writes every day. The way he kills her changes, but there are a few versions he returns to again and again, a few details he never alters. The dog shit and the way her cheek bloomed red where he hit her. The way he had never noticed before how her bangs hid her large forehead. They’ve decided not to block anyone so they can measure engagement more accurately, so Jane reads a new message from him every day.


At lunch, she eats salad out of Tupperware. Jeremy emails her some new content for Rita. It’s different than they discussed. He’s changed what she sent him for Rita’s Tumblr. Her head feels squeezed, her chest heavy.


Did you not like it? she texts him. I thought you liked the soulbond concept.


No, it’s great. But it’s all very high-school-girl-doesn’t-know-herself. Not the most interesting on its own…


What you sent me doesn’t sound very much like her.


Exactly, right? A series of projections depending on who the audience is.


Who’s the audience?


Exactly.


He calls her then, talks fast. She can almost picture him pacing around his small room, perhaps walking up and over the bed. She’s very aware that she doesn’t understand why he’s excited and that it feels like he’s been cleaved from her, so she doesn’t know what he wants—more Tumblrs, more accounts, deleted tweets emerging from somewhere, Rita looking for herself before the world started looking for her. What interests him is not Rita, she’s only language spread across technological platforms—and at the center, an absence, only the different ways she presents herself—but a new way to think about form and function and what it means to construct oneself and what it means to be a reader, encountering pieces of her that have been constructed but that are separated in place and in time.


“That sounds very interesting,” Jane says carefully. “But it’s hard for people to connect to an absence.”


“No,” he says, “people do it all the time.”


“No,” she says, “only for a little while.”


The silence extends. She doesn’t remember ever having a silence like this with Jeremy.


“Well, if you want Edith Dellman to play her in a movie,” she says finally, “Rita has to be more than an absence.”


“I don’t care about a fucking movie.”


“Oh, it seemed like you did, kind of.”


“You don’t get it,” he says, which makes her feel lost in black space.


“Well, you did hire us.”


“Because I want to write, and that’s only possible if someone eventually pays me more than a thousand dollars for something that took three years of my life. Some writers pay to get their MFAs. Some spend their money on contests or conferences, hoping someone who matters will notice them. This seemed like a better use of my money.”


“Okay, I’m sorry. I get it.”


“It’s fine.”


“Really, I do,” Jane says. “With Rita. It’s like that Bob Dylan movie with all the different actors playing him.”


“Right,” Jeremy says, and she is relieved to hear the thrill come back into his voice. “Right, but now there’s nothing holding it all together. Not the medium of the movie—or two hours of time—because different people are going to see different parts of her at different times and take different paths to see her. Part I’m Not There, part Hopscotch. Part something new, hopefully.”


“But we’re holding it together. It’s still made by us. And Jack Dorsey, I guess.”


“Are we holding it?”


“Aren’t we?”


“I don’t know. Maybe we’re all Antonionis now. Well, lesser Antonionis. Taking someone else’s story and putting a murder in it.”


Kaya Slacks to see if she wants to get coffee, but Jane says no because Kaya might see her. And @theblessing has written again: I wish I had kept your body. There are four croissants in the break room, and Jane grabs three of them and puts them on a plate. When she sees Miriam coming down the hall, she veers toward Kaya’s desk, but as soon as Miriam passes, Jane returns to the empty conference room and eats the croissants sitting cross-legged on the floor under the table. Her fingers are oily. Crumbs fall and stick in her sweater tights. She brushes at them, but they break apart into smaller pieces. She picks each crumb out. When her tights are finally clean, they are crooked, snaking diagonally over her shins. She can’t get them straight; she pulls them, tread by tread, into a line, follows it with her finger from ankle to midthigh, where the tights become hidden by her skirt.


Kaya is putting makeup on in the bathroom. “Guess who I heard from again last night?” she says. Without waiting for an answer, she asks, “What do you think his wife is like? Weird that we’ve never met her.”


