




[image: ]










[image: ]









this is my mixtape for you









[image: Part 1: Spring. An anatomical heart is centred, surrounded by intricate, vine-like designs extending from both sides.]


At the best of times, spring hurts depressives.


Angela Carter, Shadow Dance
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The Wish Bridge


There is a bridge that appears with every full moon. It isn’t an ordinary bridge, clearly, and it is both more and less helpful than others of its kind. It doesn’t lead anywhere (not really, anyway—it’s not a portal to another world or anything), and it has some restrictions.


To cross it, for example, one must face the guardian who stands at its gate.


The guardian is a woman, or something that looks very much like a woman, though she is inhumanly beautiful and unnaturally still. There is something in her that resembles a river itself, in that she seems both placid and restless; eternally in place, and yet constantly in motion. She doesn’t have a name, though most people don’t bother to ask. To most people, her identity is inextricable from her purpose.


“I can grant you a wish or tell you a truth,” she says when you meet her, “but not both.


“I can forgive you a sin or permit you a wrong,” she adds, “but not both.


“And lastly,” she murmurs, “I can give something back that you’ve lost, or I can remove something you wish to have excised, but not both.


“Once you choose,” she says, “you have chosen. Once I speak,” she promises, “I have spoken. There are only three choices. Choose carefully, for no matter what you choose, you will almost certainly pay more than you know.”


If it sounds as though she’s said this before, it’s because she has. Many times, in fact, and to many supplicants, most of whom have heard of this bridge via stories and legends, and who’ve spent much of their lives trying to find it. She repeats the offer to anyone who comes her way for an entire night, but when the sun rises, she and the bridge disappear, and the promise she offers is gone with the stars that fade from the sky.


How do I know this, you ask?


It’s sort of a long story.


Well, it’s my story, actually, because the guardian of the bridge is my mother, and today, the first blue moon of the year, she passes her vocation on to me.


“What if I don’t want to?” I ask, and she flashes me a look of impatience. When she is not in service to the bridge she doesn’t have any particular face to maintain, and when it comes to me, this is the one she often chooses.


“Do you think I wanted to?” she prompts knowingly, and I sigh. “We’re made for this, daughter. This is our purpose, our calling. It is a summons like any other, and we have no choice.”


“But where will you go?” I implore her. “Why must you leave?”


“Because I’m done,” she says, closing her eyes. I think she feels it in her bones. She seems to feel most things in her bones. I’m young still, so I don’t feel much of anything. I feel sadness, I think. My world has always been very small, and my mother (aside from the bridge, which is enormous—the length of several trees, at least) has been the largest thing in it.


I was born with a vastness inside me, and sometimes I feel it will swallow me up.


“Are you ready now?” she asks me, sparing me a bit of gentleness. I think she understands in some abstract way that I resent our ties to the bridge, but she seems convinced I will grow to accept it. Not love it, of course, but accept it, as she has. I suspect, though, that she and I are more different than she thinks.


“I’m ready,” I say, because it’s what she wants to hear, and because this is only the first wish I will grant. Considering it’s for someone so close to me, I try very hard to make it a truth.


My mother sends a kiss of luck my way, like a breeze that settles my hair around my shoulders.


And then, as she has done for so many others, she disappears, and the bridge and I are alone.


* * *


The first traveler who finds me has come a long way. His nose is very dirty, and his clothes are a bit torn. Part of me hopes he will ask for a new set of clothes, though I know perfectly well that would be a wasted wish.


I recite my part as my mother has always done, but the man is so eager to ask for whatever he’s come here to ask that I scarcely get to any theatrics.


“Once you choose, you have chosen,” I say, “and once I speak, I have spok—”


“Okay, here’s the thing,” he interrupts me, and while I think that this is very rude, I allow him to continue. After all, there might be many supplicants this night; then again, there might not. This is a very remote river. “I know what I want.”


“Well, that’s promising,” I tell him, which is something that would make my mother’s eyes cut to mine with dismay, but she isn’t here anymore. “What is it, then?”


“I killed someone,” he says.


“Oi,” I reply. “Yikes.”


“I know,” he ruefully agrees. “So, here’s the deal: I need to be certain I get away with it. It was the man with whom I had previously quarreled over a woman’s heart. My sweet Katya,” he explains, giving me a piteous look. “The death of my rival, Ivan, was an accident. We were only fighting,” he concedes with a grimace, “but now, sadly, he is dead.”


“Is that your wish?” I ask him. “That you want the people of your village not to know it was you?”


“Yes,” he says.


I cast off the truth he might have received (like whether Katya actually loves him, which seems like an important truth to know, but he didn’t ask for my opinion) and grant the wish. Nothing will tie him to the crime.


“What else?” I prompt expectantly.


“I need the sin forgiven,” he says to me.


This, too, is easy enough. “Done,” I say.


He hesitates before the final part.


“Ivan,” he begins, and then his grimace deepens. “He’s my brother.”


“OI!” I reproach him firmly. “You didn’t tell me that!”


I wish, now, that I hadn’t forgiven him. Service to an eldritch bridge can be so restricting.


“I know,” he says sheepishly. “I didn’t mean for it to happen, but we have both loved Katya for some time, and now . . .”


He trails off.


“I can give you something back that you’ve lost,” I remind him for his final wish, “or I can remove something you wish to have excised. But not both,” I add hastily, in case he’s forgotten, though that seems unlikely. He seems clear on the rules, which means that someone in his village must have spoken to my mother before.


“Excise my memories of my brother, please,” he begs me. “The pain.”


“The memories,” I clarify, “or the pain? Because they are not the same.”


He thinks about it.


“Or is it the guilt?” I prompt. I shouldn’t interfere, I know, but he strikes me as a man prone to doing stupid things. “Perhaps it’s your guilt you wish to have excised?”


He nods, relieved.


“Yes,” he says. “It’s very burdensome, and I wish to be rid of it.”


I nod.


“Okay, then,” I say. “It’s gone.”


“Thank you,” he exhales, having been holding his breath. “Thank you, thank you, thank y—”


“You can go now,” I inform him, gesturing behind me to the length of the bridge. My mother always suggested I not stand idle too long. Queuing for this type of thing can be a disaster. “You have to cross the bridge to finish the transaction.”


“Oh,” he says. “Well—” He shuffles uncomfortably. “Thanks.”


I step aside, permitting him to pass.


Then I turn back toward the night, waiting for the next petitioner.


* * *


I grant a few more wishes. An old woman with a sick granddaughter who wishes for the ability to turn straw into gold. Not very creative, but she’s relatively well-meaning, so I send her on her way. There’s a younger woman, too, who wishes for the affection of someone she’s long admired. I want to tell her that perhaps he won’t be worth the wishing, but she seems so happy when I grant her his love that I can’t bear to tell her my suspicions.


All in all, I find the entire process a bit overwhelming. I find myself not at all as serene as my mother would be.


This next petitioner is a very skinny boy-man. I think he’s probably a man-man, but he has elements of boyishness; his legs are too long for the rest of his body. Perhaps his torso is long, too. He seems entirely too long, in my opinion. I wonder if that’s what he’s here about.


He also has very messy black hair. I wonder if he’ll wish for a comb.


“Oh,” he says, stopping as he sees me. “Who are you?”


I blink.


There’s a speech for this, but for whatever reason, I’ve sort of momentarily forgotten it.


“This is my bridge,” I say, gesturing to it, and then I grimace. “I mean, I’m this bridge’s guardian.”


The boy-man looks over his shoulder, and then back at me. “The villagers nearby didn’t tell me there was a bridge here.”


I gape at him. I think possibly he might be stupid.


“There isn’t normally a bridge here,” I explain slowly, as if I’m talking to a child. “It only appears once every full moon.”


“Oh,” he says. “And where does it go?”


“I—” He’s definitely stupid. Where does any bridge go? “Across the river.”


“Oh,” he says again. “And who are you?”


“I told you,” I begin to say, but he cuts me off.


“I meant what’s your name,” he amends quickly, and then adds, “I’m Nile.”


I want to still be irritated, but unhelpfully, it fades. “I’ve been there,” I say excitedly, because the Nile is a river, and one that I’ve seen several times.


He nods happily. “And what can I call you?”


“I don’t have a name,” I tell him, “so I guess you can’t call me anything.”


“Well, that just seems wrong,” Nile remarks, and frowns. “How can you not have a name?”


“I don’t need a name,” I remind him. “I’m not really a person.”


“What? Where did you come from?”


“My mother. I think.”


“You think?”


“Well, I assume.”


“What about your father?”


“I don’t have one.”


“How can you—”


“I just don’t.” I pause, glancing upward. “I like to think the moon is my father.”


“Well, I’ve heard stranger things,” Nile says kindly. “But if you don’t have a father, how were you born?”


“I wasn’t, I don’t think.”


“What?”


