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         It happened quickly. It happened, to me, quickly. Then it stopped. Tree-scales scraped barkily against the cotton of my T-shirt. The boy was walking away. My earbuds had fallen out of my ears, dangling over my collarbones. The boy’s figure disappeared, duskily camouflaging into the New Jersey night. Past the green-glowing empanada store; in front of the synagogue where I’d been bat mitzvahed. He’s gone, I told myself, but even my own diction seemed hazy, baffling. I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t know if gone was a permanent state of being. I didn’t remember how to propel myself forward. I watched my legs move as though they were someone else’s legs and I was a camera, capturing it all. Spidery voices slid into the world from the earbuds. My body felt thick, full of cement.

         What had happened? Ten minutes earlier, I was getting off the bus. I was visiting home for the weekend from graduate school. Bergen County skies, glazed pink with pollution, leered over my head. I had a backpack filled with toiletries, books. My sweater was missing a button. I’d walked up this hill innumerable times before. I was only one and a half blocks from home, I thought, though it was less my home now.

         There had been nights when I’d been afraid, but tonight wasn’t one of those.

         Now I was late for dinner. My mother would already be annoyed, and then: how would I say it?

         Why couldn’t it have happened somewhere else? I thought, glancing back at the temple. My temple. The place where I felt most myself, sequestered by neatly clipped yarmulkes and swathes of lace on pious heads. The place where I’d won the Purim carnival in my shiny blue dress with the lace collar. Singing, unfettered, the mellifluous bounce of Hebrew prayers. My parents sat obediently twice a year, measuring the number of pages of the service between two fingers in the prayer book. But I loved it; the standing and sitting, bent knees during the aleinu. It was the only place that I ever sang. That was what I wanted to think of, here. Not the boy. His hands on me.

         I tried to talk to God. I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

         In the space where I usually felt an undulating presence, there was nothing. “I’m sorry,” I said again.

         The street was hushed. Shelled insects scurried into the porous earth. The sky, crepuscular and unending. I heard squirrels rattling in the branches overhead, the far-off sweeping whirr of an airplane. I could see no one—no silhouette of a boy sneaking into the living room to play video games, no khaki-adorned dad rushing to the market to retrieve a forgotten head of lettuce. Suburban streets, devoid of eyes, slouching back to status quo. Nothing ever happens here, I’d complained as a teenager, and I had believed it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         AT MY PARENTS’ HOUSE, I was greeted by the stale smell of lasagna, old furniture polish from a can. Mom ate blueberries from a plastic container at their kitchen table, carefully laid upon a square of a paper towel so that no drops of condensation would stain the wood. “You’re late,” she said. She popped another blueberry onto her tongue. “You were supposed to help me cook.”

         “I can help now.”

         “I thought you’d be here every weekend,” she said. “I thought that was one of the benefits of going to Columbia. Within commuting distance.”

         “I’m sorry,” I said.

         “Every day I do this by myself,” she said. “Every single day.” She didn’t notice my hands, which were trembling conspicuously. I knitted them behind my back. I imagined what her shocked expression would look like if I said it. I imagined her, staring into that container of blueberries and not believing me. Things like that don’t happen here, she might say. That’s why we raised you in the suburbs, close enough to the city to get there in twenty minutes without traffic but without the risk of someone grabbing you in the—

         And then, what would we do with Dad? We couldn’t bring him to the police station. The chairs would hurt his back.

         Why would the police care? They wouldn’t. They’d say, Why did you wear that sweater? Don’t you know what a missing button looks like? Why were you walking alone at night, with your earphones in? Don’t you know that makes you a target? They’d think, You’re the one with a body that someone can’t help but

         Twice I refused my mother’s offer of blueberries. I opened a plastic bag full of frozen, fetus-y shrimp and filled a pot with water. I squinted into the liquid, waiting for the beads to flicker to the surface. My heart felt pinpricked.

         I kept my arms away from my sides, maintaining space.

         I remembered that Jews weren’t supposed to eat shellfish because they’re the smallest animals that feel pain. My mother didn’t follow those rules, and discouraged me from doing so, too. “We’re not those kind of Jews,” she said. “You don’t need to be a fanatic about it.” The water boiled, beads of heat and movement. The clumps of crystallized shrimp bodies transformed from gray to pink, unfurling.

         “I’m positively engorged,” my mother declared, popping another blueberry in her mouth.

         “After dinner, I’m going to head back to the city,” I said.

         “I already washed the towels,” she said.

         “I’m sorry.”

         “My time is valuable, too, you know. I can’t just decide to jettison back to fun whenever I feel sick of being here, Willa.”

         If my mother asked why I was leaving instead of staying for the whole weekend, as originally planned, I didn’t know if I would lie. I have a lot of homework, I could say. Or.

         But she did not ask. A sliver of fruitskin swam between her front teeth as she complained about the obligations of caring for Willa’s dad, for the house, the new roof, the gutters leaking, the clanging radiator in Willa’s bedroom. She narrated it to me as if Willa were not me, but a stranger who had been dropped in the middle of her life. So let me use an old towel, I thought, but I couldn’t say it.

         “Don’t forget to say hello to your father,” Mom said, standing to take over dinner preparations. But I knew, first, I would have to retreat to my childhood bedroom to “gather my feelings,” as I’d been trained to do. In the dark, cluttered room, a litany of glow-in-the-dark stars watched me from their position on the ceiling. I told myself: Try to conjure all the joy you’ve ever felt. I remembered being hoisted onto my father’s shoulders, the warm sunshine on my four-year-old face. A gorgeous, light blue sweater I’d been given as a birthday gift that was the softest material I’d ever felt. The satisfying crunch of salted sidewalks against the soles of my shoes. Then nothing remained, all the joy slid away; only the sensation of a mortar and pestle, mashing my feelings into a paste. I could do this; I could hide it.

         In the living room, the coffee table had carefully laid out piles of medical bills and appeals, like place settings for imaginary visitors. Dad had his face nestled in a warm, well-knit afghan. He was lying across the length of the sofa, wiry ankles propped up against the adjacent wall. My father was perpetually in a state of deterioration from a serious back injury. He’d been in an accident, and instead of recovering, he didn’t. I hadn’t known that this happened to real people, only characters in medical dramas, but here we were. It had been years. His disks were unsteady, a doctor explained, wiggling his fingers to illustrate the undulating spinal fluid. It seemed like my father’s vertebrae were performing a well-coordinated baroque dance. The only upside was that medical emergencies had left him sweet, gracious. Once he’d been the sort of man to hurl an empty soda can out of a moving car rather than deposit it in a recycling bin. No longer.

