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PART ONE













IT WAS A TUESDAY NIGHT, but the air vibrated like it was a Friday. I wondered if all of summer would be like this. Full of potential. I stopped at the bodega on the corner for a veggie sandwich. It tasted like French fry grease and I felt like something rare and precious, eating a bodega sandwich while I walked down a city street. When I was halfway to Jen’s apartment, I realized I had nothing to drink, and I wasn’t sure if her invitation was for me to drink her drinks at her apartment or if I was supposed to bring my own. I turned back and bought three single cans of Tecate at the bodega, then opened one on the sidewalk and had that as I retraced my steps.


A few weeks before, I’d turned twenty-three and realized I could hold every good memory I had in one hand. I lived alone in my dead grandmother’s empty house. My mom was dead; my sister too. I didn’t need originality; I just needed to be alive. So I messaged a boy named Tyson on Craigslist who had space to rent in a four-bedroom in the East Village, gave my two weeks’ notice, emptied my grandmother’s house of all the dusty, useless things she’d left behind, and took bright bouquets of grocery-store flowers to the graveyard where everyone I’d ever loved now lived. And then I packed my car and drove away from the town that clung to me with every single tentacle of its octopus body.


Jen and I had grown up together in Awnor and still loosely referred to each other as friends. We were from the same patch of nowhere land, a negative space she’d shed four years earlier and that I’d only just escaped. She was someone who’d known me well enough to attend my mother’s funeral when we were fifth-graders, and my sister’s when we were old enough to truly understand what death meant. But she’d vanished from my life when she’d gone away to college. Still, she was the only living person I knew in the city, so when I’d packed my car and pointed north a few days prior, she was the only one I told. We hadn’t spoken for some years, but she responded to my message with lots of exclamation points and invited me to “pre-drink drinks” at her apartment. I hadn’t met my roommates yet or put sheets on my bed, and most of my clothes were still in trash bags on the floor of my tiny room, but I was eager for my new life to begin.


When I got to Jen’s building, I stared at the silver box on the wall. There was a button next to her unit, 7C, but I wasn’t sure if the correct etiquette was to buzz her or text her. I pressed the button, but nothing happened. Then I heard a loud metallic sound and Jen’s voice, distorted and robotic, yelled through the speaker: “Come up!”


I opened the heavy glass door. A doorman sat at the desk.


“Good evening,” he said as I entered the building. A gush of AC made the loose strands around my face blow straight down.


“Oh. Hello. I’m Alison.”


“Hello, Alison.” He wore a uniform that included a cap perched like a bird on top of his head. It was silent for a moment and I felt awkward, like maybe I wasn’t supposed to introduce myself.


“Seven C,” I said. “That’s where I’m going.”


“Elevators are right around the corner,” he said.


I could hear the hum of a party from inside Jen’s apartment when I stepped off the elevator. It sounded warm and busy. Fun—that’s what it sounded like. I almost forgot I would know exactly one person at this party, or pre-drink drinks, or whatever it was. I knocked on the door.


“Alison!” Jen shrieked as I stepped inside. She was tiny, a piping plover, light brown hair streaked with expensive-looking highlights that were new since the last time I’d seen her. She threw her arms around my neck. “Oh my god, I am so-fucking-happy to see you. It has been so long. So, so long!” She sounded like when we were teenagers and she’d tried tequila for the first time.


“Oh my god,” she said again before I’d had time to reply. “You did not have to bring beer! We have plenty of stuff. You’re so cute! And tan! How was the move?”


I smiled. I had almost forgotten about Jen’s boundless, relentless happiness. I’d seen her truly upset only once, sobbing in the girls’ bathroom in high school after she made a D on a math test. Even that was just for a moment before she returned to herself, tied tight again in a perfect pink bow.


The first time I ever went shopping in Belk, the only department store in Awnor, was the day before my mom’s funeral. My ears felt like they were full of cotton. Everything was a dull roar. But neither my sister nor I had black tights or coats, and it was January, and dead people are typically buried outside, so our grandmother took us shopping. I was in the dressing room behind a red curtain staring at my reflection in the mirror, realizing I looked nothing like my mom, when Jen poked her head through the curtain. Her face was like a pale, full moon. We were in the same homeroom, although we weren’t really friends yet. She walked straight into the curtained-off room and said she’d run into my sister in the shoe section. Then she sat on the bench in the corner of the tiny room and started talking about coats and shoes, her favorite brands of clothing, did I know Trevor tried to touch Beth’s boobs after the fifth-grade dance, could I believe that, and she’d never really stopped talking at me until she went away to college.


“Hi, Jen,” I said. “It’s good to see you.”


She released me from her tight squeeze. “Let’s get you something to drink!” she said, her voice bright.


I followed her through the enormous kitchen and past a flight of stairs to a large room of chatting, perfectly dressed humans.


“Mark!” Jen said. “Meet Ali!”


Mark was Jen’s boyfriend. We’d never met but I’d seen photos of him on social media. He was shorter than I’d anticipated.


“Yo,” he said. “How was your move?”


“Good, thanks.” I shifted my weight to my other leg. “It still feels kind of surreal to be here.”


“Right on,” Mark replied.


“Mark, take Al to get a drink. I’ve got to run upstairs to check on Lauren, my roommate,” she told me. “I think she did coke.”


I smiled weakly at Mark’s back as he pushed through the crush of bodies in the living room. I couldn’t believe Jen lived in an apartment with two floors.


There was a bar cart in the corner with a silver ice bucket engraved with the words Gramercy Hotel. Mark put ice in a red plastic cup and said, “Gin and tonic?”


“Please,” I said.


“Yo! Noah!” Mark said, looking past me. He gave someone a bro-y high five over my head as I turned to introduce myself, and I found my face pressed into a guy’s chest.


“Noah, Ali,” Mark said.


“You must be Jen’s friend. The new girl,” Noah said. He smelled like salt and damp soil or something fresh. He was much taller than me and reached down, gave me a side hug as he said hello. I flinched, then wrapped an arm around his back. My stomach flipped. I wasn’t used to people touching each other as a form of hello. I realized I was still standing very close to him, and I took a step back. I wasn’t sure if I liked the way he said new girl, but I did like the way he’d entered the room, as if we’d been waiting for him. I liked the way he smelled. I cleared my throat.


“Noah and I went to college together,” Mark said. “Now we work at the same hedge fund.”


“Oh,” I said. “That’s nice.”


They both smiled in a forced way, the kind of smiles that follow a silence where words should have been.


“Is that for me?” I asked, pointing at the red cup in Mark’s hand. The beer I’d chugged on the sidewalk, or maybe Noah, the strange, almost primal reaction I was having to him, had made me feel a little bold.


“Oh, shit, yeah. Sorry.”


I took the cup from his hand.


“It was nice to meet you,” I said to Noah. “I’m going to go find Jen. Lauren did cocaine.”