“Well, I think I manifested.”


“I—What? So you weren’t ever, like, a baby?”


I pause to consider it. “I’ve always been this way,” I tell him, gesturing to myself.


“You were born fully grown?”


I shrug. “Maybe.”


“Huh,” Nile says, frowning.


Nobody has ever asked me this many questions. Not even my mother.


I can’t actually tell if I like it.


“So, do you want to hear my monologue now?” I ask him, but he frowns.


“What language are we speaking?”


“I don’t know,” I tell him. “I speak whatever you speak.”


“What about your hair?”


I blink. “What?”


“Your hair,” he repeats, stepping forward. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone else with hair this color.”


“Oh,” I say, surprised. I’ve never actually given much thought to my own appearance. “What color should it be?”


“Well, it doesn’t have to be anything,” he tells me, and then, abruptly, he steps much, much too close, staring at something on my face. “Oh, your eyes are purple, too,” he says softly, as I carefully nudge myself back a step. “Interesting.”


“Interesting?” I echo. It doesn’t sound like that’s the word he meant, but then again, I don’t even know what language we’re speaking.


“Interesting,” he says firmly. “I’m going to call you Mauve.”


I make a face. “I don’t like it.”


“Fine. Lavender?”


“That’s a plant,” I say.


“True,” he agrees. “What about—Lilac. Lila,” he amends, blinking, and I give a slow nod.


“Okay,” I permit warily. “Okay. You can call me Lila.”


“Right, then.” He exhales, grinning his boy-man grin at me. “Lila, I’m Nile.”


He offers his hand.


“What am I supposed to do with this?” I ask, because there’s nothing in it.


“Shake it,” he says.


I grab his smallest finger and give it a jiggle.


“Well, close enough,” he says spiritedly. “Anyway, you said you had a monologue?”


“Oh, yes,” I say, and a good thing we’ve both remembered, too, because the sky is starting to get that hazy sensation of light—as if somewhere behind a swath of curtains, something is illuminating. “Right. I can grant you a wish or tell you a truth, but not both—”


“Why not both?” he interrupts me. I sigh.


“Because,” I say. “Can I finish?”


“Right, sorry,” Nile agrees. “Continue.”


“Right.” I stop. “Where was I? No, don’t tell me—Yes, okay. I can grant you a wish or tell you a truth, but not both,” I recite. “I can forgive you a sin or permit you a wrong, but not both.”


“Wait,” Nile interrupts.


I glare at him and he withers for a moment, but persists. Evidently his curiosity on the matter cannot be assuaged.


“Is the distinction then that you can forgive me a prior sin or permit me a future wrong? Is this a time-reliant question?”


I give him the sort of look that would make my mother’s mouth tighten with frustration.


“Right, sorry,” he says hastily. “Keep going.”


“LASTLY,” I say, with perhaps too much emphasis, “I can give something back that you’ve lost, or I can remove something you wish to have excised, but not both.”


“Ooh, that’s a good one,” Nile says. “I like that one, that’s a fun one.”


It’s my favorite too, but that doesn’t seem worth mentioning.


“So?” I ask him, and he stares at me.


“So what?”


“So, make a damn wish,” I remind him. “Or, you know. Ask for a truth. Something!” It’s been a long night, and obviously my limited patience is even more limited than usual. I find he doesn’t react much; he appears to be mostly lost in thought.


“This seems like a very big decision,” he says. “People really make this decision on the spot?”


“Well, most of them have been looking for this bridge for a long time,” I grumpily inform him. “Very rarely do people stumble on it by accident.”


He considers this.


“Well, I’m going to have to think about it,” Nile says. “Obviously I can’t possibly decide this right now. That would be crazy.”


At this juncture I feel quite sure that he’s stupid, and now I suspect he might be crazy, too.


“You will likely never find this bridge again,” I tell him sternly. I’ve never gotten to admonish someone before, but I see now why my mother enjoyed doing it so often to me. It’s very invigorating! “It isn’t very common to find it, and now you’ll lose your only chance.”


Infuriatingly, he smiles.


“I think I can manage,” he says, and gives me something of a bow. “Until next time, Lila,” he tells me, and then he turns and heads back through the forest, whistling something as he goes.


* * *


The next full moon takes me to an extremely remote river near a series of marshy fields. I hear something like waves, so I must be close to an ocean. I can’t see it from where I am, though.


Only three people find me this evening. One of them is a village healer (?) who appears to be a fraud. He tells me he’d like for the powers he claims he has to be real, which strikes me as somewhat backward.


“I never intended to fool them for this long,” he says sheepishly, “but now I’ve grown comfortable, and I’ve taken a wife, and—”


This doesn’t interest me. I grant him his wish and dutifully attend to his other insecurities before sending him on his way.


Next is a teenage girl, a runaway. Surprisingly, she doesn’t ask for a wish. Instead, she asks me what her purpose is. Of course, in order to answer the question, I have to sift through her consciousness a bit, which leads me to a startling discovery.


“Oh,” I say, surprised.


“What is it?” she asks nervously, and I tell her not to be nervous.


“Your friend Rose,” I say. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”


She doesn’t say anything. I think I see now why she’s run away.


“You’re meant to love her,” I say, and normally I would think of that as such a very, very small calling, but in this case, it seems monumentally important. “You have to go back for her,” I add. “You must go back for her, and soon, because you need to save her, and love her. And . . . live.” I clear my throat, which is unexpectedly tight. “That’s your purpose.”


Once the girl leaves, I feel a sense of accomplishment. It’s soon undone, of course, as I grant a selfish man riches and watch him go, knowing his greed will one day corrupt everyone else in his life, and that he did not think to ask me to prepare him for that.


Then I wait.


The sun starts to come up, slowly showing its golden face, and I sigh.


The bridge and I disappear.


* * *


The next few moons pass without anything interesting. It’s quite tedious, actually, glimpsing only a fragment of other people’s lives. Only little flashes of what they want, and while those flashes can be intensely revelatory, they can also be somewhat off-putting. Sometimes I wonder whether the supplicants really deserve the things I offer them, but then I am reminded that it doesn’t matter. I have no choice but to give it if they ask.


I sigh, wistful, and my breath escapes into the night air in the same moment that a young woman finds me.


“I’d like a wish,” she says, and she’s very beautiful. It’s difficult not to notice, though naturally I say nothing. “I’d like someone brought back from the dead,” she explains.


This is a questionable wish, but there are no rules against it. “Who is it?”


“The man I loved,” she says. “His name is Ivan. His brother Oleksandr wishes to marry me, but I cannot let go of Ivan. In my village they say if I find this bridge, I’ll be granted a wish, so—”


“Oi,” I mutter under my breath, hoping I’m wrong about my suspicions. “What’s your name?”


“Katya,” she says sweetly.


“Oi,” I grumble, rubbing my temple as I recall Ivan’s brother’s visit some months ago. “You’re sure this is what you want?”


“Very sure,” she says, and unfortunately, her singsong voice doesn’t tremble.


This is a terrible idea, obviously, given what I know about the circumstances of Ivan’s death. But if it’s what she wants, there’s nothing I can do.


“Ivan will be waiting for you on the other side of the bridge,” I tell her. “As for the other elements of our deal?”


Forgiveness of a sin or permission of a wrong. “Forgive me for having been torn for so long between two brothers,” she says. “I did not know then which one I wanted, and I’m sorry for the pain I caused them both.”


Well, it’s a nice effort. “Forgiven, then.”


“And please,” she beseeches me, “can you return my virginity?”


“Oh no,” I say. “Oleksandr?”


Her cheeks flush pink. “Yes. And I wish for Ivan to have it.”


Inwardly, I groan. Outwardly, though, her request is obediently granted.


“Cross the bridge,” I say again, “and Ivan will be on the other side.”


She throws her arms around me. She smells like flowers and not at all like the disaster that will almost surely come her way.


“Best of luck,” I say, awkwardly disentangling myself from her.


* * *


The next full moon is closer to a town. It has a more urban feel to it, though of course, I can’t fully explain why. Only that there seem to be fewer trees and a bit more cobbled stone, and something else I hadn’t expected to see.


“Oh,” says a voice when I appear, and I blink.


“Nile?” I ask, and he clambers to his feet with a broad grin.


“Lila!” he exclaims, yanking me into something that I suppose is an embrace, but feels a bit more like a very pointy ambush. His limbs are somewhat sturdier than they were before, and his skin a bit darker in a way that I’m given to understand means sun exposure, but he is still helplessly lengthy. “Where have you been?”


“Oh, you know.” I offer a droll flap of one hand. “Eternally in service to a magic bridge.”


“Can’t you leave it?” Nile asks. He pulls something out of his bag—the remains of a loaf of bread. “Want some?” he offers, and I shake my head. “Come on, Lila. Li. It’s really good.” He takes a bite. “Baked fresh this morning.”