         “Your shrimp smell delicious, Turnip,” he said to me, and I kissed his air-conditioned cheek.

         I could never tell him about the boy. I knew, if I did, my father would not understand. His eyes were gooey with morphine. He wouldn’t be able to call me Turnip anymore. This, more than anything besides the lasting and impervious smell of my childhood home, felt like the truth.

         At the dinner table, I used a fork to dig into the shrimp’s body. My mother talked about going on a juice cleanse. “I suppose it’s not exactly juice,” she admitted. “Rice bran, rice syrup, and encapsulated bark enzymes.

         “I’m going to be as thin as I was when I was your age,” she vowed. “Not a pound heavier.” I watched her, evaluating my body, calculating how many more pounds I weighed than she ever had. I thought of the willowy, obedient daughter that she’d envisioned for herself. A person who washed towels and counted calories by her side. A person who craved, above all else, a husband to cherish and please. But I wanted cake, and literary acclaim, and women. Well, just one woman, really.

         “That sounds extreme,” I said.

         At first, he’d covered my mouth. His skin was salted, firm. The hands of a child straining to catch a tadpole. He pushed me against the birch tree, his arm a bar over my neck. Then he’d moved his hand. I hadn’t made any noise. How had he known that I would stay quiet? I wondered as Mom listed all of the parts of her body she wished she could replace. The loose skin where her neck met her chest.

         Why hadn’t he been afraid?

         
            *  *  *

         

         LATER, ON THE WAY back to New York, I felt the knot inside my chest loosening. I imagined the tiny, L-shaped tool I’d used to put a bookcase together, bringing me back to equilibrium. One turn counterclockwise at the pho place in Ridgefield Park where I’d once gotten a parking ticket; another as the bus made the wide turn at the Dairy King. A gummy, kalamata-olive taste lingered in my mouth. By the time I arrived at the congested, twinkling Port Authority, I no longer had to concentrate on the rhythm of my breathing.

         I thought about texting Chloe. Now that we were roommates, I told her basically everything out of a combination of intimacy and convenience. But she was visiting Graham this weekend at Yale, and I imagined texting her in the middle of their blissful, long-distance-relationship reunion that I’d been…what? Fondled. Traumatized. She would call me right away, want to talk to me about it until I cried and she cried from me crying, and then I’d abruptly hang up and she would worriedly text me to see whether I wanted her to come home and I didn’t. The imagined conversation exhausted me. I wanted to concentrate on a destination. One foot, then the other.

         “Last stop,” the bus driver announced. I descended: steps from the bus, steps down to the subway entrance. I gave the pruneish, slippered homeless woman in the concrete tunnel between Times Square and Eighth Avenue an extra fifty cents, pressing each coin into her hand fervently. We made it, I told the woman with my facial expression. We’re alive. Everything remains possible. On the subway, I watched a young girl in a soccer uniform dangle her infant brother’s head back and forth against the sticky floor—a game. He’s a broom! He is invincible! Overhead, an ad for an introductory philosophy course taunted: WHO DO YOU WISH TO BE?

         
            *  *  *

         

         I TOOK THE N train to Union Square. I took the L train to Williamsburg. I got off and onto the L train three times. Where was I going? It didn’t matter. Williamsburg was where your night ended; that much I’d learned from graduate school so far. I felt the bruises forming on my breasts, my rib cage, the pillowy insides of my thighs. Or could I be imagining the bruises forming? It happened. Something happened to me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ON THE TRAIN, THREE girls my age were going to a party together, each holding a tin-foiled platter of brownies on their American-Appareled laps. Ankle boots and ill-fitting patterned pants. Chin-length haircuts and mascara-coated eyelashes. Entranced, I followed them off the train. I followed them into a diner and waited by the gumball machine in the carpeted space between front and middle doors. The gumballs were stationary, covered in dust. For a moment I regretted giving my extra quarters to the homeless woman. I wanted to hold a dusty gumball. Suddenly I had never wanted anything so much in my life, to feel the grime against my skin.

         “Excuse me?” a stranger prompted me. Let’s move this along, the stranger’s face expressed. She did not have time for yearning. This was a business; it was inappropriate. I mumbled an apology, allowed myself to be swept into the restaurant. Tall columns of yellow-lit cheesecake slices stood on a mirror-covered table. A cash register trilled excitedly; a waitress astutely gathered that I was not with the impatient stranger. “One?” she said, nodding, a thick plastic menu in hand, escorting me to the nearest, saddest table, only a few feet from the bar.

         I thought of my mother’s guilt-ridden expression. Engorged, she’d said, leering at the blueberry pile as though it were impious. Maybe what she meant was, If you were smaller, no one would notice you. If you had worked harder to be contained—birdish and compact, like the girls on the train. I knew that I took up too much space in the world. Not only with my body—I saw bodies all the time that were more expansive. But my feelings spilled outward, puddling like oil underneath a car. “It’s like you’re emotionally immune deficient,” I’d been told by an ex-best friend in high school. “When I’m around you, everything hurts a little bit extra.”

         When the waitress returned, cloaked in tobacco-scent, I ordered French fries and a slice of peach pie. I felt, instantly, that I’d missed something. An important element of the order. Regret rose steamily inside of me. I stared at the advertisements on the paper place mat cloaked over the table: confident dermatologists, beekeepers harvesting their own honey. The waitress rushed past me with a plate of accordioned French fries; they were not for me.

         Across the room, I caught the eye of someone I recognized. Hesper, with her luminous strawberry blond hair pulled back from her small, rounded face. Beautiful Hesper, from workshop; we had participated in sanguine exchanges about the mild weather and Karen Russell. I could recite each of those exchanges.

         She was wearing a puzzling dress. The top, knitted ivory fabric looped in a kind of cape, swirled over her shoulders and breasts, but with a strip of translucent fabric below her ribs before expanding outward into a swingy A-line. Is that all one dress, or has she layered different thrift-store purchases on top of each other? I wondered. What does her body even look like?

         Hesper met my eyes and smiled primly. Waved.

         I’m sorry, I told Hesper’s face. I was bleary-eyed and staring at a place mat. I hadn’t even given myself the luxury of pretending to read an engrossing book, or scrolling through a Facebook feed of Friday night updates. I wished I were holding the dusty gumball. I wished I could put my hands somewhere that the boy had not touched.

         Hesper approached me at the saddest table. Her hands were splattered with freckles, and she smiled crookedly, baring an overbite. I waited for Hesper to ask what I was doing here, in the strange not-quite-Greenpoint pocket of Williamsburg, by myself on Friday night. Instead, Hesper sat and rested her elbows on the table and said, “My sister’s cat just had kittens,” and I swelled with gratitude for this easy, though foundationless, familiarity.

