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To Mike.


For going first.











This is a work of fiction that mirrors


aspects of my own history with


disordered eating, dysmorphia, and


bulimia. For those struggling with body


image and food, this story might be


emotionally expensive for you. Please be


gentle with yourselves—sensitivity is a


superpower. And please know that there


is no such thing as a bad body. Truly.


Take up space, it is your birthright.


Love,


Mary












I could lie,


say I like it


like that.


—Billie Eilish









chapter 1


Depending on where I focus and how much pressure I apply to the back of my throat, I can just about blot him out. Him being Jeremy. Him who never shuts up. Him being my ex. He whose arm is clamped around the back of the café chair that belongs to another girl. She’s startlingly pretty, this one. Translucent and thin. Achingly so. She has shimmering lavender hair and wide-set, vacant eyes. Her name is Rae and when she offers her cold, large hand, I instinctively search her face for any hint of cosmetic surgery. Her lids, her lips, the tip of her nose. Her boots are Ann Demeulemeester, the ones with hundreds of yards of lace, and her ragged men’s jacket, Comme.


“I like your boots,” I tell her, needing her to know that I know, and immediately hating myself for it. I’m so intimidated I could choke. She smiles with such indulgent kindness I feel worse. She’s not at all threatened by me.


“I got them here,” she tells me in faultless English. I don’t ask her where there might be.


Jeremy says I’m obsessed with other women. He might be right. Then again, someone once described Jeremy’s energy to me as human cocaine, and they were definitely right.


“Mortifying.” He shudders, blotting his slick mouth with a black cloth napkin. Jeremy’s the only one eating a full-on meal here at Léon. A lunch of coq au vin. I draw in a deep breath of caramelized onion. All earthy, singed sugar.


“Can you imagine failing at New York so publicly that you have to ‘move home’?” He does twitchy little scare quotes around the last bit. He does this without acknowledging that for him, moving home would be a few stops upstate on Metro-North, to a town called Tuxedo. A fact he glosses over when he calls himself a native New Yorker.


I watch Rae, with a small scowl nestled above her nose, purposely apply a filter on her Instagram Story. It’s her empty espresso cup at an angle. I lean back in my wicker café chair and resume lurking her profile, which I can do in plain sight because I have a privacy shield.


It’s the typical, enigmatic hot-girl dross on her main feed, scones cut out onto a marble surface dusted with flour, her in a party dress in a field. A photo of her taking a photo in a mirror with a film camera.


In an image farther down, Rae is wearing a white blouse and a black cap and gown. Grinning. It’s a whole different energy. When I arrive at the caption, I close my eyes. I need a moment. I somehow sense the words before they fully register. She graduated from Oxford. It’s crushing that most of the caption is in Korean. She’s like me but so much better.


My will to live leeches out of my skin and disappears into the atmosphere. I should be in class. I once calculated it, and a Monday, Wednesday, Friday course costs forty-seven dollars, not counting rent. Counting rent in this city, it’s exactly one zillion.


“Yeah, hi.” Jeremy flags down a passing server. A curvy woman with a tight Afro turns to us, arms laden with a full tray of food. “Yeah, can you get me a clean glass of water?” He holds his smeared glass to the light.


“I can,” she says through her teeth, crinkling her eyes and nodding in a way that suggests she’s garroting him in her mind.


“That’s not our server,” I whisper when she leaves. As a restaurant kid, albeit a pan-Asian strip-mall operation that charges a quarter for to-go boxes, I cringe with my whole body. Jeremy shrugs.


I check myself out in the strip of antique mirror behind Rae’s and Jeremy’s heads. I swear my face is wider now than it was this morning. And the waistband of my mom jeans digs into my gut flesh, stanching circulation in my lower belly and thighs. I can feel my heartbeat in my camel-toe. It’s a dull pain. A solid distraction from this experience. I wonder if they were talking about me before I arrived.


I eye the communal french fries. Saliva pools in the back of my gums. Ketchup is my kryptonite. Especially swirled with ranch dressing, which I’ve trained myself to give up. The Raes of the world would never. Or they would and it would be quirky and wholesome.


Her leg is the circumference of my arm.


I smile at the room in a way I imagine would appear breezy yet bored in a film about heartbreak. I love this place. You’d never guess that a dumpy French restaurant from the seventies would be the new hotspot, but that’s the other thing Jeremy’s good for: knowing the migratory practices of various clout monsters. That and ignoring the tourists as he sweet-talks Oni the hostess into ushering us past the busy bar and into the seats in the way, way back.


Someday I’m going to eat a meal in a New York restaurant by myself without burning with shame.


“I have to get this dog, right?” interrupts Rae, lifting a fry to her mouth. When she chews, a pad of muscle pulses at her temples. She leans into me and shows me a Pomeranian puppy. “I want a rescue, but look at him.” She strokes the photo with her thumb. “I don’t know if I can wait.”


I glance at Jeremy, who’s paused with his fork raised to his mouth. “What time is our thing?” he asks her.


“What thing?” It’s out before I can think.


Rae’s eyes flit to Jeremy’s and skitter back to me.


They let my question hang in the air like a smell.


“Oh, don’t worry,” I recover, smiling stiffly. “I have plans.”


“No, come!” exclaims Rae, squeezing my forearm for emphasis. “God, I’m so awkward.” She laughs at herself ruefully. “It’s just an intimate gathering at a dear friend’s home. It’s a safe space, so I have to make sure it’s okay.” Her eyes narrow meaningfully, placing an open palm on my leg. “But if it’s a no, I hope you can respect that it’s nothing personal.”


“Honestly,” I tell her, convinced that all her friends are sylphlike and terrifying. “I have to leave right after this.”


Jeremy pushes his plate away. I hand him my water before having to be asked. His eyes dart past me to beetle all around us. Party eyes. Shiny. Hard. Roving for people to say hello to. I get it. I love New York precisely for this reason. The culture. The vibration. The relevance. The crackly frisson of opportunity. When we first met, it was this gleaming, hungry aspect of him that I liked best. His magnetism was contagious, especially when he motormouthed at you about his grand plans. You felt like you were on his team.


He pulls his sunglasses out and cleans them with my napkin. Not so long ago he was beautiful to me. Partly because he’s tall. Not even New York tall but objectively tall. Over six feet. But it was his ambition that drew me to him. I’d never met anyone who could talk at that pace. It was astonishing. But now, I can see him how others might. His straw-blond hair and skin tone blend his features together in a vague soup, blurring an already uncertain chin.