“I’m sure it is,” I tell him, “but I don’t really eat.”


“Well, have you ever tried?” Nile counters. “And you didn’t answer the question.”


“What question?”


“When it’s not a full moon,” he says, gesturing up. “Where do you go?”


“Oh,” I say. “Nowhere, really. I think I just stop existing for a while.”


This halts his oppressive chewing. “Really?” he asks, his mouth full.


“Yes, really,” I say, exasperated. I have no idea why I would lie. “Where do you go?”


“Oh, I wander,” he says, swallowing, and smiles at me. “I’m a wanderer. My mother laments it as often and as loudly as she can.”


“And where do you wander?” I ask.


He shrugs. “Nowhere. Everywhere.” He holds the bread out to me. “Seriously,” he says firmly. “Have a bite.”


“Have you decided on your choices?” I ask, gesturing behind me to the bridge.


He tilts his head. “Have you ever left it?”


“What?”


“The bridge,” he says emphatically. “Have you ever tried leaving it?”


“No.” I’m necessary, or so my mother always told me. I’m surprised to find that I agree with her far more vehemently than I ever thought I would, because for about one of every ten selfish wishes, there’s someone I genuinely want to help.


It isn’t the worst thing to serve a purpose.


“Well, give it a try,” Nile tells me, and gestures over his shoulder. “There’s a very good tavern over there,” he adds, jutting his chin out toward it, “but I don’t think they allow bridges.”


“What would I do in a tavern?” I ask brusquely. “I have a job. A vocation.”


“Oh, right,” he says, snapping his fingers with sudden clarity. “Right, this. This is a job. But still, you haven’t even tried?”


I think about it.


My mother never tried.


At least, not that I know of.


“No,” I admit.


“Well, try,” Nile suggests. “Just for fun. You don’t have to go to a tavern or eat bread if it works,” he adds wryly, “but think of it as an experiment.”


I sort of don’t want to, mostly because he’s making such a spectacle of it, but also, I think I might have to. After all, now my own interest is piqued, and I’ve never been very good at denying my own curiosity.


“Stand over there,” I say, gesturing to a spot a few feet away, and Nile immediately shifts over, giving me an eager nod.


I take a step, glancing around.


Everything’s fine.


Emboldened, I take another step.


“THIS IS SO EXCITING,” says Nile, at the top of his lungs.


“Hush,” I tell him, and take a third step.


For a second, this, too, is fine, but the moment I try to take a fourth step, I find myself back where I started, as if I never took any steps at all.


“Oh,” I say, hoping I don’t sound as discouraged as I feel. Then I look up at Nile, who seems impossibly far away now, and he looks sad enough for the both of us. “Stop it,” I say as he opens his mouth. “It’s fine.”


“Lila,” he groans, coming over to me. “Li. It’s not fine. It’s very much not fine. Have some bread,” he says, tearing off a piece and putting it in my palm. “It’ll make you feel better.”


“I feel fine.”


“Lila, no offense, but you’re not a very good liar,” Nile says very seriously. “Have the bread.”


I give an audible sigh. “Will it really make me feel better?”


“Well, it’s not magic bread,” Nile provides as a caveat. “But it certainly has convincing qualities. Go on,” he urges again, and I do feel something sort of vacant and empty in something that’s either my stomach or my heart, so I give in, placing it in my mouth.


I look at him. “Well?” I say, my mouth fitting uncomfortably around the bread.


“You have to chew,” Nile says, looking as though he’s fighting a laugh. “You know—” He mimics the motion of his jaws gnashing together. “Chew. Eat. Like a normal person.”


“I know that,” I say around the effort of chewing. After all, at this point I’ve certainly watched him do it enough.


“Then swallow,” he adds loudly, and I glare at him, permitting the bread to go down my throat.


“Well?” Nile prompts eagerly, and for whatever reason, I can’t bear to disappoint him.


That, and the bread was delicious. Or something I assume is delicious, though I have nothing to compare the sensation to.


“Good,” I say, and Nile throws his hands up in triumph.


“Excellent,” he says, pumping one fist in the air. “I feel vindicated, even if we do know you can’t leave the bridge.”


“Well, it’s fine,” I tell him. “I’d never actually considered leaving the bridge until you told me I should try it, so I really didn’t lose much.”


Only about ten seconds of hope, which were, of course, insurmountably crushing. Not that he needs to know about that.


Nile sighs. “If you say so,” he says, finishing the last of the bread before glancing over his shoulder. “I’m supposed to meet someone,” he tells me. “At that tavern. Well, I’m supposed to go to work,” he corrects himself, and gives me a sheepish look. “I need a little money before I can keep going.”


“Go to work, then. I’m working myself,” I remind him, gesturing to the bridge. “Though, since you’re already here, you could always wish for money if you wanted.”


He frowns. “I can’t take money from you.”


“It’s not from me.” I groan. “It’s the bridge. You can make a wish, remember?”


He tilts his head, thinking about it.


“I can make money,” he informs me after a moment or two, “so that’s not a very good wish. And besides, what if I want a truth?”


I’m a little pleased he remembers the options, but I’m also rather displeased he still hasn’t made up his mind.


“My goodness,” I lament. “You’re very indecisive.”


“Yes,” he agrees. “My mother says I’m eternally adrift.”


“Well, better get to work. You found the bridge twice in one lifetime,” I add, which to my knowledge has never happened before, “so maybe you’ll get lucky a third time.”


Nile spares me a smile. “I think I’ll manage to find you just fine, Lila,” he tells me, and then, in a moment so fleeting I barely register its existence, his lips brush my cheek, leaving only some crumbs and the feel of his breath before he lopes out into the night, whistling.


* * *


Impractically, I start to catalogue my life less by the number of moons I witness and more by the moons that pass until I see Nile. There are sixteen of them before I see him again.


“Lila,” he says, stopping dead in his tracks and mumbling it to himself. I think I’m near a city this time, by the looks of it. “Lila!” Nile exclaims again, and bursts toward me and the bridge, wrapping his arms around me the moment he is able (which, given his absurdly long reach, is far sooner than I can prepare myself for). “What brings you to the Thames?”


“Certainly not eternal servitude to a magic bridge,” I say coolly, but he smiles anyway. His hair is longer now, tied back into something of a small, lawless ponytail, and he looks a bit grimier than usual, but a bit more muscular, too.


His limbs are still too long. His smile is still too broad. But even so, I think the moonlight looks well on him tonight.


“What’s new?” he asks me, which is a crazy thing to say. He’s terrifically stupid.


“Nothing. And you?”


“I’m a farmhand at the moment,” Nile says, and his grin broadens. “I’m terrible at it.”


“I can imagine.” And I do. “Do you like it?”


“I like the people I work for,” he says, and I start to wonder if there’s anything he doesn’t like. I would find it an annoying quality, I think, except he wears it better and more comfortably than he wears his mile-long legs. “What about you?” he asks.


“What about me?”


“Oh, I don’t know.” He shrugs. “I just wanted to know something about you.”


“You already do,” I remind him, but he shakes his head.


“Tell me something else,” he says. “What’s your favorite place?”


I don’t know. I never stray far from the bridge, obviously. I’ve never really thought to consider it.


“I don’t have one,” I say. “I always wanted to see more,” I add slowly, “but—”


I gesture to the bridge. I meant it to be more mocking—see here, you silly fool, you know perfectly well I can’t go anywhere—but I catch a reflection of my own sadness in his face, so clearly it’s much more helpless than that.


Nile grimaces. “Sorry,” he says hurriedly, but I shake my head.


“Tell me about the people you work for,” I suggest, and he does. He flails his long limbs while he talks, rising and sitting and gesticulating wildly as he sees fit, alternately eating blueberries and offering them to me as he narrates. He goes on for so long that I almost don’t notice when someone appears, glancing hesitantly at the bridge with the sort of intention that belies a lifelong search.


“Oh,” I say, smacking a hand into Nile’s gut to get him to stop eating, or at least stop talking. “Are you here about the bridge?” I ask the petitioner.


“Oh, do you have a wish?” Nile asks, scrambling to his feet. “Interesting. How did you decide what to wish for?”


The petitioner frowns at Nile, and so do I.


“Ignore him,” I assure the petitioner, giving Nile a warning glare. “I’m so sorry. Do you need to hear the monologue?” I ask the petitioner, and he glances uncomfortably at Nile, who’s still eating blueberries with that stupid grin on his face.


“Are you just going to stand there?” the petitioner asks him.


“I mean, I could leave,” Nile offers genially.


The petitioner and I both give Nile a withering look.


“Okay, okay, I’m leaving,” Nile sighs, shaking his head and shoving some blueberries back into his pocket. “Bye, Lila,” he says, and steps forward, almost as if he’s going to kiss me again—it would more than likely leave a purple stain against my cheek, and strangely, my hand rises to where he might have left it, preemptively coveting it in my palm—but he turns instead, waving, and disappears.