Kaya examines her eye shadow and shakes her head, wets a small piece of paper towel. Jane’s so uncomfortable, she feels like she might explode, like monsters in movies. Gunk on the walls. No center. Kaya is putting containers of makeup back into a small pink bag. Jane concentrates on keeping her face impassive. When the door to the bathroom opens, she can feel tears behind her eyes, and when the building’s housekeeper pushes her cart into the room, Jane knows she is going to cry, so she tells Kaya she’s late for a phone call and rushes from the room. At her desk, she finds the Tupperware she used for her salad. Crouching behind the table in the conference room, she empties herself into it. She seals the red plastic top around the edges and runs back to her desk for her bag. Back in the conference room, she carefully retrieves the Tupperware from underneath the table, balances it in the bottom of her bag, returns to her desk, fits her earbuds in her ears, selects music, pulls on her gloves, and leaves the office. At a small park, she sits on a metal bench. When she is sure no one is looking at her, she discards the Tupperware in a garbage can, leans back on the bench, and turns her music up.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts, and she reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. Outside, it is dark still, and cold. Snow makes the path narrow, and he steps out of the way so she can pass, jogging in place.


“Jane,” she says, and he smiles.


At the office, she tweets, posts pictures, videos, screenshots, links. She works on Rita’s Tumblr. They want to reveal it soon, and it has to be complete when they upload it. She plays around with the ideas Jeremy sent her for a while. Then she deletes them and writes:




Last night Noelle told me the story of how she died. There were things she had never told anyone, she said, but then her face turned pale, and she went silent. “You can tell me,” I said. “I promise.” But she said it wasn’t safe.





She reads Rita’s DMs. Were you on the 6 train on Saturday night around 11? I feel like we belong together. And of course, @theblessing—dog shit and the way her cheek bloomed red where he hit her. The way he’d never noticed before how her bangs hid her large forehead. She eats salad out of Tupperware at her desk. She walks to the coffee shop with Kaya. Their ears burn from the cold. The drummer laughs at something Kaya says. Jane loses her balance doing crow. Her chin hits the wood floor. They eat dinner at the Whole Foods salad bar. She has sex with Jeremy on his desk looking at the Post-its on the wall.


“‘Do the work, asshole,’” she reads, and he looks up from where he’d been licking the sweat off her shoulder and laughs. It feels better than his mouth.


They lie in bed looking at their phones.


“Here,” Jeremy says.


He’s typed out some ideas for upcoming tweets for a few characters. Some verbatim, some general themes. The ex, the dad, her best friend, Sophie. The ex’s tweets go on and on. The dad a mix of social justice–themed threads and quippy observations about parenting. Jane feels both distress and admiration. It’s perfect; it’s exactly what a forty-something Brooklyn dad would retweet, down to the earnest platitudes and self-owns. Jeremy is getting better at the internet.


None of them mention Rita except Sophie.


“What is this?” Jane asks.


“It’s been months. They can’t tweet about her all the time. It doesn’t make sense anymore.”


Jane can see it unfold, how Rita will disappear again without explanation, absented from her own narrative. “What about yesterday? You said you wanted all this new content from her.”


“Right. From her from before. Other people move on.”


“People are probably going to want something concrete soon.”


“People are probably going to be disappointed.”


Jane feels tenuous. It was her idea, the whole Twitter mystery, and now he’s telling her she’s doing it wrong. He goes to his desk, pulls out his notebook, fills one page, rips the paper from the seam, balls it up, drops it in the trash, and comes back to sit with her on the bed.


“In a classic detective story,” he tells her, “the reader is led to believe if you can find the clues, you can find the answer. But everything you encounter is a clue—has meaning—because it’s been designed that way, with a few red herrings dropped in to keep you guessing. But it doesn’t transfer—if everything were a potential clue in real life, you’d go mad. Except the internet is kind of like that. Link after link after link after link.”


“I find things on the internet all the time.”


“Sure. We find things on the internet sometimes, just as in real life we sometimes find Ritas, and we sometimes find out who killed them. But these people—they don’t want to find her; they want to be looking. But not even really looking, because it’s a path we designed. They want to walk on it and see something interesting.”