“Nice to meet you, Alison,” Noah said. He had half a smirk on his face. I didn’t want to leave him, oddly, but didn’t want to stay close either. I set off in search of Jen, the word crush like a Greek chorus in my head as I walked away. I hadn’t had a silly crush in such a long time, the kind that was based on things like the length of a boy’s eyelashes and the way he said the word hi. Was this what it was like? Maybe. I felt a little thrill at the potential of a crush, of being at its precipice.


Jen was in the kitchen, bent over the counter. For a second I thought she was snorting something, but when I got closer, I saw that she was cutting limes into half-moons.


“I don’t actually know why I’m doing this,” she said. “I didn’t even know we had limes.”


“Oh, okay,” I replied. “Um, how are things? With you? Mark seems nice.”


“He’s so great.” Jen’s eyes looked flat. She was still cutting, wielding the knife in a surprisingly deft fashion. I watched her divide the last lime into six clean wedges. She put the knife down and looked at me like she had something important to say. She opened her mouth, then closed it again.


“Do you want to borrow something to wear?” she asked finally.


Instead of feeling offended, I nodded and followed her through the crowd in the living room, up the magical, impossible stairs, to her bedroom. It was white in a bleached-teeth way: white walls, white bed frame, a white marble desk. I felt the distinct tickle of central air on the back of my neck as I slipped off my shirt. Jen’s closet had white slatted accordion doors. She opened it and pulled a blouse from a hanger. I slipped it on and, of course, it felt as if a tide pool were a piece of fabric. I was sure it cost more than my rent, but I was surprised to find that I didn’t care if Jen had so much compared to my single room and anonymous roommates.


“How are you?” Jen asked. Her voice was level and serious. We hadn’t had a falling-out or anything, but after my sister died, we’d drifted apart. I’d barely noticed until Jen was gone, off to college, and I realized my last text from her was months old. I was surprised she’d asked. Jen was historically not one for deep conversations.


“I miss her,” I said. Her meant so many people.


“Of course,” Jen said.


“This is beautiful,” I said, gesturing to the blouse. “Thank you.”


“Okay, yeah. We should probably go, right?” Jen asked. I felt both disappointed and relieved that she’d let me change the subject.


“I mean, it’s only eleven, but there will be a line at Ray’s.” She squinted at her phone. “Yeah, let’s definitely go. Mark!” she called. There was no way he could have heard her through the closed door and down the stairs, not to mention over the din of bodies pressed against each other outside her white room, humming, a low roar. But almost instantly, he opened the door.


“Ready?” he asked. We followed him through the throngs of bodies in Jen’s living room and out of the building.


“How’s the city so far?” Noah asked me as we stepped into the murky air. It was newly strange, summer in a city. It felt different to be so hot and so far from the wide-open ocean, although we were standing on an island, technically.


“I’m not sure yet. Today is my first full day,” I said.


“Do you live around here?”


“Yeah, a few blocks away,” I said. “Where do you live?” I asked. I could feel the heat of a blush licking at the tips of my ears, flushed beneath his attention. And then I felt embarrassed at the embarrassment pinking my face.


“Midtown. We city-biked here.”


“Right,” I said, pretending like I knew what he meant by city-biked. “Hey, Jen,” I called out. Noah and I were walking in a pair a few yards behind Jen and Mark, who were drinking out of matching pale pink coffee cups with giant handles. Three girls who looked like models were walking a few yards behind us, and I found it very strange that nobody had introduced themselves yet. I felt like the rule was that the person who was outnumbered didn’t have to initiate the introductions, but maybe I didn’t know anything at all.


“What’s up?” Jen tossed over her shoulder.


“Who’s Ray?” I asked. She laughed and pointed toward the end of the block at a building that was painted purple with the word RAISE in a neon-lit sign above the dark-tinted doors. I had misunderstood. I was strangely disappointed to still be so close to my apartment.


We joined the back of the line. Jen leaned against a metal gate protecting a storefront.


“Oh my god,” she said suddenly, startling me. “I totally forgot! Al, this is Noah. Noah, this is my friend from home I was telling you about! And she’s a freaking Gemini!”


“We met,” Noah said. I felt my cheeks pink all over again.


Jen smiled and shook her head, pleased, as if she could tell the future and knew something we didn’t.


“I knew it,” she said. “I knew you two would like each other.”


When I looked up again, Noah was taking out his ID to show to a bouncer in white go-go boots and a purple shirt that matched the walls of the building.


“Coming?” Noah asked. I removed my Georgia driver’s license, bendier and brighter than his piece of plastic issued by New York, from my wallet. The bouncer took what felt like hours to find the birth date.


“Bottom right,” I finally said, and he nodded and handed it back to me. I ducked into a dark room that was lit by disco balls dripping from the ceilings, stacked on the bar, attached to the walls. I couldn’t see Jen or her friends and stood still, scanning the room for a familiar face. I felt an arm wrap around my shoulders, and every inch of my body went hummmm and I was hip to hip with Noah.


“We thought we lost you,” he said.


“I knew it!” Jen said again, behind him.
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I danced like a fish out of water flailing its hopeful body. A tall girl named Victoria said: “Shots!” Mark said: “Does anyone have Adderall?” A Prince song played and another girl, also named Victoria, sang, “‘If I came back as a dolphin, would you listen to me then?’” She had a stunning voice, raspy and clear at the same time. I wanted to be exactly like her, sexy and in my skin and so, so pretty.


It was a painted-purple club with a waterbed instead of bar stools, so of course Noah and I danced closer and closer. It was an uninspired mix of music, but we were not deterred, the breath from his lips hot against my neck until I was ready to dissolve.


“Be right back,” Noah said, motioning to the bar. I nodded and backed away from the dance floor, leaned against the wood-paneled wall. I was feeling a little lightheaded and then, suddenly, very bad. Tequila-Adderall-tequila-bad. I hurtled away from the wall and toward the exit, flung open the glass door, vaulted outside, and threw up into a trash can. The air felt warm and damp, and I was empty. I could still almost feel the bass in my ears and breath on my neck, and I laughed, delirious, into the velvet night air. I pulled Jen’s one-shouldered blouse away from my body with my fingertips and shook it to create a personal breeze. It looked like something a Greek goddess would wear, but black.


The line to get into the club was now wrapped around the block. I felt bold in my goddess shirt and walked to the front of the line, up to the bouncer in the shiny white go-go boots who’d checked our IDs a few hours ago.


“Hi,” I said.


“No,” he replied.


I shrugged. “Fine. I like your boots.”


“Still no, princess. Go home.”