“So,” I say to the petitioner. “I can grant you a wish or tell you a truth, but not both.”


Inwardly, I consider what it might be. If it isn’t truth, then it’s almost always money, power, or love.


“I want revenge on my father’s killer,” he says.


Well, that’s new, I suppose.


“Okay,” I sigh. “Then I suppose we should get started.”


* * *


The rivers that run through forests are always the ones more petitioners frequent. Maybe living in cities dulls a person’s ability to believe in things like magic bridges and tutelary spirits. Here, though, amid trees older than most of the villages, people seek me with vigor, with desperation. With the particular insistence of longing.


“I need a wish,” says a man who looks vaguely familiar, after he lets me make my way through the entirety of my opening song and dance. I’d call it politeness, only he mostly looks tired. “Can you grant it?”


“I can, yes,” I say. “Though you have to tell me what it is first.”


The man shifts uncomfortably. “I don’t know exactly what to wish for,” he explains, “I just know I want a wish. I know that I need,” he clarifies on an exhale, “a wish.”


“Try me,” I suggest.


“Well,” the man says. “I have a wife. Named Katya.”


“Oi,” I say, recalling now why he looks familiar.


“I also have a brother,” he says, “named Ol—”


“Oleksandr,” I grumble, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Yes. I’m familiar.”


“I’m Ivan,” says Ivan.


“I know,” I say. “So, what do you want?”


Ivan hesitates.


“Did I used to be dead?” he asks, which is, under the circumstances, a mildly hilarious question, but I think it would be uncivilized of me to laugh.


“You can’t ask me questions,” I tell him, “unless you wish for me to tell you a truth rather than grant you a wish.”


“Shit,” he says unhappily, and for a moment I consider telling him that I know someone else with a similar inclination for indecision, but it doesn’t seem the time to bring it up. “Okay, well, I really feel like I used to be dead.”


“Interesting,” I say, in a different tone of voice than the one Nile used when he said it to me. I never really used to think about different tones of voices, but sometimes words are painfully unhelpful. “And what do you want, then?”


“I think I want to die again,” Ivan says. “Or at least recover the feeling of being alive.”


“Oh, well, you could wish to feel alive again,” I say, because that’s a new and interesting angle. Most people I deal with are already alive, so this hasn’t been a problem before. “You could wish for, oh—invigoration, possibly.”


His face brightens slightly, but not much. I suppose I’d have to grant the wish before he could really work up to it.


“Yes,” he says, “do that. And permit me a wrong,” he adds, “rather than forgive me a sin.”


“What wrong are you planning to commit?” I prompt.


“I’m going to leave my wife, I think,” Ivan replies.


“Oi.” I sigh. “Really?”


“Yes,” Ivan confirms, frowning. “I don’t think I love her as much as my brother Oleksandr does, and I wish for him to be with her.”


“I can’t grant that wish,” I remind him. “You already made one.”


“Right,” Ivan says quickly. “Well, for the last thing, I’d like to recover the relationship I once had with my brother Oleksandr.”


This is so exhausting I suddenly feel an immense desire to sit down. I feel as if my very bones are aching from fatigue over how little some people can be helped.


“Fine,” I say, waving a hand. “Cross the bridge and the transaction is complete.”


“Thank you,” Ivan says gratefully.


“Don’t thank me,” I tell him, grimacing. “Seriously,” I add, folding my arms over my chest and wishing pointlessly that even one of them had thought to ask any of the others for a truth. “Don’t.”


* * *


There are twenty-one moons before I see Nile again, and this time, like the first time, he doesn’t find me until the night is almost over, which is a shame as I’m already tired and a bit cold. Though, when I catch a glimpse of his messy black hair magically appearing well before he makes his way through the mountainous pass, I find myself . . . not entirely disappointed.


No, not disappointed at all.


“Lila!” he pants, nearly stumbling over himself to get to me. “Do you know I had to climb part of this mountain?”


He holds up an ax.


“Impressive,” I say. “I hope you’ve come to a decision, then.”


“What?” he asks, frowning. “Oh, right. The wish.”


“Yes,” I reply dryly, “that.”


He sets his climbing accoutrements on the ground and then proceeds to lay out a rough, uncomfortable-looking blanket before beginning to unload things from his rucksack. Food, mostly. Unsurprising. I’m not sure how a person can eat so much and still be so defiantly skinny.


But then I remember I only see him every once in a while, and perhaps he does other things when I’m not there.


“So,” Nile says absently. “I’ve been thinking about your predicament.”


“What predicament?” I ask. “Your constant reappearances?”


He waves a hand. “No, no,” he assures me. “Your whole trapped-by-the-bridge thing. I was thinking, there’s a village nearby with a shaman, and—”


“What?” I ask.


“Well, I bet there’s ways to sever it,” Nile says. “You know, yourself from the bridge. If it only appears during full moons, then you should be able to do other things in the interim, right? Also, if you have a mother, does that mean you’re going to have a daughter?” he asks tangentially, leveling a strip of cured meat at me while he talks.


This startles me. “I have absolutely no idea,” I tell him, because I don’t.


“Well, how long before you can pass this on?” he asks.


I never asked my mother how long she did this. “I don’t know.”


“And when you’re not here,” Nile continues, “is it like you’re sleeping, or—”


“Why?” I blurt out, unable to prevent it, and he looks up, startled. “Why,” I ask again, with a slightly more dignified tone, “do you care if I can be severed from the bridge?”


He blinks.


In that moment I realize, strangely, that he’s neatly parceled out two sets of everything he’s unpacked so far.


One of them is in front of him, and the other is in front of me.


“What are you doing?” I ask him.


“I’m trying to solve a mystery!” he shamelessly trumpets. “Who are you, Lila? You’re a girl in service to a bridge, and you don’t even have a favorite place. It just seems fundamentally wrong, somehow.”


“What about you?” I demand. “You’re a wanderer who’s been all over the world. What are you looking for?”


He stares at me.


“Myself, for a while,” he says slowly, and then, even slower, “But I think since I met you, I’ve been looking for you.”


For reasons I cannot explain, I am furious.


“Well, you took too long,” I snap at him, gesturing to the lightness behind the mountain peaks. “The night’s over, and now I’ll be gone again!”


“I’m sorry,” Nile rushes out instantly, hurrying to his feet. “Lila, I’m sorry. But if there’s something I can do,” he insists, with an earnestness that confusingly makes me want to deposit him at the bottom of the river even as I long to clutch him to my chest, “—if there’s a way to, I don’t know, allow you to leave—”


“I can’t leave,” I say, my voice less certain than I would like it to be. “I can’t leave, because this is important, and because it’s all I am. The bridge doesn’t exist without me, and I don’t exist without it. I’m not even Lila,” I add painfully. “I don’t have a name, Nile, and I don’t have a place, and I don’t have anything but this bridge—”


“Lila,” Nile says, taking my face in his hands and leaning down to press his forehead to mine, his long arms folded into his sides like a pair of wings. “I’ll find you again,” he tells me, and I can feel his lips move near mine. I can feel the words as they melt into the cold air between us. “I promise,” he says, “no matter what happens, I’ll just keep on finding you.”


I want to tell him that he can’t promise that, but he’s always been too stupid for his own good. I don’t think he’d believe me.


“Nile,” I start to say sternly, but he pulls my lips to his, and I know in my head that this is a kiss, but my lips only register it as something strange and terrifying and exhilarating, and I hold tightly to his stupid, too-long arms, trying not to fall.


“Lila,” he says, but when his eyes open, he frowns. His voice changes. “Lila?”


The sun’s coming up. I look down and realize I’m not where I should be, which is in his arms, being pressed against his chest.


The day breaks. The bridge is gone.


And by the look on Nile’s face, I can see that so am I.


* * *


Four moons after I last see Nile, I find myself in another forested river, waiting again for what the petitioners will ask. The first this evening is a man who looks surprisingly clean and well-dressed, holding a jug of water to his lips as if to say he intends to remain well-hydrated, thanks very much.


I recite my usual monologue without much interest, and though he listens intently, he seems to know what he wants.


“I want a wish,” he says.


“Groundbreaking,” I reply.


He blinks. “What?”


“Nothing,” I say. “Go on.”


“I wish for the resurrection of my friend Ivan,” he says, “who was killed by his brother Oleksandr.”


Inwardly, a heavy sigh. Outwardly: “Which time?”


“What?” says the man.


“Sorry, nothing,” I mutter, raising my voice to add, “So you wish Ivan resurrected? Why?”


“Ivan returned from his travels newly, um—invigorated,” the man explains, “and he chose to leave Katya, his wife. But Katya was so distraught that she came to Oleksandr in her grief, and in a fit of vengeful feeling, Oleksandr killed Ivan.”