But then he’ll say something so quintessentially, winsomely New York that I’m scared to let him go. And he knows everyone. From models to door guys. Once we ordered weed to the house and it turned out he played basketball with the delivery dude. When they gave each other a pound, I was so envy-struck I could barely speak. It doesn’t help that on the rare occasion Jeremy introduces me to his friends—their eyes glaze over in disinterest.


Jeremy calls himself a poet. And a performance artist. But, for him, neither of these things particularly mean anything, and combined they mean even less. Mostly he focuses his efforts on a literary magazine that I’ve designed pages for but never seen in real life. In short, he’s a bartender at Clandestino over on East Broadway. I try not to think about how much money he owes me. And how we shared a bed for months and then stopped.


The only time I don’t hate him is when I think he’s mad at me.


“I’d rather die than go home,” I say to no one in particular.









chapter 2


“Be right back.”


I get up, grab my wallet, and thread my body through the crowd by the bar. I swallow hard, guts curdling. I feel callow and gullible and unspeakably sad. I need to forget how, at an earlier point in the day, I’d dressed as though my loose plans with Jeremy were a date.


“Hey, Mike.” I up-nod the bartender, weirdly a near dupe of Jeremy but with a pornstache and more tattoos.


“Hey, baby, what can I get you?” I’m heartened that he seems to remember me without Jeremy as a cue.


“Vodka soda. The cheap kind.” I always get my drinks separately. I’m too poor to split bills at the table. “I’m going to need to see an ID, babe.” I hand it over, and he gives me a heavy pour. “You want to keep the tab open?”


“You can close it out,” I tell him, sliding him my credit card. “Thanks.”


He hands me a sweating glass. Part of me already doesn’t want it. I take a sip right where I stand, ignoring the glares and pointy elbows of couples waiting for their tables. The drink’s strong. And thoroughly disgusting. I feel it work immediately.


I pocket the credit card and fake ID. It’s funny how no one ever notices that the names don’t match. And that the photo isn’t my face. Partly it’s that they don’t expect criminals to look like me, an Asian art student dressed in black, but it also confirms a horrible suspicion: that no one’s ever looking at me. Really looking.


I’m staring at the halo of her before recognition kicks in. There she is, in the mirror behind the bar. Like an apparition. A Japanese horror movie. I want to laugh, I’m in such disbelief. She pushes through the crowd, scanning the clustered bistro tables by the front window, openly searching their faces. When she falls out of frame, I almost turn my head toward her but hesitate—superstitious—thinking that she won’t be there. I lift my hand to my lips, watching my reflected self do the same, confirming my own presence as she double backs toward me. Now we’re both in the mirror, and still I don’t face her. She has different hair—shorter—but it’s ludicrous how enormous her gourd is. Even without our nursery-rhyme names—Jayne and June—you’d see how we belong to each other. Our heads are twinned in bigness.


The joke goes that I practically slid out of Mom after she’d pushed June out. Even after the two-and-change-years between us. Normal-size heads look as though they’d orbit mine, and my sister’s is even huger. The other joke is that June, eleven days late, at eleven pounds and two ounces, hadn’t wanted to come out at all. She’s like one of those parasitic eggs that hatch on a caterpillar, casually eating it for sustenance, using it for shelter without any sense of imposition. If June had her way, she’d have kept growing and worn Mom like a hat.


The last time I saw her, I hid. She’d been transferring for the uptown 4 at Union Square. Her nose was buried in her phone and she was wearing a slate-gray businesswoman’s dress to the knees, looking like someone I’d never be friends with.


It’s only then that I realize: My sister is looking for me.


With my back pressed against the wall, I wait for her to reach me like a Venus flytrap. I steal a glance back to my table. Rae and Jeremy are both on their phones.


She startles when I grab her. “What are you doing here?” I whisper angrily, pulling her behind the hostess section and pinning her, hiding us both. She knows better than to lie. This isn’t her part of town. I quickly assess her appearance. She’s dressed all wrong. The baseball cap on her head reads DARPANA MUTUAL. The putty-colored trench I recognize, but under it is a strange orange shirt, swishy silver workout pants, and ultramarine rubber clogs.


“Why aren’t you in class?” she demands, shaking me off her arm and pulling away. I scoff. It’s so classic. Of course this is the first thing she says to me in almost a year.


“Why aren’t you at work?” I counter. “And what are you wearing?” I haven’t seen her out of a suit in years. Honestly—and this is fucked up—she’s dressed like a rural Chinese person on holiday. I take a step away from her. I want to make clear to anyone observing that we are not together. That this is an intrusion.


“I’ve been calling,” she says. I feel her eyes land judgily on the glass in my hand. I take a long sip, holding her gaze.


“I left, like, three voicemails,” she continues.


“I didn’t see them,” I lie. All of the messages were “Call me.”


“You’re so unreliable.”


“So, you stalked me?”


“I wouldn’t call it stalking,” she says. I need to stop geotagging everything. I forget that my sister’s even on IG. The last thing I saw on her grid was from Halloween, where she’s dressed as a Yu-Gi-Oh! character. It stressed me out so much, I muted her.


She crosses her arms archly. “You know, you could have just gone to San Antonio Community College if you’re hell-bent on being some lush,” she finishes.


I’m tempted to smack her, but we’re mushed against the wall by a party of four inching past us.


“Seriously, what the fuck?” I whisper angrily. “What are you doing here?” For a second we’re back in high school. My adrenaline’s spiked. I slide my left foot back for stability.


But instead of pushing or shoving, she takes a deep breath and refuses my eye.


My heart judders.


“Fuck, is it Mom?” I ask. She’s dead. I’m totally convinced of it. It’s the only thing that would make my sister come see me like this.


“No,” she says. “But we have to talk.”


“So, talk, fuck.” My indignation sounds performative even to me. I realize I’m drunk. The glass in my hand is suddenly empty.


“How are you?” she asks conversationally, doing this little brow-knitting concerned thing.


“You can’t be serious.” Truth is, she’s really beginning to frighten me. This isn’t who we are to each other.


“Fine,” she says quickly. “But I don’t want to tell you here.” She reaches for me. I recoil so fast, her nails scrape my bare forearm. I raise it between us, glaring accusingly even though it doesn’t hurt. We stand there, the radiant resentment between us throbbing.


“My friends are waiting for me,” I counter, practically in singsong. It’s old hat that I goad my sister this way. Flaunting my comparative popularity. I dislike myself as I do it.


“Look,” she says. “It’s not Mom, but it’s important. Text me when you’re done. I’ll send a car.”


“Fine,” I tell her.


Jeremy barely glances at me as I sit down. “How is it privilege if it’s a lottery? Nobody asks to be white. Especially nowadays.” It genuinely pains me to rejoin this conversation. “It’s a class issue, not a race issue. That’s the scam. Why is it practically illegal for cis, het, white men to have any cultural relevance anymore?”