I checked my phone. It was dead, which seemed like a sign. I walked two blocks in the wrong direction, then turned around and walked back. I found the dry cleaner’s and the scaffolding with HOMESICK graffitied on it in electric-yellow paint, my new north stars. The streets were quiet. I wondered if anyone would notice that I’d left without warning, disappeared from the purple-painted club like water on a summer-hot sidewalk. I reached out my hand, let my fingers brush the metal grate of the closed laundromat as I passed. I tried to remember the last time someone had worried about me. I couldn’t.
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I woke up sweaty, still wearing the blouse I’d borrowed from Jen the night before. The mattress was wedged between the room’s one window and the wall, like spinach stuck between two jagged teeth. For a moment, I couldn’t remember where I was. The narrow room looked alien, then came into focus: East Village. Avenue D. Apartment 2B. A room that used to be a hallway with a window onto the fire escape. My new home.


My head felt like it was full of wadded-up tissues and shards of glass, and I could smell tequila emanating from my pores. I felt my cheeks burn. I was a bit embarrassed about disappearing the night before until I thought about Noah’s breath on my neck and curled my toes. I wanted to lie there all morning and watch the hot sun move across the room, but I had a job interview and I really did need a job.


In my old town, I had been the manager of a very small bookstore–slash–coffee shop. My boss’s husband had grown up in New Jersey and knew a guy who knew a guy who managed a restaurant in the West Village. The guy’s name was Brandon, and he’d agreed to interview me for a job at three p.m. my first Wednesday in the city—which was, unfortunately, today.


All of my clothes were still in trash bags on my floor, and every article of clothing I owned now seemed deeply uncool. Sunlight poured in through the window yawning over my bed and my room felt unfairly hot. The heat, the smell of my grandmother’s house still clinging to my clothes, all of it made my head pound. Even the plastic of the trash bags felt warm against my skin as I stuck my arms inside, scrounging around for something to wear. My instinct was black jeans and a black top but all black seemed to scream, I just moved here! I’ve read too many magazines about what people wear in New York! I tried on a skirt and a sweater, but this combination looked like something a teenager would wear to prep school. One of my roommates was talking on the phone while she heated something up in the microwave, and I wished so badly that I was the kind of person who could throw open my door and make a quick friend, ask to borrow a dress or pants or an opinion.


I was not that person. I was surrounded by bags full of items that had seemed essential back home but felt dorky and dated now. My bed didn’t have sheets yet. I had three roommates and nobody to ask, Does this make me look hot but capable?


Try the black pants with the split hem, I imagined my sister telling me. And that blue silky top. It looks good with your eyes.


My sister was dead. She’d died when she was sixteen and I was seventeen. People called us Irish twins until they called us nothing at all. She drowned in the ocean under a tilted black sky and I became nothing. I couldn’t help it—I still wished her back into the room, able to tell me what to wear.


I put on the blue shirt and black pants, put my wallet in a bag that had belonged to her, a sequined Coach purse she’d found at Goodwill when she was in eighth grade. It shimmered in the sun like good luck, and I crossed my fingers. My bank account, after the night before, had dipped into the low triple digits, and I still hadn’t bought things like a subway card or milk.
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The restaurant was a twenty-minute walk from my apartment, all the way down St. Marks until it turned into Eighth Street. I’d worked in restaurants before, always as a host. It wasn’t hostess anymore, because of feminism, my last manager had told me. I missed the beautiful hiss of the ess, but I wasn’t sure if that made me a bad person. My first job was at a sports bar where they called us “sauce girls.” There were no feminists managing that particular institution, nor the fancy steak house where I worked during summers, the busy season in Awnor. So when a bookstore with a coffee shop opened in a strip mall near the highway, a minor miracle in our small town, I’d migrated there.


I loved that bookstore. The tips were okay, and I liked the other kids who worked there, Kate and Dillon, especially Dillon. I had an anxious, desperate crush on him. He listened to music I hadn’t heard of and read books by people none of my teachers talked about, and he didn’t play sports like most of the guys I went to high school with.


He had a girlfriend, of course. Her name was Lillian, and she was from two towns over. Her family lived in a house on the beach that looked like the vacation homes that were usually vacant, owned by people who mostly lived elsewhere. Her lips were a perfect bow, and the first time she came in the store to visit Dillon, my crush on him evaporated like hot milk and landed on her. She was unselfconscious, had long dark hair that was so shiny, it looked like it had another dimension. I wanted to drown in that hair like it was a spring tide, its water moving fast and deep, or rip it off and staple it to my scalp. She was sea foam collecting in every corner of my body. She was otherworldly, especially in a place so barren. It was the first time I’d had such a physical reaction to another person. I spent hours scrolling through her social media. I wanted to soak myself in her and emerge a bit closer to the kind of person she was. Ever since, desire and identity had felt confusing. I wasn’t sure what I wanted more: for Lillian to put her mouth on the softest parts of my body or for Lillian to vacate her pretty life and let me have it.


My sister was still alive when I worked at the sports bar but not when I worked at the bookstore. It was strange that she didn’t know about Dillon or his tulip tattoo or his beautiful girlfriend or how it felt when Kate and Dillon and his beautiful girlfriend and Jen all went off to college and I stayed at the bookstore, sold iced coffees and cheap thrillers to tourists, and lived in our grandmother’s empty, dark house.
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I looked at my watch. I’d walked too fast and was early for the interview, so I turned left to walk down Fifth Avenue until it ended at Washington Square Park. The park smelled like city garbage (banana peels, dead things, stale coffee), which was different from the tang of Awnor (dirt, dust, the tide changing). The fountain in the middle of the park was turned off; boys without shirts, lines of sweat pointing toward navels, zigzagged in and out of the concrete basin on their skateboards as people stood around the arch in clumps, taking photos of themselves.


I pulled my phone out of my bag and looked at my messages: nothing. Nobody had noticed that I’d left early the night before. I tried not to feel disappointed. It was probably for the best; I had a sense that Noah was a seabird and I was a washed-up fish—something he’d eventually swallow whole. I sat on a bench, my legs sweaty against the wooden slats, and rolled my shoulders back, trying to find some height, as a man with a pierced nipple skated a figure eight around me. I typed out a Hi to Jen, hovered my thumb over the blue button for a moment before pressing Send. A group of girls who looked a year or two younger than me, probably college students, all laughed loudly at something. I tried not to stare at them, their separate laughs all threaded into one.


My phone read 2:56. I put it back into my bag and retraced my steps back up Fifth Avenue toward twinkle lights strung from a building over an outdoor patio. A server in a crisp white oxford walked down the three marble stairs at the front of the building with plates balanced along each arm, and the patrons sat quietly, wearing expensive-looking sunglasses, with newspapers or iPads in their hands. I walked quickly past the woman at the host stand, peculiarly positioned outside, not wanting to introduce myself before I knew whether or not the job was mine. It felt like bad luck. The name on the front of the building read THE JUNE, in all capital letters. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and walked inside.