This is unfortunately very unsurprising.


“Yes, fine,” I ambivalently allow. “But why do you want Ivan back?”


“I love him,” the man declares.


“Oh no,” I say.


“And I require permission for a wrong, as I plan to kill Oleksandr,” he adds fiercely.


“Oh no,” I say.


“And lastly, I’d like my previous feelings for Oleksandr fully excised, stricken from my constitution—”


“What?”


“Oleksandr destroyed my heart when he chose Katya,” the man says gruffly, “and I will no longer stand for the grief that he has caused me.”


“Oi,” I grumble under my breath, furious. “This is what you wish, then? This is what you prize above all else? Love excised to permit murder, and yet death reversed in order to further love?”


“Yes,” he says stubbornly.


“And what if Ivan doesn’t love you?” I demand. “What will you do then?”


“I—” The man looks taken aback. “What?”


I don’t actually realize I’m angry until the anger itself boils over.


“You only want what you want!” I shout at him. “Not one of you has asked how the others of you feel, and none of you deserve the gifts that you get! But go on,” I snap. “Cross the bridge. He’ll be waiting for you, and best of luck. Such luck to you,” I seethe, “because you will sorely need it.”


The man looks dumbly at me.


“Okay,” he says, stepping onto the bridge after a moment’s hesitation.


I consider kicking him in the shins, but I don’t. It’s beneath me.


“Go,” I say, and fold my arms over my chest, turning moodily to wait in the dark for the next supplicant.


I find, though, that I don’t have long to wait at all.


“Nile,” I say when I see the shape of him manifesting from the darkness, but he isn’t grinning like he usually is.


“Lila,” he replies, his brow slightly furrowed. “Did he upset you?”


“Who?” I ask, and then realize he must have been watching the whole time I spoke to Ivan’s would-be lover. “Oh,” I say, and shift from foot to foot. “Yes, sort of.” I grimace. “Not just him.”


“Just people in general?” Nile asks.


“Yes,” I say. “Yes, precisely that.”


Nile steps in closer. “You didn’t seem happy with his wish,” he tells me, with a little more of his usual buoyancy. “Was it not a very good one?”


“No.” I force a swallow. Not any worse than the others, I think, but still. “No, it wasn’t a very good one.”


“Not many of them are,” he notes.


“No,” I bitterly agree. “But it’s my job.” And worse, it’s all that I was given.


As if he hears my thoughts, Nile exhales.


He’s very close now, all his long limbs tucked between us.


“What would you wish for, if it weren’t your job?” he asks me.


I don’t answer.


I don’t want to answer.


I can’t answer.


If I do, it will be like the time I tried to leave. It will hurt too much to think about, and only leave me feeling trapped in the end.


“Ah,” Nile says, sensing my reticence. “I suppose that’s an insensitive question.”


I clear my throat. “It is.”


“Well,” he says. “I suppose I am sort of insensitive. Kind of foolish.”


I roll my eyes. “‘Kind of’ is an understatement,” I mutter, eyeing my toes.


“But I know what I wish for now,” Nile tells me, at which point I look up so sharply I almost knock into his chin. Or I would, anyway, if his legs weren’t so upsettingly long. Either way, the effect of crashing glances is somewhat jarring.


“Give me the speech again,” he says. “Only do it slowly, okay?”


My heart thunders, and I nod.


“I can grant you a wish or tell you a truth,” I say, “but not both.”


He nods solemnly.


“I can forgive you a sin or permit you a wrong,” I add, “but not both.”


He tilts his head, thinking, and then nods again.


“And lastly,” I murmur, “I can give something back that you’ve lost, or I can remove something you wish to have excised, but not both.”


Nile swallows, clearing his throat, and nods again.


“Once you choose, you have chosen. Once I speak, I have spoken. There are only three choices. Choose carefully,” I implore him, “for no matter what you choose, you will almost certainly pay more than you know.”


He pauses, taking a sharp breath, and nods a final time.


“I wish to take your place,” he says, and my entire body freezes. “I wish to trade places with you, so that you can see the world and I—” He swallows again. “I can take your place.”


“Nile, no, don’t—”


“I’d like you to forgive me,” he continues. “I don’t think it’s a sin, really, but I think it counts. I think I’ll need to believe I’ve been forgiven, anyway, or it might be a very difficult thing to endure.”


“Nile!” I shout desperately. “Stop talking, you can’t take it back—”


“I have this need to search, and keep searching,” Nile says, glancing down at his hands. “I think it won’t suit me for bridge-servitude, so I’d like you to take it from me. The wandering.” He looks up, his smile slightly worn. “I’d say to keep some of it, actually, for yourself, but I think you have plenty. So will you do that, please?”


I can feel a wetness in my eyes, dripping slowly down my cheeks. I wonder if it will wash into the river, or if perhaps I’ll float away myself, so that I will never have to grant another wish.


“Okay.” Nile exhales, satisfied, and then frowns. “Wait, I don’t feel any different. Should I?”


“You have to cross the bridge for the transaction to be complete,” I tell him, even while something in my chest breaks off and buries itself in my stomach. “Once you cross the bridge, then you’ll have it. Your wish. But Nile—”


“Oh,” he says, looking disappointed. “I’d hoped to stay longer with you. But if those are the rules, then—”


“Nile, please—”


“Goodbye, Lila,” he whispers, and ducks his head to kiss me again, the taste of my tears leaking terribly into my mouth and turning the taste of him to rot, to sourness and sorrow. I hold him close, my fingers burying themselves in his ratty clothes and tightening around his interminable limbs, but then he pulls firmly away from me, and he sets one foot on the bridge.


He turns like he might say something, some new impossible thing that lingers on his tongue, but then he gives me a broad, unforgivably happy grin.


And then I watch him lope away, finding his fate on the opposite side of the bridge, farther away from me than ever.


* * *


At first, I don’t notice that anything’s different. I’m still standing where Nile left me, only I’m trapped in place by something else this time—by terror or excitement or sadness, or perhaps all those things equally—and while I wait, my feet seem to grow roots, holding me in place. I stand there and stare until I see lightness start to appear above my head; a flood of color that rises up from the trees, dissipating into wide-open sky.


I stare at the sun until it’s risen enough to blind me, striking me square in the eyes, and then I turn around to look at the bridge.


It’s gone, of course.


The bridge is gone, but I remain.


I have never seen a sunrise before. I have only ever known darkness, actually, though I learn very quickly over the course of several different types of moons that there are some darknesses that are even darker than others. Sometimes the moon is only a sliver in the sky; sometimes only a slice. Sometimes the moon is scarcely present at all, though it makes the stars seem brighter. It’s a curious thing, darkness. The looming swell of the horribly unknown.


Strangely, though, I find it relatable. After all, I was born with a vastness inside me, and now, at last, the world is at my feet.


It’s a very freeing thing, really, to be granted a wish.


Even if it isn’t technically mine.


* * *


For a while, I no longer live my life by the moon. I live it by the steps of my feet, by the beat of my heart, by the places that make my blood rush to my head or plummet to the tips of my toes. For once in my life, I’m permitted to be a wanderer, as Nile once was, and unlike the terrible supplicants I encountered before, I make certain to use every moment of the gift he gave to me. I climb to every summit I can find and dive into every depth. I wander endlessly until my (significantly more limited) limbs are sore and my back is aching, and while I never have more than a bit of money in my pockets, I have treasures of knowledge, and riches of stories, and for me they are more than enough.


Sometimes, too, I find ways to be close to Nile. After all, he was a wanderer himself, and for as vast as freedom is, the world itself is only so large.


“Ah yes, I knew a young man like you once,” an older woman tells me when I’m wiping down the tavern bar, telling her about my latest trip to Turkey. “He was always chasing a river, I think. Always keeping close to a river’s edge.”


By now I have told her all about the spice markets in Istanbul, the churches in Budapest, the ruins in Athens, the spectacular warmth of the sun in Capri.


“What was his favorite place?” I ask her, absentmindedly polishing a glass, and she tilts her head, considering it.


“You know, I don’t know,” she recalls thoughtfully. “He only ever said anything about a bridge—a bridge,” she repeats, “and a girl with eyes of lilac. Like yours,” she adds curiously, her gaze softening on mine.


I keep my secrets to myself. When I have the money to leave, I do, and I make certain my travels take me somewhere new, and always somewhere far.


For a long time, I find that everything satisfies me, but by the same token, nothing truly does. I think I had seen the world as a pail to be filled, a collection to completed, but I find that the more I see, the more I wish to see.


The more, in fact, I feel as if I’ve seen nothing at all.


Over time, my feet and my wandering heart take me far, as far as I can get while walking along the edges of coasts and maps, until I find myself on an island that drops abruptly into the ocean. I turn and face the waves, and there, on an early morning when I have reached a place of inexpressible quietude, I discover something that makes my entire body sing.