“You know,” Rae says, gaze trained on her phone. “I think we can take the J train over.”


I grab my coat and bag. “I just have to …” As I head toward the front, the bathroom door swings open. The dappled glass pane that reads TOILETTE almost hits me in the face. I let myself in and twist the lock shut. It’s tiny. A single commode and a gemlike sink in the corner. The coffin-sized room features floral wallpaper and the kind of European flusher where you pull down the knob on a chain.


I collect bathrooms in the city. I like knowing where they are. The LGBT center in Chelsea with the Keith Haring mural on the second floor. Whole Foods on Bowery in the back of the food court with a passcode on any receipt. The tiled floral beauty of the New Museum stairwell, where you can catch video installations for free. Dank Irish dive bars all over the East Village also make for safe refuge, and they’re always open. The real winners are in hotels and certain clubs. The ones that feature stall doors that go from the floor all the way up to the ceilings, those are best for secrets.


I pee and check my phone for a while. Just enough to make June wait.


When I glance back at the table, it’s empty.









chapter 3


The city isn’t how I’d left it. The light’s dipped and it’s getting loud. There’s an urgent thrum that crackles. It’s that disorienting feeling as you leave a movie theater in Midtown and the skyscrapers with their LED lights come at you.


New York is an ambush.


Outside feels IMAX.


Plus, drunk New York is the shit. I love drunk New York. It glitters with potential. It feels like gambling.


“June?” asks the driver when he rolls down the window.


“Sure.” I don’t bother correcting him and get in. It’s a black SUV with its own atmosphere. I wonder if I’ve been given an upgrade or if June only commissions Uber Blacks. I hailed one once, on accident, all the way home during a surge, drunk and cross-eyed, treating myself to not-Pool. I felt rich. When the eighty-dollar charge showed up the next morning, I cried.


It’s not fair, I think, as we crawl up First. New York nights are for anyone other than family. Still, my saltiness eases as I lean and stare out the tinted window. It’s a miracle that I get to stay here. This place commands total dedication or it will eject you. I really would rather die than go home.


New York’s never been for lightweights. It takes a tax. Eloise was chill if you related to a six-year-old asshole living at the Plaza, but that was never the romance for me. Give me the Hotel Chelsea any day. Growing up, I’d moon over Tumblr pictures of Debbie Harry, Patti Smith, Basquiat, Daang Goodman, Anna Sui, Madonna hanging out like it was no big deal. Diane Arbus’s haunted children. Tavi, a literal child, front row at New York Fashion Week on her own merit. Max Fish. Lafayette Street. That the cofounder of Opening Ceremony was a Korean girl, Carol Lim.


There were promises here. A young, loose-limbed Chloë Sevigny plucked from SoHo retail to star in that movie Kids. Lady Gaga, Nicki Minaj, and Timothée Chalamet all going to the same fucking high school. That’s the energy.


I love it all so hard, but just as much, I love that the guys at my deli know my coffee order. That I know to avoid an empty subway car as confidently as the closed mussel shell in a bowl.


The car stops.


I even love how it takes sixteen minutes to get to June’s house in a taxi and thirteen if I’d just taken the F at Second Avenue. Nothing makes sense and it’s perfect.


I have a vague idea of where June lives, but I’m unprepared for the glass turret. And that her apartment and my school are separated by 1.5 long blocks.


The lobby is as silent as a museum, with recessed lighting, dark walls, and enormous artwork bigger than a life-size floor plan of my entire apartment. There are tasteful sitting areas and hardcover art books on the coffee table that are ripe for stealing by anyone other than the people who can afford to live here.


As I wade out onto the gleaming marble, approaching the front desk, I hold my right heel high to keep the tinny clack of the exposed nail in my worn-down boot sole from ratting me out as poor.


“You sisters?” asks the younger doorman in a pale-gray uniform when I speak her name. Feels racist even if it’s true.


He’s dressed as if manning the bridge of a spaceship. All high collars and embroidered insignias.


There are two door dudes. Both white with brown hair. One young, one old. I wonder if younger door dudes grow up to be older door dudes. Or if you need one of each at all times.


“Can you just tell her I’m here?” I’m annoyed that I’ve been summoned. Annoyed that I’m related to someone so basic they’d live in a testament to architectural phallic inadequacy. Even one with a Chipotle a block over and a grocery store literally inside the building.


They let me by. I pass the mailroom and a mixed-race couple wearing matching puffer vests with a shih tzu. I barely have to glance at their faces to know he’s white and she’s Asian.


My ears pop in the elevator.


June works in hedge funds. Which means she devises high-stakes gambling schemes for despots and oligarchs, and this is what she gets for her soul.


The overheads in the hallway light up when you approach. It’s cool. Also creepy. Like the type of building that tries to kill you when the security system becomes sentient.


Thirty-four F. Two floors shy of the penthouse. It’s petty, but I’m happy that there’s at least something for her to work toward. I stand outside her door for a moment. If she didn’t know I was already here, I’d leave.


I ring the doorbell. Wait. Hear nothing. Wait for another moment. Ring again—nothing. I knock.


“I’m coming,” says June tersely as she unlocks the door.


“Sorry,” I say just as she opens it. We stand there.


“Hey.” Absurdly, she seems surprised to see me. She’s changed. Now she’s wearing a pale-gray silk bathrobe, the diamond of her neck and chest exposed. It’s strangely sexy. A TV booty-call outfit.


“Hey.” I clear my throat to not giggle from the awful awkwardness. “I’m here.”


“Come in,” she says, leading me into the kitchen behind her.


There’s a formalness neither of us can shake. I take forever removing my shoes. I don’t recognize any of hers except the sad clogs I saw her in earlier. There’s a pair of shearling boots similar to ones I’ve been eyeing, but they were over a hundred bucks and I’m willing to bet these are fancier.


“Do you want anything?” she asks, padding over to the brushed-silver fridge. It’s the kind with an ice machine and water right in the door. The cabinets are skinny and white, and there’s a matching kitchen island with two barstools that separates the kitchen from the rest of the living room.


“Water?” She looks over at me. “I have sparkling. Wine?”


It takes everything for me not to roll my eyes. I feel as though my sister’s masquerading as a dynamic careerlady from a Hallmark movie. I want her to cut the shit immediately and tell me what’s going on.


“Yeah, I’ll take a glass of wine.” Mostly I want to see what happens when I ask for one. We’ve never had a drink together.


That’s when I remember her ID in my wallet. Fuck. This is a trap.