         “Are they okay?” I asked. I thought of the kittens being pummeled by a stream of relentless water in a large, metallic sink. Were they drowning or just taking a very forceful bath?

         “What do you mean?” Hesper asked. “They’re adorable.”

         “Right,” I rushed. “Of course.”

         Hesper’s head drooped into her open hand. “We found someone to take each one. Poor Tibby. She’ll be so sad to lose her kittens. But you can’t have that many cats in one apartment.”

         “Tibby? Like tibia?”

         “Tbilisi. Georgia. It’s where our grandfather is from.” Hesper smiled. “Do you usually name your pets after bones?”

         “I’ve never had a pet.”

         The waitress returned with the fries and pie, each thickly jarred peach slice spectacularly glittering. I thought I should say something about Eastern Europe that didn’t involve Stalin. Probably anything Soviet was a touchy subject. Hesper ordered chicken noodle soup and a Bloody Mary.

         “The president of Estonia went to my high school,” I said.

         “Estonians are dour,” Hesper said. “And taciturn. Wooden, really.”

         “I’ve never met one,” I replied. “Is that true?”

         “I think that was Calvin Coolidge, actually. Oh, no. Willa?” Hesper said, leaning forward across the table. “Can I tell you something?”

         She doesn’t believe me about the Estonian president, I thought. It was true. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise. My eyes felt liquidy, about to spill into something incriminating and vulnerable. “What?”

         “I’m substantially high right now. Everything feels so…easy.”

         A bashful blush crept over Hesper’s cheeks. I instantly felt as light and feathery as if I were the Molly-afflicted; I could say anything I liked to Hesper, the guarantee that it would be misty and surreal tomorrow. The bright white lights of the diner suddenly seemed illuminating, cradling boldness. Hesper’s gold necklaces jangled as she reached for the fork, capturing a peach slice with a jubilant stab.

         “Did you know Hemingway’s estate is crawling with polydactyl kittens?” I offered. A French fry burned against the roof of my mouth. Hesper organized her hair into a donut-like bun.

         “I hate that story we read for workshop,” Hesper said. “Masculinity 101.”

         “They have thumbs,” I said. “You can hold their little paws.”

         Hesper slurped her soup ravenously.

         “I heard Liam tearing Isabel’s story to shreds in the lab,” I said.

         “It deserved to be shredded,” Hesper said, between noodles. “She used the word electric eight times. I counted. Not everything is electric, Bells. Some things are just lackluster.”

         As Hesper continued, I felt electrically toward her—the brushing of our bare knees underneath the small table, the warm orb of wanting Hesper’s puffed, silken lips on mine. Hesper moved the peach pie plate closer to her soup and fragrantly tomato-ish drink. “Sorry to colonize your dessert,” she offered.

         I made a robotic gesture that I hoped conveyed generosity. We insulted the work of our classmates: Liam’s blatant misogyny; Elisabeth’s overuse of quilting imagery. Hesper’s laugh was low and melodious.

         Our knees knocked fortuitously. I couldn’t seem to find a way to broach my gayness in the conversation. If gay was even what I was. Queer felt too political; omission and long hair rendered me a straight person. I wanted to avoid the confessional, desperate-for-support tone that so many of these conversations led toward. If only I had a prop. The gumball—I could roll the gumball at Hesper across the table, skirting around our plates of food and perspiring glasses, and if Hesper rolled it back, I would know.

         Did you bring her here? I thought. I waited for God, for a squeeze in my chest to let me know someone was there. If not answering, then not answering for a reason. But I felt no squeeze. Hesper was looking at me.

         “Where is the rest of your family from?” I asked, leaning forward to retrieve the pie. Hesper hollowed out most of the peach slices, leaving a buttery crust-foundation slumping in the center of a white porcelain plate.

         “Pale-skinned places. Ireland, England. Wales.” When Hesper said Wales, she made an ocean-wave motion with her non-soup hand and then laughed, embarrassed. Oh, no, I thought, falling a little bit in love. “What about you?”

         I mused. I hadn’t properly thought about a response to this question. “I come exclusively from people that don’t exist anymore. I mean—places,” I clarified quickly, as Hesper emitted her alto-toned, harmonious laugh. “Prussia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Soviet Union.”

         “People that don’t exist anymore,” Hesper repeated. “I only sleep with ghosts!”

         I looked into her lap. I thought of the boy’s thumb, digging.

         “Ghostgasm,” Hesper continued, buoyant. “Do you want to leave?”

         I nodded encouragingly.

         “Let’s go right now,” Hesper said brightly, uncrinkling two twenty-dollar bills from underneath the cape’s folds. “Don’t forget the crust,” Hesper advised, so I broke the remains of the pie into transportable pieces.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ON THE TRAIN, I refrained from asking about logistical considerations. I wanted to appear nonchalant, unconcerned about getting eight hours of sleep and whether it made more sense to transfer to an express train. Hesper leaned close to me on the tiny cold seats, her slender body a force field of expectation and knobby joints. I tried not to think of that word electricity—the sharp hook of the c, submerged between two prominent i’s. Hesper entwined her fingers with the strands of my hair, seemingly reveling in the intricacies of texture. I ballooned with self-consciousness, thinking of adjectives I could use for my curls: fluffy, diffuse. Triangular. My hair had become awfully triangular.

         “Your hair is so frothy,” Hesper said finally. “Like a latte’s milk hat.”

         I thought: she has to be gay. She has to at least be in the vicinity of gayness.

         “Do you want the crust scraps?” I asked. Hesper wrangled her fingers away from my scalp and scooped the bits of pie from my careful grasp. When our skin touched, my entire body liquefied, a sloshing outline of a girl, waiting to condense back into herself. Then I did. Then I did, and was looking at Hesper, who was feeling the tulle of her skirt with incredible focus and precision. Like someone on drugs, I remembered. I kept forgetting. I, too, was partially submerged in a place that was not-here.

         “You’re sunburned,” Hesper observed, pushing her thumb into my arm.

         “It’s my natural color,” I said apologetically. “Not the sun’s fault.”

         I watched the mark of Hesper’s touch disappear and felt the salty taste in my mouth return. A tiny cactus was growing at the base of my throat, itching up to my esophagus. I thought of bruises. I thought of Hesper marveling at the pattern of my bruises in the serene yellow light of a reading lamp.

         “Do you want to feel my dress?”

         I let Hesper guide my hand, warmly, across the fabric pooling over her knees, her hidden thighs and hip flexors and motion-related muscles. The ivory skirt was scratchy, protrusive tulle. The sensation of ballet practice, secondhand prom attire. I wondered if I should move my hand away from Hesper’s knees but lingered there. These were her knees. My fingertip slipped comfortably, serendipitously, into a small cave between Hesper’s kneecap and bone.