That’s when I begin looking for rivers.


* * *


I think I underestimated how much effort Nile put into finding me. No, I don’t think I underestimated it. After only a handful of full moons, I know I did.


There are countless rivers, each of them incredibly long and far apart. Even if I were to guess the correct river and get there in time to arrive for the full moon, I’d have to walk along the curves of it for hours, and I do.


I do, because I have something to tell him.


I do, because I have seen and been and wandered, and now, at last, I have something to say.


It takes me thirty-one full moons to find him, but eventually I manage it.


“Nile,” I call, stepping out into a clearing, and he looks up. I may have cost him his signature need to wander, but his grin is still exactly the same, and he is as gangly and sprawling as ever.


“Lila!” he says, and takes a step as if to throw his arms around me, but his service to the bridge renders him still. Even so, he isn’t one to bow to disappointment, so he launches into a tirade instead, flailing his too-long limbs. “Lila, you won’t believe how much has happened. Do you know how many people have truly awful wishes? Insane wishes, Li! I know I probably shouldn’t say anything but, you know, from time to time I can’t really help it, I mean some people should really learn to take more time with this decis—”


He breaks off when I wrap my arms around his neck—again, no easy task, but I manage it—and drag his lips to mine, parting his messy black hair (much longer now, and still terribly managed) with my fingers and sliding my hand up the back of his neck.


“Skye,” I tell him breathlessly when we part.


“What?” he asks me.


“Skye. The island,” I say. “In Scotland.”


His eyes light up. “The Old Man of Storr?”


“The embankment above it, when you climb up the pass—”


“The waves?”


“The waves!” I exclaim. “The cliffs!”


“The cliffs,” he crows in agreement. “Aren’t they so—”


“Austere? Breathtaking?”


“They make you feel impossibly small,” he agrees, and I nod vigorously, my arms still tight around his neck.


Nile clears his throat, glancing down at me with a flush that creeps slowly over his cheeks.


“So,” he says. “Does this mean you have a favorite place, then?”


“Yes,” I say, and he looks something slightly softer than smug.


Proud, I think.


“Well, where else did you go?” he asks eagerly. “What else did you see? Tell me everything, tell me all about th—”


I should have known he would still be helplessly given to babbling.


“Nile,” I interrupt him firmly, taking his face in my hands. “Don’t you have a job to do?”


At that, he smiles his brilliant, foolish smile, and I am made stupidly happy by the sight of it.


“Do you want the full monologue,” he asks me, “or will memory suffice?”


I kiss him again, luxuriating in it this time.


“Grant me a wish,” I tell him, “and I’ll tell you the entire story.”
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The Audit


DAY ONE


7:15 A.M.: I’m trying something where I wake up early. It’s not going well.


9:45 A.M.: Okay, this time I’m definitely up. I have an interview at eleven and according to my roommate—let’s call her Frances—I am, quote, unbearable when my blood sugar is low. She says I need time to digest and a person can’t live on black coffee. I point out I’m currently fully alive and she says fully is a stretch. Frances is the kind of person who makes me want to go back to bed. I love her and assume she will leave me someday.


10:15 A.M.: I’ve drunk all the coffee and picked irritably at a bagel. Frances looks over my shoulder and asks who I’m talking to. I say the internet. She makes a face and says am I journaling and I say kind of, not really, it’s just something I have to do for the audit. She says I had better explain what the audit is. I tell her the only people reading this will already know what the audit is. She glares at me so I guess I’ll explain.


10:35 A.M.: The Life Audit pilot program uses the latest AI technology to determine a person’s capacity for accumulated lifetime wealth. The idea is that youth is wasted on the young, who have no money. Frances looks over and says I am being too facetious and to really explain myself. Fine. By the time a person enters their fifties or whatever age involves sufficient discretionary funds to go places and do things, they’re mostly too tired, which is the root of most middle-age crises, or seems to be, as far as I have understood the impetus for any of this. It’s frankly astonishing that this pilot program even passed. I think the older generations dying off left some room for social experimentation. Frances says don’t say that but it’s too late, I said it. Anyway, I’m not sure how this works exactly, but I wanted to travel and I didn’t want to work, so I signed up as soon as I graduated. Basically, they’re going to determine how much money I’m likely to make, and then they’ll give it to me up front as a loan, and I’ll have ten to fifteen years to get my kicks before I have to start working. The small print says that if you die before the loans are repaid the plan is to take it out on your family, but my parents are already dead and they had no living relatives either. So mostly this is robbing the bank. Frances agrees although she has chosen not to participate in the pilot program. She says it feels too much like astrology, which she is far too practical for, being profoundly a Virgo.


10:39 A.M.: The agoraphobe downstairs shoves a broom into the ceiling because apparently we’re being uproarious. For the millionth time, I tell Frances that we’re moving as soon as the audit check clears. She says not to count my chickens because I might still be considered worthless. She means it, too. The agoraphobe slams the broom again, beseechingly. I begin to two-step from a place of vengeance.


10:55 A.M.: Well, I’m going to be late.


11:17 A.M.: I’m late, but so are the auditors—when I check in, the receptionist tells me they’re running thirty minutes behind schedule. I settle into a sterile-looking office chair with my forms and a granola bar that Frances shoved into my hand after I stomped around the kitchen and someone immediately calls my name.


11:34 A.M.: An auditor dressed more like an HR rep than a lab technician shows me into a room with a surprisingly banal touch screen tablet. When I make a joke about playing a game or getting my biometric data sold he grimaces and says the technology is more important than the hardware, which feels a bit like a comment on penis size. I can tell I’ve gotten off on the wrong foot so I ask how his day is going and he says well, we’re behind schedule, so, you know. Then we stare at each other for a second before he points to the tablet. Just press start, he says.


12:37 P.M.: I stumble out of the auditing room with the sense that I just came from a really intense therapy session. I’ve only been once or twice because I couldn’t afford real therapy, just whatever was offered at the student counseling center, which was honestly not very illuminating. Most of the audit involved me answering questions that got more and more ephemeral as I went. At first it was simple demographics and then it was questions about what I thought would happen to my soul after death or had I ever really known a love without obligation. I have at least three headaches. I ask the receptionist when I’ll find out the results, and she says they’ll be emailed to me as soon as they’ve been reviewed by an auditor, likely twenty minutes or so. I say I’ve seen pizza delivery take longer and she says haha in a polite way. So I leave.


12:55 P.M.: I’m on the train when my results arrive in my inbox. The results are so destabilizing I immediately send a screenshot to Frances. She says she’s leaving the office and will meet me at the apartment, please don’t have a meltdown. I say no promises.


1:23 P.M.: I throw my keys on the dish we keep on the bookcase and pick up one of Frances’s daily affirmation cards. I forgot to pick one up on my way out. It says, “Embrace the unknown.” Fuck you! I shout. Then the agoraphobe picks the wrong day to slam a broom.


4:56 P.M.: Well, here is what happened when I went downstairs to pick a bone with the agoraphobe. First, I noticed he was not an eighty-year-old Italian woman like I had assumed. Second, I realized he was a hoarder. His apartment was a strange labyrinth of bookcases that led to a tiny bistro table with those blue rattan chairs you see in Paris in the one spot of light in the entire place, next to which was the broom, propped against the window. The shelves were packed with books facing every which way. I forgot to be angry, sort of. I explained about the audit and the agoraphobe said he’d done the audit as well. How much did he get? I asked. He opened his mouth to tell me but then I heard an incredibly unbelievable din, such that I was completely distracted. What the fuck is that, I said. Well, it can’t be you, so it’s probably your roommate, he replied. So then I remembered about Frances and came up to tell her I was fine and she could go back to work because I wasn’t going to have a meltdown, it could wait until dinner. She pursed her lips and said fine. Then I went back downstairs to the agoraphobe, who explained to me that he had a special exception to do the audit from home, it wasn’t necessary to go down to the office. I said, glumly, did you get forty million dollars too? He looked hard at me for a second and I realized he was young, maybe even younger than me. No, he said, I got a very reasonable seven hundred thousand, which is about as much as the average American woman makes over her lifetime. I said but you’re not a woman, in a questioning tone, in case I was wrong. He said no, that was exactly why it seemed fair. Then he poured me some tea and asked me what I planned to do with forty million dollars. I said I had no idea, that was part of the problem. He said part of the problem? And I said yeah, the other part of the problem is that when I turn thirty, I have to start working, and I have to do the kind of horrifyingly dull, capitalist work that produces forty million dollars, and I have to do it until I die, because that’s the deal with the audit. Oh, bummer, said the agoraphobe.


5:15 P.M.: Frances is reading over my shoulder again. That’s it, you went over and drank tea? Yeah, that’s it. Then she’s quiet for a second and asks if I want to order pizza. For some reason I can’t stand the thought of it so I suggest Thai instead.