“It’s not a path, it’s a hole.”


“Either way,” Jeremy says.


“No. The depth is important,” she says. Here but not here. Jane but not Jane. The sacred clean. “The feeling that there’s something under, a truth you can’t quite reach.”


“You’re right,” he acknowledges, pulling a small bag of weed out of his bedside dresser. “You’re right.”


“You know some people really do want to find her.”


He lights his pipe, shrugging.


“People aren’t going to like this,” Jane says.


“Some, maybe. But some will, because it’s more true.”


“No, not the people who are following Rita.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I know who’s following her. It’s my job, and they’re not going to like it.”


“I don’t care what people like,” he says. “I don’t write fantasies.”


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts, and she reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. They smile at each other at the place where the sidewalk narrows. Aaron yells something at her, but she has her headphones on, and she is too afraid to look back and ask him what he said. She straightens her room, gives an update at the office. She works on Rita’s Tumblr:




“I know who killed me,” Noelle told me yesterday. “Who?” I asked, but she wouldn’t answer. “You have to be careful” was the only thing she would say. “Am I dead?” I asked her, because maybe that was why we came to know each other. She laughed. All day, I kept putting my hands on things to make sure I could touch them.





She works on some new characters that Jeremy didn’t write. An eyewitness whose memory suddenly revealed something before unseen. Rita’s college counselor. A manic rant by her ex that is not what Jeremy gave her to post. Then she works on some of his new projects. She spends a few hours creating a screenshot of Rita’s now-defunct LiveJournal. Rita in middle school, earnest and afraid. Then back to the backpack that might be Rita’s. Her Tumblr. Someone writing strange eulogies on her Instagram. Sometimes when Jane is scattering pieces of Rita over the internet for people to find, she feels like a high-fashion photographer cutting women into sections. An eye here. A calf there. The suggestion of an ass.


She walks to the coffee shop with Kaya. Their ears burn from the cold. Jeremy texts her:


??????


But she doesn’t write him back.


They go to happy hour at Mika’s. Billy makes them a drink that he sets on fire. And then one with chili pepper on the rim, pieces of jalapeño. Variations on a theme. Kaya leaves, but Jane decides to stay for one more. A Bloody Mary so spicy her eyes water, which is why she is not sure when she first sees him whether it is him. She feels heavy and light at the same time. Blurry. She wipes at the wetness on her cheeks.


“Hi,” he says. “I always wondered if I’d ever see you anywhere other than Twenty-First Street dodging trash cans and snowdrifts.”


“Free chips. That was the key. You would have found me a lot sooner.”


“I’m Aaron,” he says.


“I know. I’m Jane.”


“I know. Can I buy you a drink?”


“Sure.”


He sits down next to her and signals to the bartender, who doesn’t see him.


“I cut an imposing figure,” he says.


He is tall and skinny, his back bent slightly forward like he is used to talking to people much shorter than he is. He looks like he won high-school track meets and was afraid to talk to girls until he turned twenty-three.


“You really like to run,” she says.


He waves his hand again. “No. Just punishing myself. You?”


“Same. Here, let me.”


Billy rushes over.


“Girls,” Aaron says.


She likes the idea of it, and she doesn’t want to harm this version Aaron has of her, but she figures it will become apparent in minutes how she was able to get Billy to rush over.


“He’s kind of dating my friend.”


“Maybe,” Aaron says.


And for a second, she thinks, Maybe, too. As if they are in a reality-TV competition but instead of cakes or clothes, they’re making up different versions of the world, and the winner is the person who believes in theirs more. She feels her version flicker at the edges.


“What can I get you?” Billy asks, and then, because it is Aaron’s world now, even though Kaya is not around, he says flirtatiously, “No, wait, I have something perfect for you.”


“Two,” she says, holding up two fingers and wiggling them in front of her face.


Billy glances at Aaron and smiles.


“Stay out of the bathroom,” he says, selecting a bottle of gin from a high shelf.


