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To my friend David Yaffe, the first and best reader of this novel. Rest in peace.




I


Yet somehow Ulrich could not help thinking: if mankind could dream collectively, it would dream Moosbrugger.


—Robert Musil




1


Akari decided to walk north along Bedford Avenue instead of switching to the G train. The fresh air felt good, and it was a beautiful day, so why not?


In LA, she had to drive everywhere.


Akari was a cinematographer and traveled frequently, usually for commercial work, which was why she was in New York for the week. She made more money than she ever imagined she would make (and in a predominantly male field). The cinematographer partied, slept around, was always on the move; charm and talent carried her wherever she wanted to go, and allowed her to eschew commitments that would gum up the machinery of experience and pleasure.


For this reason, Akari dreaded visiting her sister: the general tenor of the apartment Mariko and Dan, Mariko’s boyfriend, shared was claustrophobic and repressed; there was a pervasive atmosphere of rot, or if not rot, ferment.


There was so much the sisters never talked about. Mariko was so stubborn: she stage-managed all her relationships (insisted on it)—planning pointless activities, the purpose of which was to indefinitely forestall the possibility of meaningful conversation. For their entire adult lives, the sisters had sustained a cordial, functional relationship, which indefinitely forestalled any deeper engagement with long-gestating resentments. They would end phone calls with “I love you”—but the love they referred to was a kind of perfunctory, false love and not the real, almost primitive feeling of kinship that they both understood was supposed to be there. Love was a signifier that they both used to shore up the insecurity around the issue of their estrangement from each other.


Or the issue of Dan himself, with whom Akari got along really well, eliciting Mariko’s intense jealousy. It wasn’t like Akari was particularly attracted to Dan; she was just nicer to him than Mariko, and he was nicer to her than Mariko was too; they were situational allies.


Akari read his think-pieces, appreciated their strategic and clever blandness, sent him curt but complimentary emails, and took his ideas seriously when they spoke in person; that was the extent of things.


Dan had dopey charm—it had to be admitted—and there was even a moment, while Mariko was at the grocery store two years before, where Akari thought Dan might try to kiss her in the middle of an episode of Arrested Development. He hadn’t done more than inched closer to her, but she could feel the physical craving.


It had been strange, definitely uncomfortable, but not, fundamentally, unwanted: the giving and receiving of attention. They went just far enough not to feel guilty, and to maintain plausible deniability; in the end, they both came away with a respect for the other person’s pragmatic sense of tact.


As time passed, and Mariko and Dan seemed increasingly permanent, Akari sensed that these little games could no longer be permissible; Dan no longer had any emotional collateral to spend.


Dan and Mariko were either going to get married or never speak to each other again (put up or shut up).


Walking parallel to McCarren Park, Akari noticed that the leaves were not really changing colors. Rather, they were simply dying: falling off the branch, half-green, in unusual late September heat.


A text from her sister: “Hey, what time are you getting in?”


Pointless nagging: there was no need to respond.


Akari felt like she was punishing the couple with her arrival, just as she felt that they were punishing her with the invitation.


On the browser of her phone was an article that Dan had written in the latest issue of n+1 called “The Death of the Interface,” which she had been reading on the plane. The piece was a sociological analysis of the effect of digital communication on personal communication (a predictable topic). Dan’s article was too deft; it found new ways of talking about an over-analyzed subject, and more importantly, it was funny and self-effacing. But maybe that was the trap: the piece was cool, inventive, witty, but ultimately, destined to become part of the internet culture that the piece itself claimed to abhor.


Akari people-watched: cyclists, power-walkers, bums, bros, basic bitches out for brunch, stroller dads (taking a call while pushing their kid through McCarren Park).


There was no theory for watching people stream by into emptiness, for watching a face materialize through a car window and then disappear forever.


She’d had too much to drink on the red-eye, but she enjoyed the feeling of being slightly delirious in New York: it enhanced the sense of cinematic blur.


Her consciousness opened, almost like a pupil: birds, scampering children, rustling brown-green leaves—a beautiful confusion. It was an incredible thing to be alive in New York; it was amazing that no one noticed how impossible it should be for all these pieces to add up to something like consciousness—to produce feelings like love, to produce civilization, cities, or the images of cinema. And yet they did.


While waiting for the signal to cross the street, Akari bit the nail of her ring finger on her right hand, a nervous habit.


She was aware that, on some level, she was avoiding going to her sister’s too early, that she was meandering on purpose to kill time.


It was ridiculous to expect that at this point, when they were both set in their ways and their opinions, the visit could be at all productive. Mariko would inevitably talk about herself, depending on her sister to affirm whatever choices she was in the middle of making. She inevitably would have a new workout, a new acting class, a new wardrobe, and, if she didn’t, it would be even more depressing, because then, Akari would have to find herself praising—having to praise—the old wardrobe, the old acting class, the old workout or diet. And Akari would have to perform the same ritual in return: she would have to share her own bullshit, fish for compliments about her own lifestyle, and so on.