I walk farther into her apartment, into a morass of tasteful beige and oatmeal furniture. The entire back of her apartment is glass, and her view is spectacular.


“Red or white?” she asks.


“June,” I deadpan. “It could be fucking blue. I don’t care.” Across the way, in an office building, I watch two women separated by a cubicle type into black monitors. I wonder if they’re friends. Or if they’re locked in an endurance contest to see who leaves first. I wish I had binoculars.


I never get to be this high up, and it’s wild how June’s New York has nothing to do with mine. Sort of how some people’s news is the opposite of yours or how their phone configurations are alien even if the icons are the same. Part of me is proud that she gets to have all this—knowing that we come from the same place and that she’s earned it. Another part of me wonders if she’s secretly Republican.


I take a seat on her tufted beige couch, staring at the matching love seat. I’ve never met anyone in New York whose living room can accommodate two sofas.


She hands me a glass of white wine. “The red’s nicer,” she says.


We both look at it. I can never tell if she’s fucking with me.


“I couldn’t find the bottle opener,” she explains, and sits down across from me. I feel like I’m in therapy.


I turn the wineglass in my hand. I’m tempted to snap the delicate stem in my fingers. If she brings out a cheese board and throws on smooth jazz as the lights dim, I’ll bolt.


“Thanks,” I tell her, taking a sip. It tastes like grass. “Your place is nice. That’s how I guess you know you’ve made it, right? When nothing’s IKEA.”


“Yeah,” she says, with an anemic little chuckle. “Thanks. And you’re still in … ?”


“Windsor Terrace.”


“Is that Queens?” I watch her for any hint of a joke.


“Brooklyn.”


June tilts her head. “Right, you live out by that cemetery.”


“It’s closer to the park.” She’s definitely spying on me. I’ve never told her where I moved to. I couldn’t risk her telling Mom I slept near corpses. I take another sip of wine. “We have a park in Brooklyn, you know. It’s older than Central Park. Plus, they didn’t raze a Black-owned neighborhood to build ours.”


June knows everything there is to know about a handful of subjects. On everything else, she’s wildly indifferent. For the longest time June said “intensive purposes” and not intents and purposes, claiming I was the asshole for correcting her because everybody knew what she meant.


“So, you’re good?” she asks. I’ll give her two more questions before I break.


“Yeah,” I tell her. “Good. Work’s good. School’s good.”


“Mom was saying how last semester—”


“Last semester was last semester,” I interrupt. So that’s what this is. Mom’s guilted her into checking up on me. Fucking narc. Firstborns are the goddamned worst. “This year’s better. There was this one teacher, Hastings, total pervert—he really had it in for me. And everyone who was on my group project was an absolute nutcase. Flakes and drug addicts basically. This semester’s …” I wave her off.


“I hated group projects,” says June sportingly. “Always ended up doing everything on my own.” She takes a sip from her water glass. I briefly wonder if she’s pregnant.


Fuck. That would be so weird.


“Yeah.” I sit up straighter and set my wine down on the broad, mirrored coffee table. “And my job’s going well,” I continue. “Honestly, it’s much better this year. It’s fine.” I hate how defensive I sound. Having a genius for an older sister, who scored a full ride to Columbia, has not been optimal for my professional self-esteem. “Look”—I cross my arms—“it’s fine. Tell Mom to calm down.”


June winces and shoots me the stink eye. See, there. That’s the June I know. “Who said anything about Mom? I’m the one asking. You’re smart when you focus. I’m tired of people giving you a pass because you’re emotional.”


I stare at her long and hard. She’s like Mom when it comes to mental health stuff. June thinks anxiety is for pussies. That you can banish it with intestinal fortitude. According to her, depression is laziness that can be fixed by high-intensity interval training and caffeine.


“What do you want, June?”


She sits up and leans in. I lean in too. Monkeying her.


“I’m sick,” she says.


“Yeah, well, what kind of sick?”


“I have cancer.”









chapter 4


My mouth snaps shut. I vaguely sense that I’m smiling. It’s a horrible tic. A placid little placeholder while my brain catches up. “What?”


My scalp prickles. Everything else is numb.


Cancer.


My sister is going to die.


I wonder if in a few years this will have been the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. Or if things get worse. If this moment defines me as an adult, I need to know right now by how much. My sister died, I imagine myself saying. My sister died. Well, my sister died. I wonder if a sister dying is worse than a mother dying. I’m deciding it is.


I imagine the viewing. I’m dressed in a vintage Dior suit I don’t own. My sister’s gleaming casket on the pulpit above us, me turning to Mom, her unseeing face wild with grief as Korean hymns swell around us, the flower-perfumed air coating my throat.


Fuck.


My therapist, Gina Lombardi, says I need to name five things I can see, feel, and hear when I catch myself losing it.


My lungs expand with as much air as I can hold.


I tap the cool glass in my hand with a nail.


Black socks against cream carpet.


Fuck.


I make it as far as my sister’s lap. Her hands are gathered there. My gaze retreats, skittering to the window behind her.


Christ, this is unbearable.


I yank my attention and force it to land on her face. I’m trying not to blink. I’m momentarily terrified that I might yawn.


“I might have cancer,” she says crisply. “I’m pretty sure I have cancer.” My sister nods several times with grim finality. As if it’s settled. As if she decides what’s cancer. “I have cancer,” she tries again. “I just don’t know how much.”


“What?” I rise to my feet. She stands too.


I pound the rest of the wine, tilting my head way back. “So, do you have cancer or not?” I can’t feel my arms.


“Well,” she says. “We’re still hoping it’s something else. Like endo or PCOS.”


I don’t know what any of these words mean or who “we” refers to.


“So, your doctors think it might not be cancer.”


“They’ve been telling me it’s not cancer since I was eighteen. We thought it was polyps or fibroids or—”


“But they think it’s cancer now?”


“They’re looking into whether it’s cancer.”


I sit back down. She does the same. “Um. Is it, like, I had a weird pap smear, or are there clusters of shadows all over the X-ray or whatever—the scans?” I’m running through every episode of Grey’s Anatomy I’ve ever seen.


“There are masses,” she says.


“The fuck does that mean?”


“They won’t tell me,” she finishes. “They want me to see an oncologist first. But it’s cancer. I can tell.”


The thing to remember is that my sister is a known psycho. Her convictions are stigmata level. Her palms would bleed at will to win a fight. For a week in third grade, she decided that daylight savings was bullshit and showed up an hour late to everything. She took it all the way to the principal, saying the administration was infringing on her First Amendment rights and her freedom to exercise her beliefs. She served a full week of detention before they threatened her grades, which is when she finally gave up.