The restaurant was located in a hotel; it was not entirely its own entity. The lobby looked like a page ripped out of a coffee-table book, all perfectly mismatched rugs and deep couches. Armchairs were covered in velvet and the built-in bookshelves were stacked with titles like Whitney Biennial, Yves Saint Laurent Archives. I felt young and very new. I walked to the front desk.


“Hi,” I said. “I’m here for an interview?”


The concierge had a face like a ’90s model. He was all angles, sharp cheekbones, and eyes so dark they looked liquid.


“For…”


“The restaurant?”


“Dining is back through the lobby. Go left through the bar.”


“Thanks so much!” I said in my best and brightest customer-service voice.


“You’re welcome so much!” he replied, mocking my false tone.


The bar was old-school elegance, red vinyl booths and smoky mirrors showing cloudy reflections, and the dining room behind it was spacious and bright in comparison. A marble host stand stood sentry at the entrance, and I tried not to be intimidated that the restaurant was seemingly busy enough to require two host stands, one outside and one in. The marble one in front of me was so large that I almost didn’t notice the woman about my age standing behind it, scribbling on a white pad of paper. She wore a green top with a lacy collar and reminded me of someone I knew or maybe someone famous, but I couldn’t think of who.


“Hi. I’m here for an interview,” I said again. “Are you the manager?”


“Aren’t you adorable,” the girl said, pen still to paper. There were rings on all her fingers except her thumbs. They glittered like Popsicles just pulled from a freezer. It was not a question.


“Um. Can you tell me where to find him?”


She finally stopped scribbling on her pad and looked at me as if she were appraising a car. She hadn’t been writing, I realized, but doodling. An intricate vase full of flowers was scratched on the notepad in blue ink. It was actually quite pretty.


“I’ll buzz Brandon,” she said finally. She put down her pen and picked up the receiver of the phone on the host stand. The phone was mint green and shaped like a retro rotary phone but it had a normal keypad on it. She punched a few buttons, then hung up.


“You can sit,” she said, gesturing with a hand in the direction of the dining room.


The room behind her glowed in the afternoon sun slanting in from a skylight. Plants tendriled from the ceiling, dripping toward a floor tiled in blue and white ceramic.


“At a table,” she prompted. I was still standing in front of her, trying to choose which of the chairs to sit in. She smiled at me and I felt a sudden dizzying rush, like maybe this was it, this was my life actually changing, probably forever.


“Thanks,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”


“Mm-hmm,” she replied. She looked like she might laugh or say something else, but then she picked up her pen and went back to her drawing.


I sat at a marble-topped table in the corner. The red leather of the booth was worn, which made me feel a little better about the glamour of the whole thing. I tried not to stare at the girl still sketching at the marble host stand. Her dark hair was gathered into a ponytail that hung down her back. I wanted to tug on the end of it with my fingers, but my fingers didn’t sparkle like freezer-burned Popsicles and I was not beautiful. I had freckles in the summer and a slightly upturned nose and my hair always looked like it had been slept on no matter what I did to it. I was, unfortunately, adorable.


“Alison,” a tall man with a shiny bald head said as he walked toward me, interrupting my reverie. This was Brandon, I assumed. His forearms were covered in black ink. He was dressed in kitchen whites, although he was the general manager and not a chef.


“Nice to meet you,” I said. “Thank you so much for meeting with me.” I was already repeating myself. The immaculate but empty restaurant was warm. I felt like the air was on the verge of suffocating me.


“Mmm. Decent résumé,” he said, looking at the paper I’d placed on the table. “And Steve said you were a hard worker. Not that a bookstore is anything like this,” he said, using his chin to draw a half circle in the air.


I nodded.


“We’re in a hotel, so we get lots of people from all over the place—Europeans, the occasional celebrity, though not as much lately—and we’re near the park, so we also get oddballs wandering in to ask for money from guests or whatever. So we need someone who’s comfortable in those situations. Kitchen usually closes at eleven. Host stays until midnight. Okay?”


“Okay,” I repeated. Was he giving me the job?


“We usually don’t hire people who haven’t worked in the industry in the city before.” He paused and looked at me straight on for the first time, like he was trying to read something in the top layer of my skin.


“I can only offer you the host job. No tips,” he said. My stomach leaped.


“That’s fine. I like front of house and I’m…” I stopped. “That’s fine. I would love to work here.”


“Okay. Good. We need a host who will actually stay a host and not leave in three weeks because the money is better as a server. It’s twenty-five an hour, but, like I said, no tips.”


I could feel my ears go hot. Twenty-five dollars an hour. That was almost twice as much as I’d made back home.


“I can give you four shifts a week right now, but the specific days will vary based on the week,” he said.


“Thank you so much,” I said.


“Can you start this Sunday? Mai will be here and she can train you. You probably saw her outside. Red hair.”


“Sure.” I bit the insides of my cheeks to prevent my mouth from widening into a grin.


“All right. We’ll see you on Sunday, eight a.m. Dress code for hosts is black. No sneakers. Heels if you have them.”


“Thank you so much,” I said again, then stood up and shook his hand and walked as fast as I could back through the restaurant, the bar, the lobby, the front door, before he could change his mind. I walked so fast that the girl with the glittering fingers blurred by me. I didn’t slow down enough to know whether she lifted her chin in farewell as I walked past her. The same patrons were still seated at the same tables, the server balancing coffee and tea on delicate white saucers like a scene from a French film I hadn’t watched yet. I smiled wildly at the woman standing at the host stand outside, then pointed myself toward home. It had taken all of fifteen minutes and I was employed.


On my phone was a reply from Jen: HI guess what Noah keeps asking about you! I just gave him your number. Want to come to a house party with us this Fri in Bushwick?


My stomach did a little dip in a way that felt like Oh my god. Noah sounded like the name of a boat or a character in a movie or a boy from a small, liberal city who studied political science at a good college. My head still ached and sweat collected on the backs of my legs as I stood at the corner, waiting for the light to change, typing: sounds good i’ll be there.
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I walked up the apartment building’s steep stairs, my phone like a good-luck charm in my sister’s bright blue bag. I unlocked the door, and inside, it was empty. The balloon of excitement, high and tight in my chest, deflated. The apartment felt small and humid and I was frustrated; here I was, trying on a new life, and still, emptiness.


Emptiness was a disease in my family. My dad ran from it before my sister was born. He went to Nashville, my grandmother told us when we were girls, because… She’d never once finished that sentence. I always wondered how it might end. My mother tried to fill it up with smoke and sharp liquor until her body was too sick to fight it anymore. And my sister—she walked into the ocean and never came out.


I was seventeen and she was sixteen. I was working at the sports bar, partly so I could help our grandmother out with the bills, partly so I had somewhere to be besides our dark, quiet house. It was summer, our favorite time of the year, and instead of spending it with my sister, I was working, at the cove with friends, or asleep. I didn’t notice that my sister was spending so much time at home, alone and quiet, until our grandmother asked if I would take her with me to do something fun.