They used to be so much more honest with each other—used to push each other, challenge each other, confide in and confront each other; they used to be best friends. They used to have a sense that they were in this together, whatever this was. And it was exciting to have this ally, this person you could count on, this person who never needed much context to get it.


But somehow, gradually, that sense, that overlapping zone of subjectivities, had disintegrated, and they had become two very different, very separate, very adversarial siblings—members of the same tribe: no more, no less.


Akari missed that magic bond, that naive, uncritical closeness.


The sense of subtle antagonism between the sisters had grown to the point where Akari could admit to herself that she had come to New York to feel better about her own life in Los Angeles, to juxtapose her own life with Mariko’s out of spite.


Still, Akari felt guilty about how much pure pleasure she got from the contrast. It was fascinating how much she could discern about the real nature of her feelings towards Mariko without understanding their source, or being able to give them a precise name.


She was now walking parallel with McCarren Park, which had a ragged, unmanicured charm: softball games, picnickers, frisbee, a single football, poorly thrown, some Mexican guys playing soccer. Brooklynites in their late twenties and early thirties (plus a few forty-somethings determined to remain young) ran around grinning and sweating and showing-off, self-consciously having fun.


Akari thought about a film producer she had talked to on the plane; he’d been such an asshole—talked about himself for four hours.


What was his name again?


All this guy wanted to do was name-drop. He hadn’t even figured out that she worked in film, that they knew many of the same people. He just thought she was attractive. He’d invited her to a party that night in Tribeca; she probably wouldn’t go.


Men secreted these little poisonous gestures that gradually spread out and enveloped everything, sludge-like. There was nothing more abominable and disturbing than having to endure the pretensions of the middle-aged members of the species in particular.


Akari was fond of Dan because he was so acutely aware of the limitations of masculinity—because he was so self-consciously a feminist, so self-consciously tolerant, sensitive, concerned—even if he was still essentially a mansplainer. Awareness was worth slightly more than nothing.


Men her age, Millennial men, had grown up with a value system that didn’t leave room for any real sensitivity, cleverness, or kindness. Most of the dudes Akari worked with, conversely, still played video games, jacked off to porn three or more times a week, and congratulated themselves on the size of their paychecks. Tech bros, finance bros, art bros, preppy bros, blue collar bros all shared the same rudimentary social-emotional habits.


Interesting men were increasingly hard to find.


Akari’s stomach rumbled; she hadn’t eaten since lunch the previous evening, when she’d made a smoothie before taking a car to the airport: bananas, blueberries, almond milk, greens, raw honey. She was starving.


New York was a system that (seemed to) resist entropy, but the individuals who made up the system, the cells, died off; in a century everyone in this park would be dead, even if the park itself, the city block, the structure of the neighborhood, would be the same. Different forms of life passed through the same space of life. If New York City could still enchant, it was because of this synthesis—this sense that all these different smaller parts added up to something bigger.


Her stomach gurgled; she had a headache; she felt almost like she would pass out. She was about to get her period.


Fuck.


Akari kept thinking about Suzanne and the breakup and the awkward weekend when she’d brought Suzanne home to meet her parents (not having told them that she dated girls more than she dated boys). It was so awkward. Akari had caught her Mom crying in the bathroom—as if she’d lost a daughter in a car accident or something. Her parents were too polite and California fake progressive to say anything, but there was a palpable sense of disappointment, like their worst suspicions of her had come true.


Suzanne had been good about it though, powering through the awkwardness and unprocessed discomfort.


The one thing that Akari couldn’t bring herself to do that weekend was fuck in her childhood bedroom; they’d slept side by side like good, platonic friends. It was kind of hot to want to touch, but not touch.


Why was she thinking about Suzanne again? Why couldn’t she stop thinking about Suzanne? It had been almost two years.


They’d even started emailing again, which was stupid.


Suzanne still needed her, emotionally and financially. She was so fucking unstable.


Having graduated from college in the middle of The Great Recession, Akari still felt that her income, her stability, her tangible, proper adultness, was a magical accident, something that could go away or dissolve any day—but she was also proud of it; she was proud of being a working artist. She liked taking care of Suzanne, and the fact that Suzanne was there to be taken care of served as proof that Akari’s success was not a fluke.


She spent a lot on Suzanne when they were together—the spring-break trip to Thailand for example. That had been an incredibly erotic trip.