My sister stares me straight in the eye. “I swear on Mom’s dead baby I have cancer.”


That shuts me up.


It’s been a long time since June’s sworn on Mom’s dead baby. Since either of us have, as a matter of fact. When we were really little, we used to do it several times a day. Instead of I’ll bet you a billion dollars, it was I bet you Mom’s dead baby. We’d swear on it like the Bible. It was the biggest deal we could think of. We did it until the time we accidentally did it in front of Mom. She stiffened visibly even though we never think she’s listening when we’re talking in English.


The baby was a girl. Older than me, younger than June. I’ve often thought she was the missing link. The middle bit of the Venn diagram that made me and June make sense. That almond shape, the eye, is called a vesica piscis. I think about her all the time. I imagine her being everything that June isn’t.


“Don’t tell Mom,” she says. “About any of this.”


I flinch.


“Promise me.”


“Jesus, I would never.” I’m insulted. “Why would I start calling her now?” I haven’t talked to Mom in over a month. And I know better than to drum up a whole boondoggle that’ll send her straight to church, lighting candles and browbeating every Korean Catholic in the hundred-mile radius into a prayer circle.


“Okay.”


“So, what do you know?”


“I had a pelvic exam, a transvaginal ultrasound, and a biopsy. They shove this insane bendy stick in you and scrape …”


The other thing about June is that there isn’t a surgery reality TV show that she doesn’t love. Me, not so much. I let out a shaky breath.


“So, it’s in your uterus?”


“Or my ovaries,” she says. “Or both, I guess.”


I imagine the goat head that is the female reproductive system in all the diagrams I’ve ever seen. It’s hugely embarrassing, but I couldn’t tell you if the ovaries are inside the uterus or around it. Probably around like those behind-the-head earphones that asshole runners mostly wear. I’ll google it later. That and what a womb even refers to.


“What happens now?”


“A bunch more doctor’s appointments.” She seems eerily calm. I try to imagine what my sister would look like with cancer. I wonder whether she’ll lose her hair. She’s always had a better face than me. With an aquiline nose that came out of nowhere. She’d look good with a pixie, which means she’d probably look good bald. You have to have very specific bone structure for that. I feel an old twinge of jealousy followed by a large transfusion of self-loathing. I’m not allowed to be jealous of my sister’s cancer.


She’s staring about middle distance into her own living room. Her eyes are like a shark’s, her hands clasped together between her knees.


A searing sensation rises into my chest as I stand. My heart is liable to burst out of my sternum. I grab my phone.


“So, you’ll let me know when you know more?”


She nods. “I’ll walk you out.”


We don’t say anything in the elevator.


I almost pat her arm but don’t. I breathe through the rolling panic, watching the elevator display change as we hurtle toward the ground, trying to exhale without making a noise.









chapter 5


“I’ll just take the subway; it’s faster,” I tell June in a stage whisper. I’m keen to let the people in the lobby know I’m with a resident. In the same way I always make sure I have my purse if I’m carrying a plastic bag so that no one mistakes me for a delivery person.


“Okay,” she says. June’s thrown her trench over her robe. If she had curlers in her hair, she’d look every part the suburban mom in a sitcom waiting for the school bus, and the visual churns my guts. I wonder what womb surgery means for having kids. June’s an asshole sister, but she’d be a good mom. At least she wouldn’t be worse than ours.


“Okay.” I give her a little wave.


“Okay,” she says.


I don’t move. I don’t even know what I’m waiting for. It’s not as if we’re going to hug. “Thanks,” I tell her, which is entirely the wrong thing. “Um, keep me posted.”


“Thanks for coming by,” she says, and just as I nod stiffly and turn around, I almost bodycheck a woman with an enormous clear trash bag filled with recycling slung on her back.


“Whoa,” I yelp. She’s tiny, a hundred years old, and bent over to boot. The dimensions are surreal. It’s mostly plastic bottles and cans, but the load is twice her size. She’s like old-lady Asian Santa. Or Atlas. With veins purpling the hand clutching the neck of the sack. She smiles and extends her other palm. She’s holding a piece of paper. She’s closer to me but dismisses me to talk to June.


“Kalambosewko,” she says, extending the note and nodding. Everyone asks June for directions. It’s a thing. The woman’s eyes disappear when she grins, and her mouth is so puckered she looks like she’s missing all her teeth. Her hair’s pulled back into a bun.


“I don’t read Chinese,” says June, enunciating as if volume is helpful. Mom made us take Mandarin because it was the “language of the future,” according to Korean Christian radio. We took it for three years before she gave up. We retained astonishingly little.


“She’s probably going to East Broadway, right?” June asks me.


“I’m sorry.” I shrug, smile apologetically, and show her my palms in the universal sign for total uselessness. The woman bobs her head a few times, still smiling, and turns to leave.


“Wait!” June holds out her phone. “I have this app for real-time translation. Say again?”


The woman tries again. Also louder this time.


“Oh my God.” I urge June out of the way. “She’s going to Columbus Circle. She’s speaking English. We’re such morons.”


I give her directions to the R and W, showing her the map on my phone.


“Yellow line.” I pull out a pen and write on her paper R/W to 57th Street. Columbus Circle in tidy capital letters in case she needs to show someone else on her trek.


The woman smiles again as featureless as a fist and nods appreciatively before leaving. She merrily jaywalks at a diagonal, far from the crosswalk.


“Columbus Circle? What the hell is she going there for?”


I shrug.


“I would have put money on East Broadway or Flushing,” June says, shaking her head. “When did I become so racist?”


I turn to my sister, ready to tell her she’s always been racist, when I stop. June has dark smudges under her eyes, and her hair’s stringy. It startles me. I recognize her so essentially that she may as well be an avatar. She’s sick. I hadn’t known that June can be sick. I’m overcome with the urge to touch her.


“You know, I’ve never seen a recycling lady on a train before,” she muses, watching the woman go. I stand next to her, nudging her shoulder slightly with mine.


“Me neither.”


The observation reminds me of all the times I’ve wanted to call her over the past two years. The list of things in my phone that I know June would love to weigh in on.


“You think the churros lady at Union Square takes the train?” I’ve never seen her haul the cart downstairs.


“No way. Her man drives her. He has to help with the stairs. She gets up at four in the morning to make them, and she sells them, too, because he bitches too much about all that standing. He has to make up for it by driving.”


We keep watching as the recycling lady gets small. “I’ve never seen a recycling lady at night,” I tell her.


“Really?” My sister turns to me. “I’ve never seen one during the day.”


I imagine the woman on the train, clutching the subway pole because no one will give up their seat for her. I want to fight them all.