“She’s barely left her room since school let out,” our grandmother whispered to me in the kitchen. “All she does is go to work, come home.”


I assumed she was just tired. She had a job babysitting two boys, which sounded exhausting. That was the lie I told myself so I didn’t have to ask her if everything was okay, admit that I was tired of missing out on the things all the other girls did, the girls who didn’t have to spend so much of their time taking care of their younger sisters and grandmothers. My sister and I were so close in age, I was just barely the oldest, but I knew when the property taxes on my grandmother’s house were due and I’d learned how to cook when her arthritis got bad. I paid the utility bill. I helped with my sister’s homework, made sure she signed up for soccer in the spring. But now it was summer, and I wanted to drink beer on Jen’s dad’s boat and not care so much.


One night in July, I got back late from work and my sister wasn’t in her twin bed in the room we shared. The bed was made up neatly, which was strange, but I was so tired that I could feel it in my eyelids. There was a big party on the beach that night, one I was annoyed I’d missed because the girl who was supposed to work the late shift had never shown up. I’d assumed my sister was there, by the ocean. I was right.


Nobody could say for sure what happened, if she went swimming on a dare or was drunk and stumbled into the water by mistake. My grandmother insisted it was a horrible accident. Nobody said what I knew, which was that she was so lonely that her fingertips felt numb. That I hadn’t protected my sister from the current of emptiness, and its dark tendrils had wrapped around her ankles and pulled her away from me.


Since then, the long, hot days of summer had felt oppressive. The endless hours of daylight felt like a sick joke each year, but then again, she always felt closest in the summer. I stared at my ceiling and tried to will her back. It was a game I’d started playing years ago: If I closed my eyes and heard a bird chirp three times, my mom would come back. If I pinched the skin behind my knee as hard as I could for eighteen seconds, my sister would never have walked into the sea.


It had been a big deal when our mother died. We were moved to a new house to live with our grandmother, ushered hurriedly into our new life after our mom’s death. She was so beautiful, so young, everyone said at her funeral. She was amazing at math and she drank so much. Jen’s dad was the manager of the bank where she’d worked; they’d found bottles in drawers and toilet tanks after, bottles that had belonged to her, Jen whispered to me one night in high school when I slept over at her house.


When she died, people rushed in to fill the void. Our teachers were gentle with us; our friends’ parents made sure we were invited to spend the night. But when my sister died, it was a loss that was all my own, and I was stunned by the unrelenting sting of it. Days went by, weeks, months, and years, and still, her absence was a sharp grain of grief that wouldn’t dissolve. And I missed her just as badly in New York as I had in Awnor.
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The next morning, I woke up with the hot sun and nothing to do. I didn’t have my first shift at the restaurant until Sunday, didn’t have the party in Bushwick until Friday, and already, I felt the ragged threads of me unraveling. I was a kid on summer break, friendless. I wanted to hold my breath underwater in a warm blue pool. I wanted to hide and wait for someone to find me. I wanted to watch lightning splinter the sky. I’d told myself before I left Awnor that I would become someone different, I would write and read and meet new people and look at art and do whatever it is people did when they had dreams and friends and apartments in big cities. But without anything to reel my time around, I felt adrift.


I got up and put on running clothes—black track shorts and a white T-shirt with yellowed pits—but when I reached the sidewalk, I felt too self-conscious to jog around all of the bright busy people walking to their jobs, so I bought coffee at a bodega and returned to sit on my fire escape with my book. When I heard something scrabbling and looked up to see a rat running up the metal laddered stairs, I went back inside and sat on my bed. I wondered if I hated New York. I listened hard for signs of life from my roommates but heard nothing. The sun didn’t set until almost nine, and as the sky turned purple, I realized I hadn’t spoken since ordering my coffee at the bodega the entire day. Not even a single I’m fine, and you?


“Hi,” I said to my empty room. My voice sounded dry, and my stomach gurgled. I hadn’t brushed my teeth or eaten. A coil of self-loathing moved like a wave inside me.


Once the sky got completely dark, I slid on my rubber flip-flops, brushed my teeth, and walked to the nearest grocery store. It felt good to leave the apartment. Good but not great. There were too many beautiful people on the sidewalk. It was almost a relief to walk into the fluorescent glare of the supermarket.


In the very front, there was a heated metal rack with plastic bags of rotisserie chickens sitting in their juices, orange stickers reading $4.99. I picked one up, paid, and walked home, where I sat on my floor and tore at the meat with my fingers. I ate one of the drumsticks. I ate the tiny wings. I ate until I found the wishbone. I had nobody to snap it in half with, so I made a wish with my left hand and a wish with my right hand and pulled the bone apart. It made a wet snap. My wishes weren’t identical but they had the same gist. Please, please, please let this not have been a huge mistake.


I was nervous about having three roommates in a tiny apartment after living by myself for so long, but I still hadn’t met any of them besides Marcus, who’d unlocked the door for me on the first day. He had a tiny black cherry tattooed on his cheekbone and didn’t specify which of the three keys he handed me unlocked which of the three dead bolts on the front door, our front door. It was so strange that we shared a door and I didn’t know his last name.


I’d thought I’d known loneliness living by myself in my dead grandmother’s house, but this was almost worse, knowing there were three other beating hearts smiling and brushing their teeth and falling asleep under the same roof as me. It was eerie to see the coffee maker turned on or a wet towel hanging in the bathroom, a ghostly kind of intimacy.
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The night of the party, I willed myself into a less horrible mood. I unpacked my clothes from the trash bags, hung them on a metal wardrobe rack I’d rescued from outside someone’s stoop. I’d moved to the city to be something other than alone, and now I was going to a party. It was a Friday and I had a bedroom of my own and a job at a restaurant where celebrities sometimes maybe ate and I was fine. I would be fine.


I got to the address Jen had texted, a nondescript concrete block on Bushwick Avenue. The front door was propped open, and a piece of notebook paper was taped to it with Hey, neighbors, party in 301! Stop by! scribbled on it in blue pen, a smiley face drawn beneath. I walked up the stairs and heard house music spilling from an open door. There were red string lights flashing from the ceiling and bodies everywhere moving up and down in waves, undulating to the music. I walked in, did a lap around the room, and got squished between the fridge in the kitchen and a very tall guy with a silver cross dangling from his left ear.


“Excuse me!” I yelled, but he didn’t hear me. I pulled out my phone to see if Jen had texted again with any details about where exactly they were. She had not. I hoped they hadn’t left already. I opened my Notes app and pretended to type something important. Just then, a hand wrapped around my wrist and pulled me away from the fridge. I looked up and it was him, Noah, with eyelashes that were so dark and long they looked fake.


“Thank god!” I yelled over the music. “I thought maybe I was at the wrong party.”