The memory was so vivid that the cinematographer could almost still feel Suzanne’s gummy skin against her own, as if their bodies were entangled subatomically—as if there were no way, and no hope, of ever disentangling those particles, of freeing up the present for the present, and the gradual unfolding of the future.


Suzanne had a slight build, wavy brown hair, a few pimples, a bird nose—an incredible sense of style (incredible in the sense that it was preternatural). Akari was shorter and a little more butch (she kept her hair short). They made an attractive couple, which was something that Akari was proud of. She missed being seen with Suzanne; she missed the feeling of having what other people wanted.


Was there a difference between sensuality and narcissism? Was there a way to revel in the sensual presence of another person without giving the ego too much of what it wanted? Was it possible to lust after Suzanne without seeing her as a good to be consumed?


There was a part of Akari that was so damn competitive (was it younger sister syndrome?). She was ashamed of how much pride she took in her success—as if it (success) really meant anything in the grand scheme of things.


Her clean, tidy, cactus-filled two-bedroom; her sexual conquests; Suzanne’s beauty in general; her awesome gigs (and she was getting lucrative offers to direct music videos too)—what did all that add up to other than some kind of baseline level of attainment you had to keep working hard to maintain? There was no holiness, nothing sacred, in all those little fragments of comfort and pleasure.


Crossing into the park for a moment, through a gate at the north end, she found a little patch of grass fully in the sunlight and laid down. Akari took a deep breath, so that both her chest and belly temporarily distended, and she closed her eyes. The tenuous connection with the earth felt right.


She took one breath after another, trying to find a sweet spot that she could consider meditation. She could fall asleep, but part of her was too anxious. Her pulse, against her will, ticked faster rather than slower.


In a way, she felt insanely happy that she was here, despite her anxious thoughts, or because of them—happy that her body had an intelligence all its own, that it could bypass or set aside the problems her brain set up. The grass felt good; the sun on her face felt good. She was nobody, and there was a sweetness to that—just melting into everything.


So much lived in the body. Her nervous system was responding; all sorts of sense memories were dimly called up: playing tag in the backyard, playing soccer, having sex in the cemetery near their house as a teenager, random picnics and meetups since college, the little bit of grass outside her place in LA that she kept watered. . . .


She was relieved to be off the plane, off the subway, just out in the fresh air. Air travel always kind of fucked her up, even though she flew a lot; she could never not think of the plane crashing, or a terrorist being onboard. Flying meant several hours of simulating your own death over and over.


There was some kind of relationship between the casual, off-hand nature of her lifestyle and the underlying morbidity of her thoughts.


For instance: Was it possible that Suzanne’s suicide threats were real?


Akari couldn’t help but think about it.


How would she do it? With pills or with what? Would she hang herself or get hit by a bus or go swimming in the Pacific at night—wash ashore days later, eaten by fishes?


Love for Suzanne and concern for Suzanne were all mixed up. Tenderness was mixed up with resentment, desire with a hard sense of boundaries—of wanting things to be finished, done.


Akari took a last belly breath and sat up, blinking in the direct sun. She took an Evian she bought in the airport out of her book bag (the only luggage she brought). Finishing off the bottle, she found a trash can, overflowing with plastic junk, and stuffed the bottle in.


She was starting to want a bite to eat.


There was a bar across the street from the northwest corner of the park, at the border of Williamsburg and Greenpoint (one of those generic American food gastropubs that served expensive burgers with aioli). Why not though? That was the only option in the neighborhood, and these places were usually pretty good quality. If she didn’t eat now, she’d end up eating greasy Polish food at the place by her sister’s late at night.


Inside the restaurant, Akari felt a little overwhelmed. Everybody seemed to be having an amazing time—just the best time ever—and she was out of place. It almost reminded her of LA (as Dan always said Williamsburg represented the LA-ification of New York).


After a brief conversation with the hostess, who seemed annoyed that Akari was alone, and not with one of these incredibly buoyant groups of corporate Millennials, Akari got a seat in the corner, which felt something like punishment.


She couldn’t really tell if she was hungry or what. Maybe she would just get a coffee, except the wait staff would probably flip passive aggressive shit. She didn’t want to deal with more body language.


Waiting for someone to take her order, Akari opened her phone and opened Tinder, which she had avoided since she’d landed, but now couldn’t resist. The app had become something of a crutch, an automatic response to having too much free time, a way of structuring her time and space without much effort; she had been trying to wean herself off it. She wanted to make a real effort to meet people again. She missed glances, fertile moments, desperately wanting someone to break the ice. She missed the enchantment of a number written on a scrap of paper, of someone buying her a drink. She missed trying and she missed other people trying. Effort was important in erotic life; it told you important things about yourself; it tested and challenged the ego, helped you determine boundaries.


Swipe.


She couldn’t help herself: the game-layer of life was more interesting than life itself.