         Everything feels so easy.

         “We fit,” Hesper said, mesmerized, and I tried to keep my balance with my other hand, knuckles whitening as I pulled hard on the bottom of the subway seat. It was a miniature miracle. A polyp, if polyps could be engorged with romantic potential. I wouldn’t ruin our puzzle-piece quality because of the train’s jostling as we pulled into and from each station. I would conquer the subway’s unsteadiness; I would preserve this, like a fly cushioned beneath layers of amber.

         
            *  *  *

         

         WE TRANSFERRED TO A different, ricketier train that seemed swollen with light. Hesper’s skirt shimmered, fish scales of ivory and metallic sheen. Each station we passed looked deserted. Hesper and I sat on a glossy bench, several seats distance from a mangy, pallid man with a large plastic bag balanced between his oversized feet. In slow motion, he folded in half, retrieving a stuffed banana wearing a pair of sunglasses made of black felt. The banana had a large, menacing grin, each tooth elongated into the shape of a carrot.

         The man began to laugh.

         I covered my mouth. I didn’t want him to see my lips.

         Hesper’s expression shifted from perplexed to amused. The other passengers, too, seemed to regard the laughing man with a distanced sense of entertainment. I arched my neck back to examine what else may have been in the plastic bag. An ear of corn? A handgun, glinting with possibility? If it were a gun, I knew, it would have to go off. But I couldn’t distinguish any of the objects; just dark, untenable shapes. The man wrapped his stolid arm around the banana, as though it were a child needing support for its journey.

         At the next stop, a group of teenaged boys sporting NYU lanyards trailing from their pockets boarded. Draped in nearly identical outfits: hipster plaid shirts and Warby Parkers. Immediately they pointed at the man and his banana companion, dipping their heads low. Bellowing with judgmental laughter. I did not want to look at them. I felt his fingers, everywhere. Marking me.

         I reached for Hesper’s hand but ended up instead resting my own nervous fingers in the crook of her elbow, a warm spot that exuded safety. Hesper seemed entirely at ease, her limbs loose and ethereal. She could have been doing anything: examining plums for dents in their violet skins, outlining a hopscotch board on planks of sidewalk with thick pastel chalk. How was it possible she seemed so unthreatened as the voices increased in volume, insistent in their aggression of Banana Man?

         “Shit,” the boldest boy said, pointing at the banana and its keeper. His laugh felt like fingernails. His friends chorused around him, mutinous. Warmed by the attention, Banana Man swept his arm back and punched the banana’s eye. I could hear the distinct sound of his fist meeting stuffed fabric. He began to hit the banana faster, faster, until the boys’ cheering became a continuous wave of sound.

         Hesper tucked a loose curl of my hair behind her ear. “Don’t worry,” she whispered.

         “Bet you I can pull out his eye,” Banana Man boasted toward the boys.

         “I bet you’re too weak to pull out his eye,” the boldest of the boys yelled.

         “Oh, shit,” one of the friends said. The others clapped, delighted. They circled each other.

         “Oh yeah?” Banana Man said. In a sudden motion, he toppled the banana to the floor, pummeling its face with his raised fist. His cheeks exploded with color from the exertion. Each new passenger avoided the violent exhibition, skittering toward the opposite end of the train. The boys hollered, watching rapt as Banana Man draped himself across the stuffed animal. In victory he raised a fist, having retrieved the plastic eye.

         “What should we name him?” Banana Man asked.

         “Andy?” one of the quieter onlookers suggested. His suggestion was rejected.

         “Bubbacunt,” Banana Man said. “Bubba-cunt,” he repeated, striking him again.

         I watched the banana’s still body on the floor of the train. That could be me, I thought. That could have been me, my arms scraping against the sandpapery texture of the tree in the dark. With each meeting of the fist against the banana’s face, I felt it against my own. I imagined all the tiny, unnamed bones that formed the infrastructure of my cheekbones caving in under the pressure of Banana Man’s unstoppable fist. His knuckles, tinged with white.

         When the boys shuttled off the train, they shook hands with Banana Man. “Peace,” they said to each other. “Peace.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “AT LEAST THEY LEFT his hair attached,” I said. My voice trembled feebly.

         “What?” Hesper asked.

         “Weren’t you…” I began. “Didn’t you find that disturbing?”

         “It’s the New York experience,” Hesper said. “I felt like I was watching it on YouTube.”

         I tried to concentrate. I imagined my discomfort as a dining room table that I could transport once the leaves were safely removed. “Yeah,” I managed. My voice was tart. “Me too.”

         “You are not a good liar,” Hesper said, and ran a pinky along the slope of my nose. Her tone was dulcet, not admonitory. “I’m an incredible protector, luckily.”

         “Are you?” I searched Hesper’s eyes. Within them the pattern of bloodshot lines were mesmerizing, tributaries of pink. They were the color of the center of a rare cut of meat. “How do I know if I can trust you?”

         I intended for this to be an extension of flirting. Instead it seemed elegiac, searching.

         “I’ll make you a solemn promise. That means five Mississippis of eye contact.”

         “Okay.”

         “Willa Greenberg,” Hesper said. I felt a flutter that filled my whole body. I hadn’t realized that Hesper knew my last name, or that Hesper would want me to know that she knew my last name, and it felt incredibly significant. I knew how I would read this, if it were a short story. This was the moment when things would become permanent; when their tectonic plates would twinge into a new position.

         “You can trust me,” Hesper said. Her teeth were such small, lovely squares in her mouth.

         “I can trust you,” I repeated.

         “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

         “You won’t let anything hurt me,” I said.

         “Do you feel satisfied by the terms of this agreement?”

         I nodded. Drugs, I reminded myself. Hesper was on them.

         “One Mississippi,” Hesper counted, but I had to avoid her gaze. It was too much.

         
            *  *  *

         

         AT THE 7TH AVENUE stop, I followed Hesper down a long, hilly corridor. Unblemished advertisements stared at me and Hesper from their positions on the station wall. 80 Years of Secrets! exclaimed a poster for Russian vodka. Hesper’s skirt swept baggily across the backs of her knees, occasionally brushing my leggings. The desire to ask where we were going eddied inside my chest. I had never been to this bloodclot of Brooklyn, though I knew by reputation that it was diffuse, decorated with flea markets and artisanal popsicle stands on Sundays.