“Unfortunately not!” Noah yelled back, pulling me onto the dance floor. Jen squealed when she saw me and handed me her drink.


“I thought you weren’t coming!” she said. “Have mine! I need to pee!”


I took a sip. It was tequila and Sprite, a not-bad combination. Noah grabbed my hand and twirled me around, a dance maneuver that did not match the staticky, electronic music but made my cheeks get hot in a way that felt good. I knew almost exactly nothing about this person except that he was beautiful, tall, and slender like a ballerina, with arms that felt strong around mine as we danced. His dark hair looked purposely shaggy and the hoop through his nose seemed to point directly toward his full lips, red like they’d just been bitten.


His hand was on my waist and he bent toward me. He said something I couldn’t hear but I smiled and did a little fake laugh as if I could, and then he put his thumb on my bottom lip and slid it slowly between my teeth. Every cell in my body felt like it had turned into a dolphin, a diamond, a dark and endless sky. Then he said, as if it were the most certain thing in the world, “Let’s go.”


“Wait,” I said as he led me toward the exit, our sweaty fingers interlaced. “I should tell Jen bye.” It felt like everything was happening slow and fast at the same time. Hadn’t I just crossed the Williamsburg Bridge, dragged trash bags full of clothes up my dirty apartment stairs? Hadn’t I just donated the detritus of my grandmother’s house to Goodwill? I was just waking up from a long nap. I was still getting my bearings, walking off my sea legs.


“Jen left, like, five minutes after you got here,” he replied as he pushed through the door. Then we were on the sidewalk, the night air cool on my bare legs. I checked my phone, pretended like I had something to do. I felt very alone all of a sudden, knowing Jen had left already. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Noah had walked out of the party with conviction but now we were just standing in the middle of a busy sidewalk in Brooklyn.


“I’ve actually got to get going. I have to work tomorrow,” I said, a lie.


“Okay,” Noah said. He didn’t seem disappointed or surprised. I felt annoyed. I wanted to feel him wanting me. I wanted him to bat me between his paws.


“Did you call an Uber?” he asked.


I pretended to check my phone again. “Yeah,” I said. I didn’t know why I felt the need to lie. I couldn’t afford an Uber. I could barely afford the subway. “But it’s still, like, ten minutes away. You don’t have to wait.”


“I’ll wait.”


We leaned against the building, shoulders not touching. The empty space between our arms felt like a minus sign, and my stomach turned. I wondered how long he would stay before he realized my ride wasn’t coming. I pretended to check my phone again.


Noah turned his head toward me and I looked up at him. He had full lips and his eyes were so dark, they looked like ink or coffee with nothing in it. His stubble was a light shadow across his face, and I knew without touching it that it would feel abrasive, like dry sand. I was thinking the word abrasive when he bent down and kissed me. It wasn’t a nice kiss. It was hard, and I’d been right about the stubble. He bit the bottom of my lip, grabbed the back of my neck.


“Come home with me.” His eyes were an impossible shade darker.


“I have work,” I lied again, but I wanted to know what his lips would feel like everywhere else. I looked down and was surprised to find he was wearing loafers with his beat-up, perfect blue jeans. I could almost see my reflection in his shiny shoes.


“Come home with me,” he said again. I wondered if I could will myself into love, or something adjacent, with Noah, fall in with Jen’s rich and beautiful friends, attach myself to them, the easy way they seemed to glide through life, guided by a mechanism I didn’t understand but that could make my life easier, peopled: group texts, brunch plans, maybe even a job in an office. A life with less friction.


“Okay,” I said.


A car pulled up just then, the Uber he had ordered for himself. It was a black SUV. I realized then that he’d known the whole time that I hadn’t called a car, that I would kiss him back, that I would say okay. I resented that he was right but crawled into the car behind him, buckled my seat belt, rested my palm on the top of his thigh. My fingertips slid closer to his lap each time the car came to a bumpy halt or swerved around a biker. I could feel him tense and stiffen. I liked that I could do that, alter the shape of him.


It was such a long drive to Midtown, which was all skyscrapers and Starbucks. I was drunk, and we were still in the car, and I said, “You look like a bartender,” and he laughed. I said, “I miss my sister,” and he laughed at that too.


“Everyone misses someone,” he replied, and I didn’t correct him, didn’t say that my sister was no longer a someone but a gray headstone adorned with wilting grocery-store flowers, or maybe a fleck of sea glass on a long sandy beach.


Noah’s apartment was clean and spare. There was a painting on the wall that looked like horses running away from something, but I couldn’t tell for sure. It was all in red.


“Drink?” he asked.


I nodded. The last time I’d slept with someone was the summer before, almost a year ago. I tried to remember his name. He was visiting Awnor from somewhere out west, kept saying how he loved how slowly people talked, how he loved the warm ocean, didn’t even care that it was gray. Our town’s existence balanced on the wobbly axis of seasonal tourism, the benevolence of strangers. Almost every word he said made me hate him. He did not make me come and when I realized after I got home the next morning that I’d left an earring in his hotel room, I’d thrown its lonely remainder away. It was cheap anyway, a flimsy thing from a superstore.


Noah handed me something dark in a heavy glass. I started to say that I didn’t drink whiskey and then stopped. Instead I poured the whole thing down my throat in one awful gulp and grimaced.


“Easy,” he said, laughing.


“I hate whiskey,” I said. I was sitting on his kitchen counter. He kissed me, used his knee to part my legs, hungry. I was too. I took my shirt off and he did the same. I liked watching him follow me. I felt hot and liquid, although he had barely touched me anywhere but my lips.


He unbuckled his expensive-looking belt, unzipped his jeans, and rocked into me, then carried me to the long leather couch that sat in front of an enormous television. It was cool on my bare back. He wrapped a hand around my throat, loosely, and I said, “Tighter,” and he gasped, said, “Fuck,” and then it was that unfurling, sparks dripping from my toes, my body expanding everywhere and back into myself, and I heard my breath, and I bit his ear.


Afterward, I put my shorts and my T-shirt back on. I hadn’t taken my boots off.


“Sorry I put my shoes on your couch. And I actually do have to work tomorrow.”


I was surprised by how very suddenly I wanted to be in my own apartment, showered and alone. I did not want to sleep in his sheets or spend even one minute wondering when they’d last been washed, and the red painting of the maybe-horses fleeing was giving me a bad feeling.


“Whatever you say.” He shrugged. “Let’s do this again soon. I like you. You’re different,” he said, and I tried to smile, tried to ignore the feeling of wanting to roll my eyes. Different. What a meaningless thing to say.


“Sure, maybe. My Uber is here.”


“Right,” Noah said.


I checked my phone as I walked out into the cool night air. It was four in the morning. I felt a bit of wonder at being out so late in a big city, and then I felt stupid for feeling special. It would take an hour to walk home.