“Don’t you kinda want to go with her? Make sure she gets where she’s going.”


“Yeah.”


The canner seems so small yet certain. She turns the corner. I’d hoped she’d look over and wave.


“How are you gonna keep all this from Mom?” I ask June finally. I haven’t seen them in over two years, but June talks to her every day.


June smacks my chest with the back of her hand, laughing. I turn in surprise. “Mom would be so fucking pissed that you thought of her because of that old-ass woman.”


I shove her back, smiling.


It’s true.









chapter 6


I stare at the other passengers in our shared jaundiced lighting. There’s no equalizer greater than the F train. There’s a heavyset blond dude in a lime-green rugby shirt across from me.


Next to him, with her legs stretched way out, is a youngish girl in an enormous hoodie and platform sneakers. Her teen-spreading is so surly, I can’t help but smile at her. I wonder what their deals are. It’s absurd that there are so many people walking around who aren’t sick.


And still so many others who are. I googled it. There are seventeen million new cancer cases every year. I don’t know how to conceptualize that number. I don’t even know what one million looks like. The teen rolls her eyes at me behind her stringy bangs. I shift focus to outside the window.


Several bluish skyscrapers dot the horizon. If I’m honest and if I had the money, I’d probably live in one too. I’ve always felt safer off the ground.


I unlock the metal gate at my apartment. My knees throb from the boots and my back aches from sucking in my stomach. I can’t wait to get out of these fucking jeans. All I want to do is peel off this costume, step into the shower, eat the world, and go to bed.


Something tells me to listen for noise before I insert my keys.


Quiet.


Good.


When I open the door, all the lights are on.


Fuck.


I was so certain he’d stay out. He being Jeremy.


There are two glasses on the kitchen counter with inky remnants of red wine and an unfamiliar orange leather tote. It has a blue-and-white ribbon stripe running up the center of it.


I check for her shoes by the door but spy only his New Balances and my sandals. I can’t believe he’s letting this bitch wear shoes in my house. I’ll bet they’re expensive, too.


My keys dig into my palm as I tiptoe to the bedroom. The mattress is just about flush on all four walls. And it’s only a twin. Before I can press my ear to the door, I hear it. Laughter. Rage clutches my throat tight. I taste bile.


For the record: I know that Jeremy has never been my real boyfriend. We were hooking up and then we weren’t. But he still lives here. If you ask him, he’d tell you that we found each other on Craigslist. That he’d answered my ad for a roommate.


That’s not exactly true.


I’d seen him before. The summer I moved to New York, I knew no one. June loaned me money for the mattress and I’d found an airless room in a three-bedroom apartment with two other girls, Megan and Hillary, who’d been best friends since high school. It felt as though they were locked in a contest to see who could be less interested in me. It was a dead heat. I’d seen Jeremy outside of a coffee shop in Bushwick with his cream-colored bike. And when he introduced himself, extending his hand, I was as stunned as if a painting had spoken to me. I’d spent weeks longing for anyone to address me. My roommates went everywhere and did everything together. At first, they were civil. Until I made the mistake of buying the wrong trash can liners and then it was a bonanza of crisp, passive-aggressive Post-it notes remunerating my failings. They’d pointedly ignore me when I dared enter the living room. So, I went everywhere people my age—art students, design students, aspiring musicians, actors—gathered. I’d sit near them with a book and wait to be invited.


He asked me to watch his bike while he grabbed a coffee because he’d forgotten his lock, and I did. When he thanked me and rode away, I was bereft.


He wore this white shirt that billowed behind him like a cape, and I was fascinated that he didn’t seem to carry anything while I lugged around chargers and granola bars and novels that might provoke conversation. All Sally Rooney Everything. A little poetry.


When he rang my buzzer four months ago—almost two years later—and I watched the top of his head ascending the stairs, it felt like kismet.


I was stuck in a kind of constant, rambling bewilderment that life wasn’t perfect in New York. It wasn’t solely my roommates’ chilly dispositions. I’d search every face for any sign of rapport. A knowing eye roll, a bemused smile, but in their absence, I convinced myself I was doing it wrong. College was impenetrable. The dorm kids forged quick loyalties. Design students flocked by major. And the hard-faced girls—real New York natives—with their artfully applied makeup, the ones who knew where the parties were, clung only to each other. I was a marketing major at fashion school living an hour outside of campus. Fashion Avenue, which is what they call Seventh, wasn’t glamorous at all.


I remember little of the first year beyond how the cold never left my bones. My second year, I started going out. I met Ivy at a dive bar famous for their free personal pizzas with any order of a drink. She sat by me, promptly complimented my Telfar tote since she had the same one in green, and proceeded to point out all the people in the dark, dank room that she’d slept with. Ivy’s twenty-three. She has bleached blonde hair, brown eyes, and is the kind of pale where the blue tributaries of her veins are so close to the surface that her forehead reminds me of those glowing babies in fetal development pictures. Free pizza is the perfect metaphor for our friendship. It’s an anemic facsimile for the real thing, but when I’m drunk, it’s a miracle.


This is the kind of person Ivy is: under her bed she keeps a trash bag filled with duplicates of crap—bedside lamps, milk frothers, hair dryers—disposable flotsam she scams off Amazon by telling them they sent the wrong thing.


We partied every night. It was easy. I wasn’t even sure she knew my last name. It’s my fault that when my roommates kicked me out, I was surprised that Ivy didn’t text me back for a full week. It’s not my fault that those vicious harpies turned on me so fully. I was stunned by Meg and Hill. Or Mean and Hell as Ivy referred to them when she finally called.


I couldn’t ask for June’s help. By then we hadn’t properly spoken in over a year. The roommates gave me a week and I didn’t fight them, I was so cowed by the hostility that pulsed off them like heat. In a frenzy, I searched Craigslist, Street Easy, and dubious message boards for shared apartments but eventually landed on the cheapest one-bedroom I could find. And even then, I’d need a roommate to occupy the living room. The photos were a grainy Google Earth satellite photo of the entire block and an inset thumbnail of the Pepto-colored bathroom sink. I called the phone number, met a rangy Latino man named Frankie wearing a mesh vest in South Brooklyn with a deposit borrowed from what Mom and Dad had given me for fall tuition. I was told not to make any complaints and that if anyone asked, we were distant cousins.


In hindsight, it’s a miracle that it wasn’t a scam.


Jeremy wore the summery white shirt again that day, and a thin gold chain glinted at his throat. It held a delicate rose pendant, a keepsake I decided on the spot that his grandmother had given him because he was her favorite. He had three brothers, I surmised, and he was the youngest, as I was.