9:18 P.M.: We eat companionably and watch some baking competition shows and Frances doesn’t ask me what I’m going to do with forty million dollars. She does ask me when I get it, and I say actually, it’s in my account right now. She says do you have to pay taxes on it? And I say no, the pilot program has an exemption, because the taxes come into play later, when I’m actually earning the money. She says hm interesting and asks me if the audit told me what career I’m going to have. I confirm yes, part of the reason my deadline is thirty instead of thirty-five or later is because I have to go to grad school, first for chemistry and then for law. I’m going to be a very particular kind of executive officer that I currently lack the technical background for. Woof, says Frances. And she’s a paralegal.


10:38 P.M.: Frances goes to bed. The agoraphobe texts me (I gave him my number because I am really tired of the broom, to which he said in a slightly not-joking tone that I can pay him cold hard cash to stop). In the text he says: Did your audit ask you if robots dream? No, I reply, and then ask him if his audit asked him what heaven looks like. No, he says. We keep going like that back and forth for a while wondering why my answers were worth forty million and his were worth a literal fraction of that until I feel myself drifting off. So I tap lightly on the floor. No need to shout, he texts me.


11:58 P.M.: I expect to fall soundly asleep but instead I lie there thinking about grad school, which I was trying to avoid, because I really thought that only aimless people who didn’t know what to do with their lives went to grad school. And ironically, I was so sure about my life for a second there.


DAY TWO


9:43 A.M.: Frances asks me how long I have to do this journaling thing for and I tell her just a week. She gives me a look, like, hm. I say what. She says nothing. I say seriously what and she says you’re already behind, I heard you moving around at six this morning and you’re only now starting to type. I ask: Are you implying something? She says: No, I am stating it directly. The agoraphobe texts me to keep our voices down. I text back no offense but something is seriously wrong with your apartment. Come down and listen, he suggests. I roll my eyes and tell Frances not to move at all for twenty minutes, to prove a point.


10:16 A.M.: The agoraphobe and I ended up having a consultation over coffee. He asked me does this taste sour or bitter to you? And it took me a while to decide. He explained sour means the beans were ground too fine, bitter means they’re too coarse. I said I think it might, possibly, be sour. He said okay I’ll brew some more. By the time I remembered I’d meant to go back upstairs, there was an incredibly ominous din from overhead. “You see? You’re animals,” said the agoraphobe. Then he asked me if I wanted more coffee and I said yes. It wasn’t really that sour.


11:25 A.M.: I realized he was having to journal as well and asked him how that was going. He said oh it’s fine, it’s no different from what I normally do, and then he asked me what I normally do, which is when I realized I was two and a half hours late for work.


12:15 P.M.: My boss isn’t happy with me. More later.


8:46 P.M.: I ended up having to close and do inventory with Quintina, who is mostly fine but lately has been talking a lot about a mole she needs to have looked at. She keeps forgetting I am not a doctor.


9:27 P.M.: Frances tells me I’m supposed to explain where I work and why I didn’t quit my job today despite having forty million dollars in my checking account. I work at a used bookstore that is also a café. I am sometimes a bookseller, sometimes a barista depending on whether people are feeling a more pressing need for literature or caffeine. It’s a very covetable job in that the owner is very rich and makes most of his profits selling rare books to private collectors, so it doesn’t really matter whether I am any good at my specific job (I’m not). Frances points out that I, too, am rich. So rich that it doesn’t really make sense for me to keep the retail job that I specifically said I was going to quit the moment the audit money came through. But that was last week, I point out. She asks me what’s different about this week. The answer was obviously everything, even though it was nothing. You’re handling this very immaturely, said Frances. She was wearing a face mask to improve her healthy glow. The agoraphobe took issue and texted me to say he was trying to sleep.


10:11 P.M.: The agoraphobe opened the door even before I knocked. He wasn’t wearing pajamas and had a book in his hand and was clearly not going to sleep. I realized I didn’t even know where he slept. Is there a bed in this mess? I asked. No, he said, every night he shrinks down and sleeps in a little shoe that he keeps on the window ledge. It took me a few seconds to realize he was fucking with me because something about his apartment feels absent the usual rules of time and space. Sit down, he said, I’ll put the kettle on.


12:57 A.M.: He does have a bed. There isn’t much to say about it. It’s a bed with a blanket and a pillow and next to the bed is a tower of books, on top of which sits a rotary phone he says could be used as a weapon if necessary. I said are your parents dead too? And he said interesting question, no, they’re alive, they’re just profoundly divorced. I thought this was an interesting choice of words. We seemed to bring out the interestingness in each other in a way that seemed mutually impressive. He explained that this apartment belonged to his maternal grandmother and most of the stuff in it was hers—he wasn’t personally a hoarder, he just didn’t have the energy to move it all to storage, and anyway he was making his way through the books (some of which were very bad, others just deeply anti-Semitic). I asked about the agoraphobia and he said well, I don’t care for disease. The way he said it made it sound reasonable, like any wellness choice he had made and stuck to. He said not to be insensitive but what are you doing with your journaling week? And I said why would that be insensitive? And he said you just seem, you know, emotionally constipated. I thought about being insulted and chose not to be. Then, below an unbelievably chaotic noise that must have been Frances getting ready for bed, the agoraphobe asked if I could place an order for a book for him tomorrow, one of those coffee-table art books he already has hundreds of. I said wait a minute, I never asked, what did the audit say about your life that it was only worth the average American woman’s lifetime earnings? Then I realized how horrific that sounded and felt embarrassed. Don’t be embarrassed, said the agoraphobe, it’s not your doing. Then he added that he was going to continue doing what he already does, which is essentially freelance journalism. Think pieces for very niche audiences. I said why did you do the audit? And he said well I mentioned the disease thing, right?


1:15 A.M.: Eventually I went home and tried to sleep, although it was difficult because I was thinking about how to spend the forty million dollars. I might as well spend it, because I owed it no matter what—it was contractual. Before the audit, I signed a really long agreement (Frances read it for me) that said no matter what the audit said, I would have the money and owe it back. So now I have it, and I owe it back. But I don’t like this thought exercise so instead I think about the agoraphobe. What is he journaling about? The bitterness of his coffee? In retrospect, I think the end result was fairly well ground.


DAY THREE


8:35 A.M.: Frances comes into my bedroom and suggests I really do something today, something expensive. She says she’s been thinking about it and she thinks we should sign some sort of financial agreement. I ask what she means and she says well, she didn’t really think I’d end up getting so much money, so she hadn’t considered it before but what if I wanted to live somewhere really fancy and she wasn’t contributing as much? And I say what if I wanted to live alone? And she says well, do you? And I say no and she says I really prefer you don’t waste my time with stupid questions, and then she says don’t write that down. But Frances isn’t the boss of me even if in many ways she absolutely is.


9:00 A.M.: I make it to work on time. Many hearty congratulations to me.


12:15 P.M.: Break for lunch. Quintina asks me if the mole seems darker today. I ask if she means like a mood ring. Then she asks me about the audit and I tell her my results. She asks me if I’m worried that someone might kill me for the money, and I say they don’t get it if that happens, it’s not like normal money, it doesn’t really belong to me in a way where it can be transferred to another person. It’s not inheritable, because I owe it back. I can’t transfer the loan to anyone else either, it has to be me. She looks at me hard for a minute and says wow that’s lucky. Then she asks for a bite of my peanut butter sandwich and I say Quintina, please. But I give it to her because I don’t even really like peanut butter. It’s, you know, fine.


5:14 P.M.: I’m closing up at the front when my boss comes over to tell me he heard about the audit. If I’m going to quit I have to give him two weeks’ notice. I say I don’t know yet if I’m going to quit, I mean, I wanted to travel, so I was probably always going to quit, but I’m not sure yet of my exact timeline. Don’t you have a limited amount of time to spend it? says my boss and I have a weird little panic inside of my chest. Oh god, I have to see the whole world before I turn thirty. I mean sure, maybe I could have traveled later in life like a normal person, but until I turn thirty I have complete freedom and then it ends. Wasn’t this supposed to let me be young? I should be making mistakes right now. I was ready to be reckless—that was my whole plan. So why am I suddenly so terrified of making a mistake?


6:47 P.M.: The agoraphobe pats my free hand while I breathe into a paper bag. It’s not so bad, he says. Maybe I should just spend some of the money, dive in cold. I ask him what he’s doing with his money. Mostly grocery deliveries, he says. But what about your recklessness? I ask, and I’m grateful he doesn’t ask me to explain. I did rent a movie last night that I might otherwise have tried to stream, he says, and asks me if I ordered him the book he wanted. I forgot. What’s the deal with rococo? I ask. It feels reckless! he says enthusiastically—like, with so much enthusiasm I realize I’ve never seen him get excited before.