At home, she pulls on an extra-large hoodie that makes her feel like she is disappearing and finds the package of Doritos she bought at the corner store. It opens with a pop she’s afraid her roommates might hear. She pulls up a show on her laptop and eats under the covers, licking the Cool Ranch powder from each chip so it’s soft and quiet when her teeth bite into it. Her phone buzzes from the pile of clothes on the floor and she falls trying to find it, thudding and laughing, her nose in fabric as if she is a kitten.


Run together, maybe? Aaron has written, and it will be a terrible day to run with him, hungover, belly full.


She sends him a GIF of Lola running and throws up in the toilet, imagining for a second when she sees her hair out of the corner of her eye that it is pink. In the mirror, she looks at herself from the side, the front, over her shoulder. She eyes her stomach and takes a piece of it in her hand to see if it feels as big as it looks. But she can’t tell. She wonders, as she often does, how she can be both hyper-visible and invisible to herself at the same time, which makes her think of Rita, her follower count ticking ever upward, her presence spreading over the internet as she becomes harder and harder to find.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts, and she reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. Outside, it is dark still, and cold, and she runs fast in tight, sweat-wicking clothes and a furry band of fabric that covers her ears. The air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. It is early. The streets are mostly empty; occasionally, a bundled shape walking a dog. Trash trucks with young men in dark leggings hanging from the back. No sounds except gears shifting, hydraulic cylinders compacting trash, Aaron’s footsteps on the pavement. He speaks easily as they run about his siblings, because she asked him about his family. He has a younger sister who sends him music and an older sister who buys his jeans. Jane laughs but after the run, they go to his apartment, and he shows her a picture from high school. She tips over on his bed, clutching his phone to her chest, laughing at the dark wash of his jeans—so stiff they look shellacked—and admits it’s better his sister buys his pants.


He cooks her breakfast, and Jane is nervous, because it suddenly seems risky to have a date that starts early on a Saturday morning, since there is no clear ending time. But after breakfast he suggests a walk in the park, and then a matinee, and then drinks, and then burritos from a place Jane has never heard of but Aaron talks about for the full twenty-five-minute walk from his apartment. The burrito is warm and heavy in her hand and comes up quickly in the restaurant bathroom, and they drink from cold bottles of beer. Then it is Sunday afternoon, and they are still together, and Kaya is texting her over and over, saying:


!!!!!!!!!!!!


So they meet Kaya and Billy for dinner. Aaron pulls on a pair of jeans his sister bought him and a pair of sneakers—the same brand he runs in, but old and gray, which suggests he is still picking out his own shoes. Jane feels a small tug on her heart she doesn’t recognize but that makes her lean over and grab his hand. He looks startled, then pleased, and they sit on his floor holding hands until he has to take one back to finish tying his sneakers.


In the bathroom at the restaurant, Jane tells Kaya about her weekend while Kaya pees. It’s easier, somehow, to tell her about it all with her behind the closed door.


“We’ve spent, like, the last thirty-six hours together.”


“That’s great,” Kaya says. “He seems great.”


“I don’t know, maybe he’s getting sick of me.”


The toilet flushes and Kaya emerges from the stall.


“Sure seems like it,” she says.


After dinner, Aaron says, “I know now is the most natural time to end our epic first date, but maybe we should lean into it and do one more thing.”


“Okay,” Jane says.


“What do you usually do on Sunday nights?”


“Work. What about you?”


“Watch a show, probably.”


“We could start—” she begins but stops because it might imply something that continues into the future.


But Aaron is already saying yes, and they are back in her room, lying on her bed, with her laptop propped on Aaron’s chest, and then they have closed the laptop and placed it on the floor and he is climbing on top of her, and then they start the show again and almost make it through this time, and then, after, they rewind a bit to the part they remember and finish the first episode.


At the elevator, Aaron says, “I’m not an episode-a-week kind of guy. You should know that about me. So I’d say Wednesday is the absolute latest we should wait to get together and watch the next episode.”


“Wednesday would be okay.”