Turns out Jeremy is an only child. An only child who carries nothing because the kindness of strangers never fails him.


He’d found the necklace in the bathroom at the bar where he works and made no effort to return it.


Since late May, Jeremy’s been staying with me in fits and starts. I don’t know where he goes on the nights he’s not here, and I pretend not to have noticed when he returns. Sometimes while he sleeps, I mouth I love you to his closed eyes to see how it feels. We haven’t had sex in a month, but I find myself searching for signs of improvement.


More laughter. Then the smear of a moan. Followed by the insistent, unmistakable thumping of mattress against wall.


I don’t know where the humiliation ends and the rage begins or if those two sentiments are ever unlinked.


I want to hurl myself against the door. Rip it off its hinges. Tear into him and her, kicking them both out of my home. But failing that, I’m too embarrassed to make a sound.


Perversely I keep listening. Who is she? Does she know me? What if she’s someone important? It has to be Rae. The conviction that it’s beautiful, willowy Rae who’d matriculated at Oxford fucking University, bucks at my chest. I’m startled that he’d bring her here. To this dump, where for the past few weeks, we’ve been wearing our coats to bed when the heat fails and the summer brings roaches with wings.


I can’t stand to be in my skin, be behind my eye holes. And I can’t bear to signal my presence. If they catch me, I can’t pretend to be someplace else. Like a bandit in my own home, I mince and scrape and quietly wash my hands and face. Take off my pants. Put on a dirty T-shirt and some shorts. I think of June’s washer and dryer. What she’d think of me if she saw how I live.


I climb onto the couch, folding myself up on my side so I can fit onto the love seat. I don’t know anything about Jeremy’s finances. The first month he lived here I gave him a pass since we immediately fell into bed together. That second month too, since it was agonizing to discuss. Eight weeks ago when I was convinced we’d get evicted, he Venmo’d me seven hundred dollars. His half for August. I was sitting on the floor and he was standing above me with his sunglasses on, halfway out the door. He pushed a few buttons on his phone. No big deal. He may as well have thrown crumpled bills in my face. He sent the flamingo pool-float emoji as the note. Later that night, he brought someone home.


My stomach rumbles. I need to drink water. The orange purse throbs in my sight line. It’s expensive. Probably Clare V. I try to recall if there’d been a bag slung on Rae’s chair. I’m intimidated by this handbag. It’s whimsically hued, which suggests one nice purse among many. A Wednesday tote for eight hundred bucks.


The purse goads me, and without thinking, as if guided by invisible wires, I get up, walk toward it, peer over the rim before grabbing both upright handles and jawing it open.


Predictably, there’s a laptop, the teeny MacBook Air in a purple leather sleeve. Tempting but bad karma. AirPods, sunglasses case, keys with a neon-pink rubber charm that reads GIRL BOSS in white, and a patent-leather Tory Burch wallet. Heart pounding, guts clenched, I glance at the door and flip the billfold open. A freckled brunette with a heart-shaped face squint-smiles at me from her California ID. I’m both relieved that it’s not Rae and affronted that it’s someone else.


Someone basic.


Her eyes are dishwater gray, and on the day the photo was taken, she made sure to match her lipstick to her sweater exactly. Her last name is hyphenated, which to me means she’s rich, that she’s a horse girl with vacation homes. My heart sinks. She weighs twelve pounds less than I did this morning even after I went to the bathroom.


I return the purse and spy a slouchy velvet makeup pouch. I unzip it, its belly moving in my palm like a live animal as a feeling of calm bleeds into me. As if easing into a thermal bath. I pluck the half-full bottle of perfume with its steel cap, Flowerbomb by Viktor & Rolf, girly and pink, and return everything else. I drop it into the trash can, where it plummets past the soiled paper towels on the top, and then I return to the couch.


I want to set shit on fire.


I try to count the five things that I see around me. Acknowledging the articles that will ground me in this room, in this time and space.


One: fridge.


Then I fall asleep.









chapter 7


The alarm jolts me awake. My phone is on 15 percent and my mouth tastes furry. Acid clambers up my windpipe. I’m somehow more fatigued than when I went to sleep. I rub my eyes and blearily register that the orange tote is gone and the bedroom door is open.


I stumble over to the bathroom, turn on the hot water for the shower, and sit on the toilet to pee. As the steam builds, an acrid, rancid sourness barely masked by the air freshener hits my nose, jolting me into memory. Shit. Right. I have to take care of a few things before school. Things to replace. Acts to undo.


Somehow it’s always my latest first class that I have the most trouble getting to on time.


I wash my hair. I can’t detangle the knots fast enough and tug impatiently, breaking all the ends. I dry myself hurriedly, throw on a bra and sweatshirt, pull on jeans, jumping up and down to get them over my thighs, and grab the plastic bag I’d shoved under the couch in a haze early this morning, away from prying eyes. I open it, survey its contents to confirm that it’s real, that I did it again, tie the handles up in a double knot, and shove it deep into the garbage.


A pinprick of pleasure weasels its way through my self-loathing as I recall what else is in the trash. The bitch’s perfume.


I wonder what she looked like naked. If she had better boobs, a flatter stomach. I drink water from the tap, promising myself that next time—which there won’t be a next time—I will stay up the requisite enamel-preserving half hour and remember to brush my teeth before passing out.


I smear on liquid liner in case the hot deli guy’s working the register and dash to the far bodega. There’s one on my corner, but they’re dicks, so I leg it across the street and down the block. But of course it’s not the hot guy but the old one. He adds a convenience fee when you charge your groceries to a credit card, which the hot guy doesn’t. I wish I were the type of person to confront him about it, but I’m not.


I tear down the aisles, say hi to the black-and-white deli cat, grab the medium-size box of Cheerios, a jar of Nutella with a regular label—not the seasonal one—English muffins, which I don’t even like, and a thing of turkey cold cuts. It’s the wrong brand, but it’ll have to do. Honestly, he’s lucky that I’m even making the effort. I also grab a cup of coffee, black.


Back in the apartment, I replace everything in the fridge and cupboards, tipping half the bag of Cheerios into a ziplock baggie so that the level will match up, and shove the surplus cereal into my dirty clothes pile.


Before I leave, I grab the shower cleaner from the back of the cupboard. I keep two back there. Jeremy hates the smell of ylang-ylang. He says the floral citrusiness reminds him of getting carsick in his father’s overly air-freshened Volvo. It’s triggering, he tells me. You’re triggering, I want to say back. And your face is triggering.


I spend precious moments dedicating myself to bombing the ever-living shit out of the bathroom far more diligently than I did last night. I pump ylang-ylang deep into the bathmat, grinding it in with my foot and drenching his towel before closing the door firmly behind me.