I got a slice of pepperoni at a place called, satisfyingly, Hot Pizza. I ate it while I walked. I’d wanted him, Noah. I’d wanted him; I’d gotten him. I was whatever I wanted to be now, every single thing. But had I wanted him or had I just wanted him to claw at me, scrape off the downy fuzz of my loneliness, remind me of my hot beating heart?


I texted Jen: what do you think about Noah?


She didn’t respond and a few blocks later, I typed I’m not sure about him, as if I hadn’t needed her to answer the question at all. I backspaced the letters without sending the message and took a deep breath in. Noah had a whole apartment to himself, something that seemed almost unfathomable to me. I tried to imagine myself in it. I didn’t like his whiskey or his cold leather couch. He had laughed at every joke I’d attempted, but hadn’t his laughter sounded kind of hollow? My head was thick with whiskey and sex and an unfamiliar place.
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I was sweat-sticky and annoyed when I finally turned down the block toward my apartment. As I rummaged through my bag for the clunky gold key to the front door that always seemed to get lost in my tangle of wallet, phone, keys, I saw something flash in the air. It was like a scrap of fog or a shadow, silver and hazy and floating near the door of my building, right above the buzzer. I got closer, my hand still in my bag, my legs moving like they belonged to a different body.


It looked like a ghost. A ghost in the shape of a fish.


I closed my eyes. It was late. I was kind of drunk still. But when I opened my eyes, the ghostly figure was still there, floating in the dark. I turned my head away, unlocked the front door. I was surprised to find that my fingers were trembling. A ribbon of adrenaline was unspooling in me. I could hear my blood roaring in my ears as I stopped in the doorway. I was afraid to turn back, to look again, to think about the impossibility of the thought that had just flashed through my head.


Why did the ghost fish floating in the air remind me so much of my sister?


It wasn’t real. Of course it wasn’t. My sister was dead, and fish didn’t float silver in the dark night air. It was the whiskey or the fact that it was nearing dawn and I needed, desperately, to sleep. Or maybe loneliness wasn’t growing on me but winding its bruised arms around my brain. I walked up the stairs and the boots I was wearing made my footsteps loud. It sounded like there were two or three of me echoing through the building.
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The apartment was as eerily silent as always. I moved as if I were in a library, showered without playing music from my phone like I used to back home, making my footsteps as quiet as I could. I lay on my bed, which I’d finally made up with too-big sheets from my grandmother’s house. The light was dark and blue. I closed my eyes but my brain felt buzzy, too full, confused, so I got up to get some water from the kitchen. There were no glasses in the apartment, something that had initially struck me as very artsy and was now just annoying, so I pulled down an empty washed-out pickle jar from the cabinet and filled it up from the tap. I took a sip and tried to will my racing heart to calm down.


“There you are.”


I dropped the pickle jar and it clattered into the metal basin of the sink, miraculously remaining intact. I turned toward the voice, a girl around my age with bleached-white hair that was almost silver in the dim light.


“Sorry!” The girl laughed. I tried to laugh with her but couldn’t quite manage it. “I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said. “I’m Greta.”


Her skin was bright white too, almost translucent. The door across the living room from mine was ajar and I could see the rosy glow of twinkle lights. I wondered if she was nocturnal. She looked a bit vampiric, in a pretty way.


I picked up the pickle jar from where I’d dropped it. My hands were still shaking. I turned back around to face her.


“Hi. I’m Alison.”


“I’m sorry we haven’t met yet,” Greta said. “Do you hate us? I hope you don’t hate us.”


“What? No,” I replied, feeling self-conscious.


“Good,” she said. “Marcus said he met you when you moved in. And he can just be… very Marcus. But we love him. And we all work weird hours. I didn’t want you to think we were avoiding you. We’re nice.”


“I didn’t think that,” I said. It had never occurred to me that they were purposely avoiding me. I almost wished that were the case, that I precipitated any kind of emotion or action in the people who lived under the same roof as me. Being something, causing something, even if it was bad, felt better than being totally forgotten. But I’d probably never be part of Greta’s we. When Greta said, We’re nice, she would never mean me. She would never say to someone, Alison can just be… very Alison. But we love her.


“Good. I’m sure we’ll all hang out sometime.” She smiled. “It really is nice to meet you.”


I stretched a smile across my face and refilled the jar with water. It was silent save for the sound of water from the tap drumming against the metal basin of the kitchen sink.


“Are you okay?” Greta asked.


I didn’t know how to tell her, this stranger I lived with, that I had just seen a ghost that was a fish that also bore an inexplicable but visceral resemblance to my dead sister. I didn’t know how to tell her that my sister was dead, as was my grandmother, as was my mother, that I was our family’s only remnant and it really sucked sometimes to be so alone. Also, did she happen to know someone named Noah, and was it a terrible idea for me to keep sleeping with him?


“Fine. Just tired.”


“Okay,” she said, making the word a whole sentence, as if she were on the verge of saying something else. I turned around.


“It’s nice to meet you. Good night,” I said. I walked into my bedroom and closed the door. I could already feel my eyes getting hot. Why had I done that? Why hadn’t I let Greta say whatever she’d been about to say, let it melt into a late-night chat? I could have told her everything and she could’ve told me I was in the right place, that I was home, wasn’t I.


When my sister died, the police came in the buttery light of the morning. They came with sirens off and lights on, the red and blue of their patrol cars bleeding weakly into the morning air. I was seventeen, I didn’t know anything, but I knew my sister was not in her bed and that when the police come with sirens off and lights on, something irreparable has happened. The yellow light and the blue light and the red light spilled through the curtainless windows over my sister’s empty bed and I imagined walking down our long dirt driveway to the highway and lying down on the uneven asphalt, waiting for a truck with eighteen wheels to flatten me into the ground. I knew that would hurt less than sirens off, lights on, men with guns at their hips and mouths puckered with pretend sympathy.


The knock at the door, the sound of dread. The slow shuffle of my grandmother’s bare feet. I squeezed my eyes shut so hard, a tear spilled out of my right eye, the eye closer to my sister’s bed. I got up, my body heavy and unreal, and turned down the hall. My grandmother was opening the screen door. Two men were speaking, words drifting toward me: Late last night, party, ocean, nobody knows, found her. Floating. The word floating felt like it had been flung across the room and down my throat, making me gag. I ran for the kitchen and threw up in the sink. I heard my grandmother say, “Thank you, Officers,” and I hated her for that. I turned on the tap in the sink, watched my bile spiral down the drain. Although our mother had died when we were young, I hadn’t spent much time considering the actual physical reality of death until that very moment. My hand did not look real. My sister would never use this sink again, never turn the tap on to fill up a glass of water. My sister no longer needed a glass of water. My sister no longer needed to borrow my favorite jeans. My sister. I threw up again. The tap was still running.