“Wednesday, then?”


“Yeah.”


In her room, she texts Kaya, paces. She just needs Kaya to review what happened and assure her he really is planning to see her Wednesday and that it wasn’t just a ploy to get out of the goodbye without any drama.


She can’t sit still so she puts her running clothes on and goes outside. It is dark and cold, and she runs fast in tight, sweat-wicking clothing and a furry band of fabric that covers her ears. The streets are mostly empty. The air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. She runs for an hour, is winded when she reaches the corner store. She puts on an extra-large hoodie that makes her feel like she is disappearing and scrolls the internet contrapuntally, Aaron, Jeremy, Aaron, Jeremy, pretzel, Milk Dud, pretzel, Milk Dud, Rita, Noelle, Rita, Noelle, snip-snip, bald, bald, dog shit and the way her bangs hide her too-big forehead. I feel like I need you. I feel like you need me.


When Jane wakes up, her throat hurts. She reaches for the glass of water she keeps by the bed. The glass is solid and cold from the room, and it has made the water cold. It’s too harsh on her throat, which is raw and scratchy, and she wishes the water were a few degrees warmer. It is still dark outside, and cold, she knows. She can almost feel it from the color of the sky. She wants to skip her run, make coffee, sit on her bed, and read things on her phone until it’s time to go to work. The coffee will feel good on her throat, and the words on her phone will float upward with the touch of her finger. But she had woken up with the feeling that something was wrong, that she had done something wrong. She waits for the shame to loose its hold on her, to realize it belonged to some dream, but then she remembers, and the dread she perceived, which felt like a heavy but lifeless presence, transforms into something restless and grasping. In her dresser, she finds clothes warm enough to run in.


Outside, the air hits her lungs like she is breathing hand sanitizer. Jane runs fast, except she slows down around corners, because she has run into too many people, and it seems to her that her body remembers now even when she forgets, as if it retains somewhere inside it the memory of slamming hard into another person, the bloody knees and the guilt, picking someone up off the sidewalk with palms torn from concrete, too tender to close properly around the outstretched hand. Though as she rounds a corner to turn toward the river, both her mind and body forget, and she has to leap out of the way of a woman and her dog. The woman glares at her, the dog barks, and Jane says sorry and runs even faster so she can reach the jogging path.


Her nose is running when she sees him.


“Oh, hi there,” he says.


“Oh, hi.”


They jog in place. He reaches over with his gloved hand and wipes her nose.


“Wednesday, right?”


“Yeah,” Jane says, “Wednesday,” and then she walks a little closer to him. It feels almost like she is being pulled, and she looks down to see if he’s tugging her over, but he is not.


On the subway, she plays a word scramble, two geography puzzles, and then a mini-crossword, which she tries to finish before the train gets to her stop. When she makes it, she thinks it will be a better day than it was yesterday, that she will be better.


At the office, they meet in the conference room with mugs of coffee and a plate of croissants and fruit, because Jeremy is here.


“Jane, Jeremy,” Tom says, his mouth full of apple. “You’ve really done something here. We have crossed into something big. You should both be really proud of what you’ve accomplished. Jane, you got some stuff to tell us about it?”


She smooths her skirt by rubbing her palms down her thighs three times, then she stands up, smiling. Her heels sink into the rug. She leads the team through the latest: engagement metrics, a new YouTube production.


After the clip plays, Tom says, “Who are they?”


“They go to NYU,” Jane says.


Tom touches the eraser on his mechanical pencil to his lip.


“What do we do with it?” he asks.


“Leave it,” Jane says.


“But it’s different.”


“Yeah,” Miriam chimes in. “The tone is—is the tone right?”


“I’m not sure I like what they’ve done with Rita.”


“It’s not about Rita anymore,” Jane says. “It’s about what people do with her. We have to see what people do.”


“But we want to make sure Rita stays someone people want to follow, right?” Miriam asks. “Do we want to follow that girl?”


“What do you think, Jeremy?” Tom says.