My hands still smell of flowers on the train. I wipe them on my jacket and stare out the windows. I like the aboveground part of the commute best. They demolished a building just before I moved here, smashing it into a mountain of rubble that they’ve been removing bit by bit. I try not to think about how quickly things change. Whenever people complain about neighborhood businesses shuttering or how their favorite bakery’s now a Citibank, I feel a tremor of panic. As if the ground beneath my feet isn’t reliable. How can I ever get to know a place that changes so quickly? I’m late enough as it is.


I thumb through Instagram. I almost exclusively follow people who make me feel bad about myself.


Models, photographers, influencers, aspirational fitness entrepreneurs, actors.


My heart stops when I see someone I know. Someone I actually know in life. Not even New York life—my real life.


It’s Patrick.


His tattooed arm is flung around a fashion designer who makes animal-print fleeces that cost six hundred bucks. I’m astonished by the happenstance, but it’s him. He looks almost the same as he did when he was fourteen. Slightly less skinny but not by much. He’s pointing at the sky with his mouth wide. He appears to be singing.


His hair is unimpeachably excellent. Not too coiffed. Not fussy and stiff with product or the calculated androgyny of boy band members. Patrick unfailingly wore hats, until he got this transformative haircut that made him hot overnight. He was utterly forgettable until he absolutely wasn’t. Patrick was partial to bucket hats. I’ve never understood the appeal of looking like a giant toddler.


Back then, I wasn’t ever sure my infatuation with Patrick made sense. School was rife with cues as to who to desire. The jocks were kings. You could see it in how adults behaved. The way teachers nodded along to their jokes, lips drawn back, readied for the laugh. Holland Hint was objectively attractive. The bathroom walls told me so. There was no controversy in gold hair and green eyes at six foot one.


At church, Patrick was a feeling. A giddy, swirly bubbling that flushed my face, but I couldn’t talk to June—or anyone from school—about some boy from church.


I zoom in. Patrick’s cheekbones seem swiped with highlighter. Especially with his mouth hung open. He’s wearing a somewhat clingy Rick Owens shirt. It’s either Rick Owens or very, very old.


I click on his name.


@40_7264N_73_9818W.


We get it—you do art.


The tagged pictures set a different tone from his feed. There’s even a photo of him at Léon. We could have been at the restaurant at the same time, except that the caption reads that he was at an impromptu album release for a reclusive singer-songwriter. A party I would never have gotten into. Jeremy wouldn’t have either for that matter. I take some satisfaction in that.


I feel foolish now that I’d been right all along. About Patrick’s hotness. Less that I’d squandered the chance to stake my claim but more how clear it is that he’d been out of my league then, too.


Patrick’s account has more than fifty-three thousand followers. Way more than anyone I personally know. In fact, Jonah Hill follows him, which seems significant to me. There are only two selfies. One in glorious morning light, where his face is slightly puffy. Another with a black eye.


Most of the images are mood boards. Typefaces. Buildings. Album artwork. Some very thin Asian girls with explosively big lips and freckles dressed in designer goth layers. I wonder if he’s dated any of the women. Probably. He’s either an art director or a photographer.


I had no idea he moved to New York. Not that he’d have told me. His family left Texas forever ago, so the church network wouldn’t have dispatched the all-points bulletin either.


I go to his saved stories. The one called shoots.


I open on a beautiful white loft with a curved wall on one side, which gives a Stanley Kubrick spaceship effect. There are windows all along the back, with fifteen people standing around.


They watch a screen instead of the model in front of them. A model with dark hair in a blue-and-white dress who lifts her arms and waves them, the sleeves billowing dramatically.


She does this over and over and I’m transfixed. The delicate, translucent fabric refracts the light. The dress is familiar to me. The woman laughs, throwing her head back, her wavy hair coiling around her pale cheeks.


I recognize her too. She’s not a model but an actor. Korean, but Korean American. She’d won an award from an indie film about CEOs who moonlit as contract killers. And as she gathers the full skirt around her, lifting its hem, I realize she’s wearing a variation on a hanbok. Almost exactly the gown my mother was married in, the one in her wedding photo. The one that still hangs in her closet. It’s startling to see someone who resembles me, us, in such a setting. Commanding attention without being ninety pounds, without backing from a girl group.


I go to my own grid. See if there’s a photo of me at Léon. There isn’t and I’m disappointed. I start deleting. It’s mostly pictures of magazine covers from the nineties, dressing-room selfies of clothes I can’t afford, and close-ups of my hands and mouth.


I tidy it up. So it’s more aesthetic.


I find that the more I hide, the more presentable I am to the world.


Then I follow him. He probably won’t even notice.


I’m filled with the urge to tell June. But the version of June I want is the one I sat with at church. The one I grew up with. The one from long ago, before all the screaming fights in high school, and not this one at all.


June.


I imagine her from last night. I dislike that every unkind thought will now be tempered by this other feeling. Pity. I hate it.


I glance up just as I’m about to miss my stop. It’s by some kind of magic that I always manage to step out at Twenty-Third. My stomach gurgles from the coffee, but I need the caffeine. I promise myself not to eat today.


I hustle into my entrepreneurship lecture. Total adjunct professor struggle. The teacher’s a youngish, sandy-haired dude in glasses and a blue shirt. He seems the type of guy who’d rather host a podcast than have anything to do with us.


Last year, there’s no way I would have made it to class. If I stopped partying even for a moment, I couldn’t get out of bed. It was fascinating that if the feeling of impending doom and dread made my limbs leaden and my head cottony, no one ever found out. You could get away with anything if no one cared enough to check. Far away from my family for the first time, I learned that everything was profoundly optional. So I opted out. I couldn’t not.


Podcast Guy drones on about Recent Business History—youngest self-made billionaires, Harvard grads that go onto entrepreneurial greatness, upwardly mobile white women who seed their businesses from well-connected families, and the industry disruptors and influencers whose parents happen to be celebrities or early employees at tech monoliths. As if any of these lessons apply to me. As if any of these relics aren’t ancient. As if any of it is ever to be repeated in my lifetime.


He insists the lesson is that we’re supposed to be able to isolate unmet needs in the marketplace, but I can tell he doesn’t believe his own bloodless recitation. He may as well be crossing his fingers behind his back. Or have a massive hashtag above his head that reads: ad.


I stare out the window. What’s the point? The planet is on fire and everything is random. June is one of the smartest people I know and she got a job at a prestigious hedge fund without a master’s because her first roommate was a finance scion who also happened to be obsessed with Animal Crossing and shojo manga.
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