         Exiting the subway station, I stayed quiet, growing increasingly wary of the less-trafficked paths. After we passed a bodega on the corner, with its brightly advertised breakfast specials, the likelihood for commerce disappeared. An occasional sign demarcating an optometrist or acupuncturist’s office aside, there were only houses. Four-story brownstones crowded around wide streets like soldiers. We were traversing a seemingly unending number of blocks. Not electric, I thought, startling as I mistakenly identified a crumpled black plastic bag as a threat. Interminable.

         There was no one else outside.

         Trees stretched upward into the darkness.

         He hadn’t been afraid.

         “Do you ever feel like nature’s really dangerous?” I asked Hesper.

         “I once slept through a huge earthquake,” Hesper said. “Four point six.”

         “I meant more like everyday nature,” I said.

         “Are you one of those people that’s really into the moon?”

         “No.”

         “I’m an Aquarius, but people always say I’m more of a Pisces.”

         “It’s like being stuck in an elevator shaft,” I explained. “Feeling all these—trees around. Closing in around you.”

         I gestured outward with my hands, like someone demonstrating the girth of a deeply pregnant woman. Hesper was looking at me very intently, even though we were walking next to each other speedily, and I felt flattered by her efforts. It was worse than being stuck in an elevator shaft, because then there was a large, clearly designated HELP button. Besides Hesper, there were no living human beings around. A green water hose coiled like a snake against the side of an adjacent building. Grandly designed churches, stocky mailboxes with their legs low to the ground.

         “I can’t understand you,” Hesper lamented. “Oh, no. Is it the drugs?”

         I felt immensely grateful for the existence of drugs. “Probably.”

         “But you’re sad,” Hesper said, dream-voiced.

         “Scared,” I corrected.

         “What would make you less scared?” Hesper asked.

         “I want to go to Times Square,” I said. “I want to be squelched by all those tourists and caricature-makers and places to buy individual slices of red velvet cake.”

         Hesper laughed. “Times Square is the worst place in the world. The world!”

         I thought of being sandwiched among businessmen, the miserable souls hidden by Dora the Explorer and Elmo costumes in the blocked-off street by the TKTS line. Clusters of teenage girls swingsetting between American Eagle and Forever 21. Everyone struggling across midtown, politely ignoring the makeshift entrepreneurs with their burned mix CDs and relentless promotion. I thought of all the eyes that would be able to see me.

         I watched Hesper slide her finger across the smudged universe of her iPhone screen and type furtively. Of course, I thought—I had damaged the affection polyp with my innate, incomprehensible weirdness. It was only a matter of time. But then Hesper passed the phone to me with a dimpled smile. On her screen, the first image of Times Square was garishly pumpkin-colored, golden arches of McDonald’s glowing benevolently. Bank of America, Kodak, Toshiba, Toy Story. Smudges of bowling-pin-shaped people dashing into a taxi. Pearly skies hidden behind towering, safeguarding skyscrapers.

         “You can carry it with you,” Hesper offered.

         I accepted, eyes blurring against the colors. I wished I knew Hesper well enough to ask: What are you thinking, underneath all of that ivory fabric and secretive layered hair? I cradled the phone in my clammy palm. Lending someone your phone was an act of trust. It said: If my best friend texts me a picture of a watermelon wearing sunglasses, you will see this and it is okay because I would never need to hide my love of accessorized fruits from you. It said: When I am with you, I don’t need to be with anyone else.

         
            *  *  *

         

         HESPER STOPPED ABRUPTLY IN front of a tall brownstone. The steps outside were the color of dried figs. I blinked expectantly; this was it, the moment of reveal. I knew it wasn’t Hesper’s apartment; she walked to class, cheeks flushed from running across campus. Every four seconds I touched the iPhone screen with my fingertips and there it was, comfort in visually arresting shades of neon, tall metal flagpoles in the center of the frame. Hesper and I trudged hurriedly up the five flights of stairs in the building. As Hesper dug for her key ring in a buttery leather purse, her elbow touched my arm. We were careening toward an increase in contact. An attraction, pooling like a blister in a hidden place.

         “Are you excited to meet her?” Hesper asked, winded on the landing between the third and fourth flight of stairs. My knees were mildly, hopefully imperceptibly, shaking as we moved toward the top. It was the type of building where residents kept their well-polished oxfords outside their front doors, perched on sprightly welcome mats.

         I imagined a guest of honor in a garish, metallic throne. “Of course.”

         On the fifth floor, Hesper tried each key on the ring before the door opened. I followed her hesitantly down a narrow, pale hallway into a large, wide room. A girl with dark blue, pixie-cut hair and a small gold nose ring glittering between her nostrils crouched in front of a cream-colored mannequin, pinning a hem. She was swarmed by swaths of fabric—an ocean of patterns, obsequiously floral fabric, peach and lilac-colored flowers clustered around leafy spurts of green, splotches of jewel tones, stiff lavender felt.

         It’s her beautiful, talented girlfriend, I thought. Making another mystical, strange outfit for Hesper to experience the world in. Her own Technicolor dreamcoat.

         The nose-ringed fabric-hemmer said, “Are you really wearing that? It’s hideous.”

         “You’re the one who made it.”

         “As an experiment, Lemon. Not as evening wear.”

         “Lemon?” I asked. What a perfect nickname for Hesper.

         “I’m Ada,” said Ada, leaning over her many cloths to shake my hand. “Sister of this caped creature.”

         I smiled with my lips tightly pinched together. The girlfriend assumption felt inordinately creepy. Ada continued to criticize her own garment on Hesper’s small body, and Hesper argued in an escalating, delighted defense, especially of the cape’s wayward strings. I averted my eyes from their affection. Even though the relationship had been clarified, I still housed a prickle of competitiveness with Ada, the kind that only children feel when they witness interactions of love between siblings.

         Two other mannequins loomed in the corner of the living room against a large, obtrusive sofa. I stared at their plastic torsos, swanlike necks. The places where their hands and feet would be. Lumpless hourglasses, as smooth as china. I looked at the things that they were missing.

         “The kitchen’s on the other side of the apartment,” Hesper informed me.

         “What?”

         Hesper reached for me, gripping each of my shoulders with a smooth hand, leading us out of the living room and into the narrow hallway. It was like a kindergarten chain of students, marching out to the playground for recess. At first, the contact between Hesper’s fingertips and my cotton-covered shoulders was a beguiling jolt. But her touch was so gentle, and in the dimness of the corridor, with Hesper’s breath collecting in the hollows of my ear, the jolt soured into a rolling, unshakeable sensation. The presence of another body, so close to hers—but imperceptible, distanced. Without the ability to see Hesper, the voluminous ivory skirt, the floppy, Thousand Island–colored hair, she could be anyone. She tightened her grasp on my bones.

         “Before you came to the diner,” I began, my voice tremulous.