Jeremy turns his face away from the wall where the final image of the web series is stilled and finds Jane.


“Jane knows what she’s doing,” he says.


After the meeting, Jeremy follows her to her workspace.


“So,” he says. He walks toward her, and she backs into her desk. He puts his hand on her waist, then takes it off when he remembers where they are. “Someone’s making a web series, and you’re writing your own characters now?”


“Well, you said no one was holding it together, right? That means I can add characters.”


He laughs, shaking his head.


“Fair. More than fair. I’m impressed. I liked what you did. Well, the third time I read it, and I wasn’t so pissed at you anymore.”


“You did?”


“I really did, and if you want to do more like that, I’m in. But, Jane, they can’t find her.”


“I know. She’s gone.”


Jane eats salad from a Tupperware, tweets, retweets, likes, watches, edits, posts, replies, forwards. She messages Kaya, Jeremy, Aaron. She works on Rita’s Tumblr:




Hey. Do any of your soulbonds ever ask you to do things that hurt you? I mean, Noelle is not trying to hurt me, but lately, it’s been a lot. I feel weak when I wake up in the morning, keep finding bruises.





Rita in middle school, a poem about mermaids and the rain. The effort is painful for Jane to witness. The Brooklyn dad posts in support of an affordable-housing development slated for their neighborhood. The ex retweets a singer-songwriter who’s playing in a local bar. The best friend, Sophie, is organizing an event at Hunter, not a memorial, but not not a memorial either. Rita’s DMs flood in, and Jane reads them until Kaya comes for her, and they put on their coats and gloves and walk to get coffee. Usually, she and Kaya talk about work on their walk, but today they talk about Aaron. Jane can’t look at Kaya, because Kaya might see her. Something hot bursting at the back of her throat. She can’t stop describing the weekend, moments that have started to look different with a little time put after them, the inscrutable tone of his texts. And Jeremy, his hand on her waist—a relief, the words hot and streaming. Jane’s breath makes her scarf wet where she’s wrapped it around her mouth.


“Just go with it,” Kaya says. “You don’t owe anything to either of them yet.”


“I don’t know if I can do that.”


“Don’t feel guilty. Don’t worry if they like you. Don’t worry about who you like more. It’s too early for any of that stuff.”


“But who do you like more?” Jane asks.


“Listen,” Kaya says, pulling her hat farther down over her ears, “I don’t think you should be doing that yet. However, and for what it’s worth, I like Jeremy. But it seems like you two are always trying to impress each other.”


“Is that bad, though? It’s the beginning.”


“I don’t know. I’d be exhausted.”


Kaya gets her for yoga. Amanda is teaching, and they love Amanda. She is less earnest than the other teachers, and her classes are hard, but she never seems like she is trying to make people fail, which they both agree Leslie does. In Amanda’s class, Jane’s arm balances have gotten longer and steadier. Sometimes she’s sure she’s never experienced progress like this before in her life. Today they have moved on to side crow, and Jane twists her abdomen and stacks her knees on her right arm. She feels sweat break out on her face like a sprinkler turning on, a few small sputters and then water everywhere. Her hair is heavy and damp where it rests on the back of her neck. Sweat drips down onto her mat, making it slick. Someone behind her falls. The sound echoes through the studio. Her arms tremble. Shake. Buckle. She comes down to child’s pose. Jane loves the names of yoga poses, how simple they are, elemental. She has seen a happy baby roll with her legs in the air. She has seen a dog stretch its back, its nose pointed to the ground. She likes trying to bend her body toward animals and babies. It makes her feel connected to the earth and to something ancient, which she doesn’t say out loud, because she thinks it is probably cultural appropriation and maybe offensive.


They eat at the Whole Foods salad bar with their yoga mats rolled up by their feet. Kaya buys a small bag of Mexican wedding cookies and eats them with one leg pulled up on her chair, powdered sugar on her fingers.


The couple from their yoga class is not there.


“Where are they?” Kaya asks.


“Maybe they went out to eat an unexpected day last week, so they have an extra meal still ready to prepare.”