Once, my mother had taken my sister and me for an early-morning walk on the beach. As we crested the dunes, the sand orangey in the sunrise glow, we smelled something tangy and overripe. I felt the inside of my nose twitch. Hundreds of horseshoe crabs dotted the shore. They were eerily still, their spiny tails askew.


“Oh, how sad,” our mother said. “They’re dead.”


“What’s dead?” my sister asked.


“It means they’re gone,” my mom had said. Our shoes were in our hands and she drew a line in the cold wet sand with her toe. “Their bodies are here, but they’re nothing now.”


I turned the kitchen tap off. I listened to my grandmother cry in the next room. I would not be angry with her for saying thank you to the policemen who came to tell us the best person I knew was dead. I would go to my grandmother, put a warm hand on her thin back. I would read a poem at my sister’s funeral and graduate from high school. I would clock in to my shifts at work and do the grocery shopping. But I decided to be nothing. My body was here, like the horseshoe crabs on the beach, but if she couldn’t be anything, I would be nothing too.


Except now, I wasn’t nothing. I was in an apartment in a city. I was trying something new.


My room was usually dark as ink at night, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw something was different. A weak silvery glow leaked in through the window. I didn’t so much walk toward it as let myself be dragged by some weird emotion I couldn’t parse. Dread and hope. Fear and love.


Outside, above the fire escape, the ghost fish floated in the air. I opened the window for her to come in. She smelled like my sister, the subtle sweetness of cheap powdery deodorant and the dryer sheets our grandmother used. Her fins and tail floated behind her as if she were swimming through water, not the warm, still air of my bedroom. I shivered as she inspected my stack of books, then drifted toward my rack of clothes. The air in my room felt cool now, a chill from the night, the open window. I didn’t close it, I didn’t want to trap her, except of course I did. She stopped in front of the blue-sequined Coach bag hanging on the end of my silver clothing rack and turned toward me. I was not breathing. I was standing by the window, the pickle jar full of water in my hands. That jar, that water, my standing in the kitchen just a minute before, had happened in a different world.


She came close to me and I could feel one of her fins brush against my cheek. As she moved, her light became weaker. She floated in front of my face and stilled herself. We stared at each other, my sister-ghost-fish and I. She dimmed again in the black air, her light leaking away like death. A strangled sob moved through the room, disturbing the silence like a rock to a wave. It came from me. I felt my chest contract, preparing to crack as her light got dimmer. Her silver was now gray. Would I lose her again? I could feel grief in my ribs, in my lungs, all that nothing gasping inside me.


“Don’t go,” I said. I could feel my face getting wet and hot. I didn’t want to scare her, but a sharp want lunged through me. I needed her to stay.


Her fish eyes darted around the room. They landed on the jar in my hands, still full of cool water from the sink. She dived through the air toward it. When her ghostly form touched the water, her scales exploded into color: orange, like the sky furiously coming to life in the morning.


All at once, I was very aware that the ghost of my dead sister now existed in an apartment full of strangers. It seemed absolutely critical that nobody saw her, nobody laid eyes on her except me. I understood, the way one understands that the sun is yellow, that her existence now hinged on my ability to keep her safe from the world. She waved a fin in the air as her fish eyes blinked closed. I placed the jar carefully on the windowsill by my bed and sat next to her. I would not take my eyes away from her. She swam to the bottom of the jar and lay there. I knew she was sleeping. I could feel a stillness inside of me, the kind I hadn’t felt since before she’d drowned.


I studied each of her scales, slotted together like puzzle pieces. She was so bright. I could see her tiny fish body breathing in and out. Couldn’t I? My nose almost touched the glass of the jar and I tried to keep as still and quiet as I could. Once upon a time, my sister had hair so light it was almost the color of a blank piece of paper. Her skin flushed pink the moment the sun touched it. Now she was a fish asleep in a jar on a windowsill in a city her human body had never gotten to visit. I felt guilt like vomit in the back of my throat. I mouthed the words I’m sorry. I would wait until she woke up and I would never stop saying I’m sorry. I love you.








[image: ]











I woke up gasping like I’d swum underwater and stayed too long. I was still sitting upright, slumped against the wall, facing my sister. She was just as bright orange as the night before, and awake now, floating in the jar, her long, delicate fins waving back and forth.


“Can you hear me?” I asked. She bobbed up and down as if she were nodding yes. I was desperate to hear her voice. My hands clutched the windowsill, my skin was oily and unwashed, and up and down she bobbed, my sister-ghost-fish, my impossible wish. She opened her fish mouth and a bubble floated to the top of the pickle jar.


“It’s okay,” I replied. I didn’t know what else to say.


I had always believed in ghosts. I believed in ghosts, and in something after, and in not knowing. The day of sirens off, lights on, I’d believed in praying to god that my worst nightmare had not come true, and then I’d believed in wishing on every star that I’d survive my nightmare coming true. I believed in everything: in hoping and wishing and pleading. How could I not? And there was something real but also magic, or magic but also real, in my tiny room that still smelled of chicken and stale sweat. My eyes burned like I’d opened them in the brine of the ocean, but I hadn’t been swimming since before my sister had gone. And now she was here, I could see her sister-ghost-fish body through my salt-burned eyes. She was floating in the jar right in front of me, the color of a clementine. She was waving Hello, I’m back.


One of the therapists I’d seen after my sister died but before my grandmother did had told me to have difficult conversations while doing an activity of some kind, like walking. Something about eye contact and anxiety. So I asked my sister if she wanted to go for a walk. She bobbed up and down, something that I knew in my resurrected-sister brain meant yes.
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The streets were quieter than usual and the morning light made the city seem softer. I realized it was Saturday. I’d found the lid of the pickle jar, sticky, in a kitchen drawer. I scrubbed it clean, and in my room, I’d screwed the top on, wrapped a sweater around my sister in her jar, and placed her in a canvas tote bag from a grocery store that said thank you in three different fonts. I hung the bag from my shoulder. My hand rested gently on her jar through the fabric. I could feel its round glass shape through the sweater and I held her as still as I could.


“Where should we go?” I whispered, trying not to move my lips. I didn’t want passersby to think I was talking to myself. She didn’t answer. I walked toward the subway station on Essex. There was almost nobody on the sidewalk and the absence felt conspicuous. In front of a dark, mirrored storefront, I gently unwound the sweater from around my sister’s jar, lifted her from the tote bag, and held her up. I could see my reflection in the window, a normal-looking girl holding up a pickle jar, empty but for the water from the kitchen sink. I looked down at the jar in my hands, my sister swimming a graceful loop, then back up at the reflection: just me and the jar. I put her back in my bag, dug my fingernails into my palm until I felt a sting.
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“A pitch-perfect portrayal of the chaos and heartbreak of sisterhood.”
—MARIE-HELENE BERTINO, author of Beautyland
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