         I felt the rays of Hesper smiling, and then the wobble that remained post-smile.

         Hesper stopped walking toward the kitchen. We stood, motionless, with Hesper’s fingers kneaded into my shoulders. I knew that I should continue, but saying it out loud would have been like parting my lips and conjuring up the dusty gumball instead of the consonants and vowels that make up language. I listened to the hum of Ada’s sewing machine.

         “It wasn’t like a real assault,” I said finally. “It was…small. Assault Junior.”

         “Assault Junior,” Hesper said, quiet. “A.J.”

         “Right.”

         “What happened?”

         “He followed me. And then.”

         “And then,” Hesper repeated.

         “You don’t have to let go of my shoulders.”

         “Okay,” Hesper said, returning to her original position.

         “He had me pinned to this tree. I could feel it rubbing against me.”

         Hesper was waiting for me to continue, but I wasn’t sure that I could.

         “He just touched me, he didn’t…It wasn’t very…thorough. He didn’t get…” But I didn’t want to say the words inside me. “Invasive,” I finished, finally. But he could have, I thought.

         “God, Willa. Are you okay?”

         Her touch felt delicate now.

         “I thought I would feel better if I said it, but it didn’t work,” I said, throaty.

         “Do you want to tell anyone? The police?”

         “I just want to tell you,” I said. “They don’t do anything anyway.”

         A silence unfurled between us.

         “I shouldn’t have nicknamed it,” Hesper said.

         “No, I liked it. Thank you.”

         “Do you want to talk more?” Hesper asked, in a tone of gentleness that dismantled something I was trying very hard to contain.

         “No. I want to meet the thing that’s in the kitchen.”

         Hesper led me into the kitchen. I bent to peer inside a cardboard box, at the tailed clumps of animal, curled with their pink triangular ears plastered tight against their heads. They looked frighteningly new and fragile, as though missing a layer—raw, skinned. I swallowed. Mother Cat stood, slinking, her torso swollen against the box. Hesper was speaking, identifying the names of each claimed-for kitten. I watched Mother Cat’s eyes glistening greenly, her graceful, acerbic movements as she suddenly jumped from the box and bounded across the tiled floor, the sound of her claws clattering dramatically.

         “What’s going on with you?” Hesper clucked, intrigued.

         We followed Mother Cat, who was taking steady, deliberate steps across the room. I crouched on the floor, knees heavy and spread, approaching Mother Cat, who swept furiously with her sharp nails at something underneath the refrigerator.

         “There must be something under there,” Hesper said, straining to see what Mother Cat was hunting. But I saw only dark, empty space in the tiny curtain of black between the bottom of the refrigerator and the clean, Swiffered floor tiles.

         My leg muscles started to ache, the pain of stillness and balance, but I didn’t change positions. My thighs trembled with effort. Hot sweat formed in the space beneath my breasts. Mother Cat swiped her paw relentlessly underneath the machine, concentrated. I forgot that I was in Hesper’s sister’s apartment; I forgot Hesper’s iPhone in her back pocket, the chrysalis of comfort that I’d found in images of Times Square; I forgot Hesper. I forgot the boy. I forgot the texture of the tree that he pressed me into. The notes that were playing into my ears, the bruises that had formed underneath my clothes. Transfixed, I watched Mother Cat tuck her head underneath the refrigerator, lunging at the unseen. She bared her teeth.
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         I hadn’t remembered falling asleep on the sofa, and I hadn’t remembered Willa falling asleep on the floor of Ada’s living room, either. In the morning, my eyes blurry with sudden awakeness, I took it in fragments: the sprawl of her dark curls against one of the ivory, fuzzy pillows that belonged on the futon; an exposed ankle, pale, bent like a wishbone. Tibby was circling Willa’s head, her little paws menacingly stalking the space surrounding the wooden coffee table with its fashionably gold-painted legs.

         I cranked myself from supine to upright, and without meaning to, I moaned. I moaned because the comedown from the Molly was so terrible already and I’d been awake for three Mississippis, tops. My eyes felt leaky. Ada’s living room, dappled with midmorning light through her bird-covered curtains, was an obstacle course of mannequins with hastily pinned fabrics, and I knew if I tried to stand and grabbed at any of those creations, I would rip them apart.

         Then: Willa. She slept in the shape of a comma. Even in the haze of my depression, with its weight in the space underneath my sternum and the feeling that all of my life had been hopeless, forever, and I had just realized it right now, that all of life was a hospital waiting room where someone else was in the only bathroom and it smelled of bleach and individual apple juices in plastic cups, even through that, I noticed Willa, how her hair looked like that of a mermaid, how her body looked so soft, so curveful, underneath her shirt. I saw the space between the bottom of her T-shirt and the top of her leggings and I wanted to lay my head there and use it as a pillow.

         I lifted Tibby into my arms and she first lovingly and then combatively nibbled my pinky. She stared at me with judgy, glowing green eyes, squirming, until I dropped her. Not on Willa, but near enough that she woke up to the clatter of Tibby bolting back underneath the sofa. Any sense of tranquility, scalded. The sound of Tibby, scurrying out of sight and then down the hallway, had the cringeworthy effect of radio static, stretching into my headache and elongating it like taffy.

         “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to drop her so close to your face.”

         Willa sat up. Creases from the pillow’s texture, and from the blanket she’d been using as a bed, covered her in a verdant linear pattern. She smiled warily, in a way that made me think she ached from the uncomfortable sleeping place, and I wished I could remember the conversation that led to us sleeping here in the first place. She made a visor with her hand. “When I was in sixth grade, I woke up to my friend’s cat licking my nose, and it scared me so much that I screamed.”

         “Tibby’s not licking anyone’s nose. She’s a killer.”

         Willa blinked. “She hasn’t…brought you any conquests?”

         “Ada probably wouldn’t tell me about that. She’s squeamish.” And probably awake, eavesdropping on this conversation and ready to heavily reprimand me for crashing here without asking. Never mind Willa. My shoulders bunched together, caving up to my ears. I thought about lying down next to her, there on the floor. There was no reason to think things would improve from here. I didn’t even know what day it was.

         “I feel awful,” I announced. “I’m sorry. I’m not going to be…good company.”

         A smile crested over Willa’s face. She had a dimple. It was the kind of dimple that looked etched in with a knife, not one of those flimsy dimples that came and went. “My mom uses that phrase when she thinks I’ve brought up an unpleasant topic. She says, ‘Willa, you’re not being very good company.’”

         “What kind of unpleasant topic?”

         “Oh, you know. Like whether your cat’s brought any dead mice to you as treasure.”