8:19 P.M.: I ask him about the profound divorce of his parents and what made it so profound. Oh, they hate each other so much and so specifically that it’s obvious they used to have a thriving sex life, says the agoraphobe. I ask does it bother you, observing sexual tension between your parents? He asks me does it bother you, having dead parents? I have to think about it for a second. My mother died when I was really young of a disease she’d been struggling with for a while, and even though he always knew the end was near, her loss made my father very quiet. Or maybe he was always quiet? We didn’t talk very much although he was extremely diligent about our nightly dinners. The food was usually simple, and lunch was always a neatly packed bento. He was much older than my mother and died after some struggle with heart failure. I used to take the train back every weekend to sit with him for an hour on Saturdays and then return to school. He told me not to visit at all and focus on my studies, so the weekly visit was, like most things between us, a very quiet compromise. He never wanted me to be anything in particular except for focused on my studies. He did get to see the telecast of my graduation, so there’s that. And then he died on a weekday, between visits. Didn’t you just graduate a few weeks ago? asks the agoraphobe. Yes, I say. He doesn’t say anything else, just pats my hand again. Upstairs Frances has brought in a mariachi band, or she’s just getting things together in the kitchen for her nightly salad. From down here it’s not very clear.


DAY FOUR


7:04 A.M.: Frances points out that I’ve been spending a lot of time at the agoraphobe’s and asks if I, too, am becoming agoraphobic. I say no but I don’t really like heat. Or bugs. Or crowds. She lifts a brow and says nothing in a way that’s very offensive. I say I’ll go outside today, just to prove it. She asks what expensive thing I have planned, if I’m going to charter a jet to Paris or something and if so, could she come with me. It occurs to me that’s totally plausible given that it’s Friday and we can just go for the weekend, it wouldn’t be a big deal, literally nothing is stopping me except that I have work tomorrow, which I could very easily quit. Two weeks’ notice is honorable but, like, does it matter? I sit here thinking about it for so long that Frances leaves for work.


9:17 A.M.: “I know I don’t leave my apartment but I do technically have a schedule,” says the agoraphobe when I knock on the door. I say okay, can I check your coffee for you? And he sighs loudly but says fine.


10:23 A.M.: The coffee today is slightly acidic so he makes a fresh pot. I notice he has a small vegetable garden on the ledge outside his kitchen window, which I didn’t pay attention to before. I ask him if he misses the outside world. He says no, he’s kind of always been like this, it’s just that now he’s allowed to stay inside instead of being forced to go places or do things. I ask him what he’s used his money for today and he says he bought himself good butter and pink salt. Why is it so easy for him? I was paralyzed in the bodega by two kinds of chips. I’m out of ibuprofen and can’t decide whether to buy name brand or generic. I should see a therapist or something. The agoraphobe says I can talk to his therapist if I want. I say I didn’t realize he had a therapist. He says of course, everyone does, plus he can be agoraphobic and mentally healthy at the same time. I ask if that’s actually true and he thinks about it for a second. Yes, he says.


11:37 A.M.: I would miss the first weeks of spring. I would miss the fall, the leaves crunching underfoot. I would miss walking by to see the first Christmas lights twinkling on in shop windows. I would miss those hot summer days when the city feels alive again. I would miss, most of all, the feeling of walking around and knowing that nobody knows where I am, or what I’m doing. And anyway, sometimes bugs get inside the house. Even the agoraphobe has a flyswatter.


12:31 P.M.: I go to the park for a bit because the agoraphobe has to write. I decide I’m going to honor my first instinct and do whatever I want to do, whatever it is, whenever it occurs to me.


1:15 P.M.: “Why are you here?” says my boss.


3:45 P.M.: Quintina’s mole does seem a little oddly shaped today. I knew it, she says in a melancholy voice. Then she tells me the book I ordered will be in on Sunday, which is another day I have off. I tell her I’ll come in anyway, and then I do some inventory.


5:47 P.M.: I think about getting flowers for Frances, to put on the kitchen table. I think about buying a loaf of fresh bread. I think, Frances would want some chocolate, and then I stare at the chocolates in a fancy shop for almost forty minutes. In the end I buy nothing and go home. And then I stop and go back to the florist.


6:32 P.M.: The agoraphobe answers the door and looks confused. I don’t understand, he says, you brought me flowers? I said yes, I don’t know, I guess. He says those are definitely flowers, and they’re definitely for me, so . . . He trails off. I realize he’s making a point and say you can say no if you want. He rolls his eyes. Come inside, you’re making a racket upstairs, I have a migraine.


7:01 P.M.: He fingers the petals so gently I have the strangest feeling, like I want to sweep up his fingers and press them to my lips. Recklessness. He asks me what I’m smiling at and I say oh, I didn’t realize I was smiling. He asks if his book has come in. He asks if I remember what perfume my mother wore. I close my eyes and think only of sun coming through the open window, a soft pink shade of cotton they only seemed to make in the late eighties, the way the house used to smell. The agoraphobe says his mother wears a vintage peach-scented perfume, something almost saccharine, he’s been trying to figure it out but he can’t—he points to a package of three different perfumes that aren’t it. He closes his eyes and smiles. I want to ask where his mother is now, and I think maybe it’s too invasive, and then I think no, it’s fine, if he never wants to speak to me again I’ll just move. Where’s your mother now? I ask. He laughs. Indoors, he says, and I laugh too.


8:34 P.M.: I hear Frances clomping around and come upstairs. The flowers are beautiful, she says. Then she says, there’s some kind of party this weekend at one of those fancy rooftop bars. I say do you want to go? And she thinks about it for a second and says no, I want to stay home and read, this antitrust case is so labor-intensive and I spend all day trying to avoid this one senior associate who thinks I’m prettier when I smile. I’m too tired to grind on some guy, she adds, the weight of my youth is just too burdensome. She yawns widely and asks if I’d be okay rewatching a show we’ve both seen four times all the way through (it was canceled halfway through its second season). I say sure, why not?


11:44 P.M.: Frances falls asleep on the couch. I pull the couch blanket over her. The agoraphobe answers the door and says I just remembered that my audit asked me a math problem, did yours require any math? I say no, did he know the answer? He says maybe, it involved the Pythagorean theorem, which I know because there’s a song that goes with it, so maybe I solved it correctly, I don’t know. I wonder what makes me so valuable when I am unquestionably the most boring person in my life. Hey, thought, announces the agoraphobe, what if you put some of the money in a savings account, wouldn’t the interest generate enough money for you to pay back some of your loan? An interesting loophole, I say. I didn’t read my contract so I don’t know, and Frances is asleep so I can’t ask her. Let’s find out, says the agoraphobe.


1:23 A.M.: Looks like nothing specifically prohibits it, says the agoraphobe. I’ve stopped reading because my eyes hurt. The ceiling twinkles with plastic glow-in-the-dark stars. Has my book come in? asks the agoraphobe. Are you dying? I ask. The agoraphobe turns to look at me. How did you know? he says.


1:35 A.M.: Oh man, I say, oh man. I can’t do this again.


2:01 A.M.: The agoraphobe texts me. We’re all technically dying, he says.


DAY FIVE


7:15 A.M.: Frances is on the couch reading a book I got her last month when I had no money and also no second thoughts about my lack of money. She laughs to herself and I think, I knew it was a funny book. I met Frances when we lived in the same hall in our freshmen dorms. She slept with my roommate, then they dated for a while, just a couple of weeks, long enough that Frances and I ended up walking in and out of the building together sometimes. Then she sat next to me in the dining hall and when we both ended up in the same French literature class I sat next to her and it kept going like that until I stopped knowing how to define myself without Frances as a benchmark. For example, I am funny at parties, but less funny than Frances. Let me pay your law school tuition, I say. She looks up from her book with a frown. No, she says. But I want to make things easier for you, I say. She sighs heavily and says things being easy isn’t the point, but let me know when you charter that jet to Paris.


9:00 A.M.: “If you’re going to quit, I need two weeks’ notice,” my boss tells me again. Quintina mocks him from where she’s stacking the orders that have just arrived. When my boss leaves to take a phone call, I ask Quintina if she needs money to see a doctor about her mole. Oh, I’ll get around to it someday, she says with a shrug.


12:00 P.M.: I ponder my lunch choices. Sushi? Pizza? Expensive patisserie? In the end I have a peanut butter sandwich and am reminded of everything that is wrong with me. I wind up so furious that I storm into the travel section and pull three books off the shelf at random. Sofia. Lagos. Seoul. There, job done. I pull up a browser page on my phone to book flights. Then Quintina tells me the book I ordered got here early, and that by the way, I could use it to incapacitate intruders. She mimes lifting a boulder as she drops it on the table in the back room where we all eat lunch and leave rings from our coffee mugs. The coffee back here is bitter. My brain is pressing in and I flip through the pages. Rococo. Characterized by elaborate, ornamental stylings. Maximalism. Wealth.
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