“And, what, they are just going to go shopping on Tuesday now? It would still make sense to come today; the studio is next door.”


“Maybe they’re going out to dinner tonight?”


“In yoga clothes?”


“We’re in yoga clothes.”


“Okay, yeah, fair point. Plus, they seem like the type who might wear yoga clothes almost permanently. I bet he gets turned on by her sweat.”


“Jesus, just once, could you not?”


“You know, with rats,” Kaya says, “they aren’t supposed to come out during the day. There are enough of them to blanket the city, to cover all the people like clothes. But if you see a rat during the day, it means the whole underworld has collapsed beneath us, and it’s time to get the fuck out.”


“Are you comparing them to rats?”


“I’m saying, when people like that change their routine up, something big has happened.”


Jane’s phone buzzes, and it’s Jeremy asking if she wants to come over. Blood rushes to her face, and Kaya sees it even though Jane tried to keep her face neutral.


“Jeremy or Aaron?”


“Jeremy.”


“You can go if you want.”


Jane wipes at spilled salad dressing with a paper napkin. “I don’t think I want to.”


“Well, then say no.”


“Is that okay?”


“You’re so weird.”


It’s almost ten by the time Kaya and Jane get to their neighborhood, but Jane doesn’t really feel like going home, so she sits on the stairs of Kaya’s building while Kaya gets her dog, and then they walk around the block together. Kaya’s dog is strong, barrel-chested. He yanks Kaya toward cracks in the sidewalk, tree stumps, cockroaches, feral cats. A rat crosses their path, running nimbly over the broken sidewalk. He disappears somewhere near the stairs of a brownstone.


“Randy,” Kaya says, nodding at the rat’s retreating back.


“And a good evening to you, sir,” Jane adds. “Give our best to your family.”


At home, Jane showers and puts on an extra-large hooded sweatshirt that makes her feel like she is disappearing. Aaron texts her.


I don’t think I can wait till Wednesday to watch the next episode.


What were you thinking, like, you come over now?


I could come over now.


I was kidding.


Tomorrow?


Sure. I could do tomorrow.


You know, we could watch the second episode tonight—like together, apart. We might actually watch it that way.


Jane feels her body flame, is left with the feeling of something having caught inside her.


Okay.


Okay. Let’s pause. Get snacks. Do you have popcorn?


Yeah. Why?


Because if we both eat popcorn, I can type, like, “Pass the popcorn,” and it will be funnier.


Jane listens to the microwave whir, standing as far away from the machine as the small kitchen will allow. The kernels begin to pop, slowly and then in rapid succession. She worries her roommates can hear it. It seems unfair that after all her hiding, they will finally hear her late-night eating when she’s not even hungry. The bag is bloated. It scalds her fingers. She places it on the bed next to her and pulls her comforter up over her legs.


Pass the popcorn, he writes.


Hey! Leave some for me.


Is that your hand on my knee? I thought you really wanted to watch this.


Stop. We are not doing that.


Doing what?


Watch the show.


Want some popcorn?


No, thanks.


What are you wearing?


Stop it.


It was an innocent question.


Fine, then. A hoodie and sweatpants.


Hot.


Shut up.


Shit, do you mind if we rewind a bit? I missed the last part.


PAY ATTENTION THIS IS IMPORTANT


Stop talking about your hoodie, then.


It’s green. I’ve washed it so many times the string came out of the hood. I kept it, but I can’t get it back in.


I bet I can do it.


Oh, yeah?


I’m pretty handy. Hoodie strings, tangled necklaces. You name it.


I need to hang a shelf.


I can show you how to get TaskRabbit on your phone. Oh, shit, what happened? Why are they in France? Can we rewind?


A few hours later she is bleary-eyed and thrilled, full of a nervous pleasure that feels carbonated, tiny bubbles popping inside her. She can’t stop smiling, she can’t sit down, and she is so happy, she thinks to herself standing over the toilet, so unbearably happy, and when she wakes up, her throat hurts, and she reaches for a glass of water.
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