         In spite of myself, I smiled. “Have you ever done Molly?” I asked. She hadn’t. “It’s the most miserable hangover you can have. Seriously, there have been studies. It can plunge you into a clinical depression. But the good part,” I said, trying to remember: the exuberance, the light, the love I felt for everything in that diner, especially the aluminum siding and the salty broth of chicken soup. “The good part is unbeatable. What’s the happiest you’ve ever been?”

         Willa looked at the ceiling as she thought. As soon as I noticed, I knew I would never not notice that again, and the knowledge that I knew her thinking face felt strangely satisfying.

         “When I was four, on my first day of preschool, my dad came to pick me up as a surprise. He worked all the time when I was that young, so it was really rare for me to see him before I went to bed, much less for him to pick me up at school. Anyway, he hoisted me up on his shoulders and we walked all the way home like that, but midway through the walk, he gave me a peppermint pattie. I couldn’t believe it. I never got to eat candy during the day.”

         I waited for the story to continue, but it didn’t. “That’s the happiest ever?” I asked. “He gave you a peppermint pattie?”

         “I saved the wrapper, even.”

         I laughed, harder than I meant to. “You have the lowest expectations I’ve ever heard.”

         “Thanks,” Willa said, a blush creeping down to her neck. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

         I looked at the bunched-up blanket, the scanty space that Willa had curled herself into, and a cascade of guilt whirled through me. “I’m sorry that you had to sleep on the floor like a vagabond. I wasn’t thinking…super clearly, when I brought us back here. My sister’s probably going to hang me out to dry for this whole…adventure.”

         “She went to the co-op,” Willa said. “She left a note, and like, forty vitamins.”

         “You were up, earlier?”

         Willa shrugged. “I didn’t sleep well.”

         My gaze settled on a bruise, purpling onto Willa’s skin. It was shaped like a thumb. The vestige of her Assault Junior. Willa saw me see it and her entire body changed, her posture pulled into a straight line. The spine alignment of a ballerina, ready for a performance. Without thinking, I reached for it, and she flinched.

         The moment when I should have asked if she was okay, or if she wanted to talk, passed in glacial slow motion. But what if she said yes? What then? I was ill-equipped for other people’s traumas. My go-to move was the forearm pat, and without that, I didn’t know what I would do. In some ways, around Willa, I felt as if we’d been orbiting each other for years—when, from across our classroom table, I watched her start to smile at something she shouldn’t be smiling at, and watched that smile poorly compress back into the architecture of her face. But then, moments like this emerged, and I realized I didn’t know her very well at all. Not concretely.

         “You should take the vitamins,” Willa said. “Before you feel worse.”

         “Thanks,” I said. I found my way to the kitchen. “Do you want any orange juice?”

         “Only if it’s incredibly pulpy, or not pulpy at all.”

         I checked the pulp factor. “You’re in luck. You’re going to be choking on these vesicles. There’s no turning back.” The violence of my quippiness hung between us like a blackout curtain. “Sorry. I—”

         “Perfect,” Willa rebounded, bouncing into the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if I was moving at 100 percent sluggishness or Willa was an Energizer Bunny in the morning, but she broke out two coffee mugs and poured the juice and drank it down before I weebled my way to Ada’s kitchen table, where there was just enough room for two cups and nothing else, between the microwave, a vase of browning dahlias, and a lazy Susan crowded with packets of gourmet mayonnaise. Willa shook out a vitamin from each bottle that Ada prescribed. “Open,” and I unlocked my jaw.

         “I meant your hand,” she said, laughing a little.

         “Right, right.”

         “So after you replenish your serotonin levels,” she read from Ada’s note, “and have some vitamins A, C, and E, we should go for a walk and look at trees? What’s forest bathing?” She’d Googled it before I had a chance to formulate an answer. The pills chalked down my throat. “So it’s not just looking, but…smelling trees lowers your stress hormones? That’s bananas.”

         “That’s why everybody’s happier in Northern California. It smells like eucalyptus.” The last pill, the important one, tasted like fake “mixed berry” and I felt my nose wrinkle up my forehead.

         Willa glanced up from her phone. “Were you happier in Northern California?” she asked.

         I thought of my new apartment, on Claremont and La Salle, with my roommate Kate, who’d said less than five words to me since we’d moved in three weeks ago and how she’d taken over the living room with her kinesiology flash cards mounted to a bulletin board as tall as I was. I couldn’t open my closet door and the bedroom door at the same time, and how we were both too afraid to kill the cockroaches so we just trapped them underneath salad bowls but now we’d run out of salad bowls and it was impossible to walk from the kitchen to the bathroom in a straight line. I thought of how I’d wanted to live with Ada, but Mom had insisted that student housing would be better, would help me make friends.

         “Nope,” I said, which was true.

         
            *  *  *

         

         WE ASCENDED THE HILLY block between Ada’s street and Prospect Park, covering basic details: Willa’s hometown in New Jersey, my parents’ status as divorced with a side of maybe-they’ll-get-back-together-someday, the beautiful architecture of Park Slope’s brownstones and occasional flickering gas lamp. At the entrance near Grand Army Plaza, flowery urns adorned with slithering snakes guarded the stone perimeter. The sun shone cavalierly on my bare shoulders while dutiful runners with French bulldogs weaved past us on the main path.

         “I’ve never been here,” Willa admitted. “Prospect Park always seems really far away.”

         “I’ve only spent time in Brooklyn,” I said. “When I visited, I stayed with Ada. Manhattan is like this weird collage of places I’ve seen in movies. This, here, is what I think of when I think of New York.”

         “Did you always want to move here?” Willa asked. “Or did it just happen for the MFA?”

         I didn’t want to tell her the truth, which was that I’d followed Ada here because I had no real plans of my own; that I’d taken exactly one creative writing class and the professor was so sleep-deprived with her new baby that everyone had gotten an A that semester; that I’d only applied to Columbia because Ada told me it was a big program that didn’t need the GRE, so I had a pretty good shot with the two stories I’d written in my life, both of which I’d worked on for over a year. After Northwestern, I hated the idea of moving back into my mom’s house in Marin, becoming the focus of her twitchy, postwork attention day after day. I was an adult. I was skittering toward becoming an adult. And I’d been good at school. I came close to deadlines but didn’t miss them; I knew when to emphatically nod and keep eye contact with professors so they knew I was listening. It was more about playing a part than having talent. But I liked the idea of Willa thinking that this was some kind of writerly destiny and not a series of surreptitious mistakes.

         “Yeah,” I said blandly. “And, you know, I missed my sister.”

         “Who wouldn’t? The vitamin provider,” Willa said.

         “What about you?” I asked, trying to talk over the sound of Ada’s future lecture in my head. “Did you always want to end up in the city?”

         “When I was younger, I hated it here. I was convinced somebody was going to jab me with a hypodermic needle in that giant Macy’s.” Willa laughed, although that particular visual made me a little queasy. “Once I got older, and all the concerts were here, I got obsessed with it. I used to take the bus in on weekends and walk to the Village, and think about Kerouac and Gertrude Stein, and all the other writers who were inspired by the city…you know. It sounds cliché.”

         “A little. Maybe more romantic. Capital R romantic.”

         “I love it,” she said. “I love it even when I have to haul my laundry two avenues and it’s so heavy that I have to rest a few times. Plus, living with my parents was…” She paused.

         “No more peppermint patties?” I asked.

         That dimple. She lowered her chin, bashful. “Yeah. Less peppermint patties. A few years ago, my dad was in a car accident that really fucked up his back. It caused all this damage to his disks, and once the damage started, it’s just gotten worse. He had to go on disability and now he’s really…out of it, from all the painkillers.”

         “That sucks.”

         “Yeah. My mom is super resentful about caretaking. She’s more of an executive type. So…I’m loving having my own place,” Willa rushed on. The Great Lawn stretched before us, an expanse of manicured green. In the distance, a children’s birthday party with paper plates and red and yellow balloons bobbled in the wind, like living creatures straining against their leashes. “I live with Chloe—do you know Chloe? Straight hair, gold glasses?”

         “Everybody knows Chloe.”

         “We went to Vassar together. She was my sophomore year neighbor; we’ve been really good friends since then. We live right around the corner from Lion’s Head,” she said, “and we have this little basement, so whenever a group of fictioneers go out and somebody gets too wasted, they usually end up staying over on our couch, and I make them tea in the morning. It’s a good routine.”

         “So you’re good at taking care of people,” I said. She looked at me with her dark eyes.

         “Yeah,” she said. “I am.” Her purse swung listlessly at her side. We folded into single file as a woman with an enormous, bearlike dog passed us, and I felt the current between us then, the presence of her body right behind me. She could have kissed my neck, I thought, and imagined her lips finding my pulse.

         “Do you think the trees are healing me?” I asked.

         “Definitely,” Willa said. When she reemerged at my side, her thighs brushed mine.

         We kept walking, deeper into the park than I’d been in a long time: past the bandshell, a bird-watching tour with their binoculars clutched in hearty anticipation, the Boathouse with its grand, pastel tiles. The lake glowed its algae-laden green. We talked about our favorite writers, about the best kind of jam, about where we’d traveled and where we wanted to go. Willa, mysteriously, had never been on an airplane. I felt the leaden drumbeat of my hangover start to dissipate. Feathery leaves skirted white clouds, arranged in bunches as if they’d come from a spout. Willa’s face was smudged with light.

         “What would be your ideal day?” I asked her. “If there were a Willa Greenberg day.”

         “First, I’d get the pancake special at Community. Do you know the pancake special?” she said. “It’s ten dollars for the best pancakes in New York, plus coffee and orange juice, but it’s only until eight a.m.”

         “That’s obscenely early.”

         “They’re the world’s best pancakes. I work at the business library—in real life, not in my ideal day—at eight-fifteen, so sometimes I treat myself and get there at seven, right at opening.” She absentmindedly twirled a curl around her finger and it bounced back, in perfect formation. “Then I’d go to Neue Galerie and see the Klimt paintings they have. He’s my favorite. And at the museum, they have this Austrian cafe with perfect cake and Viennese coffee with whipped cream. It’s my favorite place.”

         “So your ideal day is just dessert and art?” I said.

         “Basically. I’d probably see a concert at night. A female singer-songwriter with a guitar.”

         “That’s my zone, too,” I told her. “Cat Power. A side of Laura Marling.”

         “Yeah?” Willa said brightly.

         “Yeah.”

         “Then I’d go to bed early,” she said. “That would be the end to my perfect day. Sleep.” She smiled at me. “What about you?”

         I shrugged. I was never the planner; that was Ada’s job. I thought of the night before, with Adam and Haniya, who I’d known since high school, and their new friends from Stanford who’d thought it would be funny to tinfoil the walls of their living room, and their drug dealer, Q. It was easy to be with people who plotted their destinations in terms of procuring drugs, then reclining at someone’s apartment, then finding garlic knots or fries blanketed by saucy cheese. Dancing at a place with no cover. Getting thrown out of that place with no cover because Adam, even on Molly, couldn’t help fighting if there was a line for the bathroom. I didn’t really think about what I wanted to do, most days. I went along with a plan, or I read glum stories about blue-collar Americans from the ’80s and ordered pad see ew. I liked to feel the noodles slide down my throat. I barely even chewed.

         “With the exception of my hangover,” I said. “I guess… this is.”

         “Yeah?” Willa said. Her smile had taken over the bottom of her face and it lightened me.

         “Yeah.”

         We’d been next to each other, but now her body faced mine.

         “Come here,” she said. And then, I didn’t realize we were kissing until we were. It was a kiss that spread wide inside of me, an eagle’s wingspan. Her hand reached for the top of my spine and stayed there, the lightest possible contact, and I felt it traipse all the way down the length of my back. Her lips were even softer than I’d imagined. I found the rhythm of her kissing: furtive, but constant, a surge of wanting. She tasted like the orange juice. Our mouths matched, I thought.

         I had kissed girls before, but at parties, and not soberly. Not without plausible deniability.

         And: I had wanted to kiss girls before, but I had not.

         In a faraway place in my head, the place that wasn’t thinking of Willa’s body against mine, or the ebb and flow of my breath hot on her neck, or the quiet crunch of foot traffic avoiding us, here, in the leaf-laden park on a beautiful day, I thought of yesterday. I thought of the bruise that squinted out from underneath her pale skin, and whether there were others. Whether it was right to make out with someone who’d just been sexually assaulted, even if she tried to downplay it by saying it was a little assault, and what did that really mean? Was I supposed to stop her? She’d kissed me. She was definitely kissing me now. She’d slept on the floor of my sister’s apartment to conjure this moment, I thought.

         “Are you okay?” I asked, mid-kiss. My voice rumbled. I touched her bruise, the evidence, to show her what I meant. She lowered her gaze from mine. Beneath us, the ground was spongy, pockmarked with mud in places where yesterday’s rain hadn’t yet been absorbed.

         “I don’t want to think about that,” Willa said. Her fingers pressed against my neck. “I just want to think about you, Hesper. Okay?” She adjusted her posture so her lips were flush against my earlobe. “I’ve been thinking about this since the first time we saw each other. I’ve been thinking about this every time we’re in workshop, across that giant table.”
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