Swipe.


The bus boy brought her a napkin, fork, water, and a menu.


“Thanks,” Akari mumbled.


Did she really want to waste a whole hour on a meal? It was such an ordeal sitting down; she could have just gone to a bodega.


She needed a cigarette and a nap.


She had stopped trying to buy packs though.


She could just go out and ask someone for a loosie . . . would that be embarrassing?


The waiter was attractive, but in a generic way that told you he was probably an actor, or former actor, or model, who was just waiting for aging to destroy his pointless ambition and allow him to settle into an ordinary life. He clearly was accustomed to attention.


Akari opened Tinder again, and then closed it immediately, annoyed at herself.


However, the second she put the phone down, she picked it up again and reopened the app.


It wasn’t like anyone was watching her. She could sit in the corner of this bland restaurant all day, swiping, and no one would say anything; she was anonymous and would remain anonymous, there was very little anyone could do to stop her from being anonymous; people were too busy to arrest the motion of busyness; she could just flow through the city like this, consumed by private anxieties, indifferent to the individuals and events around her. That was how everyone else did it, right?


Swipe.


She had, in fact, met Suzanne IRL, which maybe explained why it was an order of magnitude better than her other relationships over the past few years.


Akari yawned loudly.


Her exhaustion, she was beginning to realize, was not just the product of the red-eye. She stayed out every night, drank too much, chilled at people’s apartments, was always hungover on set. And she could never sleep in: her body naturally woke up after first light; the more she drank, the earlier she woke up, actually. She was slowing down physically, ever so slightly, and she knew she couldn’t keep this up forever (whatever this was).


All around her, in contrast to her diminished state, was an explosion of organic vitality: the clatter of dishes, the squawking of traffic and birds, the crying of babies, the vibration of phones, idle brunch chatter—the wave function of life.


Swipe.


Akari made eyes at the waiter across the room. He was super hot, and he seemed into her too. She could write her number on the receipt; she’d had success doing that before.


Swipe.


Akari thought of her eyes as camera lenses: adjusting, noticing, framing, panning, weaving.


She scanned the restaurant: no sign of the waiter. No sign of anyone else interesting.


She closed her eyes.


The whole world was exhausted along with her, like everyone was running on some alternate energy source that did not burn as cleanly or as efficiently as sleep.


Akari opened her eyes.


She saw human animals eating pink, grass-fed burgers. She was in the forest, the jungle, of modern man.


Her stomach growled. She rubbed her eyes, trying to stay awake. No, she had not been treating her body very well at all. It was only genetic luck that her lifestyle hadn’t shown up on her face yet.


Her sister, as Akari had noticed on her last trip east, was beginning to get crow’s feet. The change was small, but permanent. A wrinkle was like waking up looking tired, but forever—a scar without a wound to valorize it.


The waiter returned, smiling coyly.


“Hi, what wouldya—”


“Can I have the mushroom and arugula omelet . . . and a coffee?”


“Would you like your coffee black?”


“Do you have almond milk?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll take that.”


Fragments of conversation coalesced out of the ambient noise: someone was talking about their start-up, about the angel investors they’d recently been out to dinner with in “SF.”


The waiter came back with the coffee, thick swirls of chalky almond milk floating on the surface.


“Do you have any agave?”


“Agave?” This request was not quite routine enough for the waiter: he had to pause very briefly to think about it. “Sure. Yeah. Be right back.”


The effect of agave on her body was basically the same as sugar; agave was a fake health food, but she didn’t care: it still felt like the best option (a weird thing to put in coffee though). It was better than sugar or Splenda; she hated black coffee and wouldn’t drink it under any circumstances.


The door swung open, a new party entered the restaurant: loudass college bitches.


Billions of people watched as billions of other people gradually disappeared and the whole thing unfolded without anyone’s protest: that was life.


The waiter came over with the strange agave-almond-coffee confection. Akari thanked him (she wondered what his name was) and took the first sip: stupidly, pointlessly sweet.


How many of the people in this restaurant wanted to be there? Maybe ten or twenty percent? Or maybe zero? Or was everyone, with the possible exception of herself, completely content, happy to be enjambed between Williamsburg and Greenpoint, at the edge of the park, on a warm morning of no particular significance?


Could it be both? Could contentment and discontent exist simultaneously?


She felt vulnerable to what the people around her might be thinking. New Yorkers made so much aggressive eye-contact. People pretended like they weren’t watching, like they’d seen it all, like nothing fazed them, or even caught their attention, but it was a pose: the indifference New Yorkers showed towards each other highlighted their obsession with one another.


Akari worried about running into friends from Chapman here; there were a lot of film people in Greenpoint—there was always something shooting around here. She hated running into old friends; the term “old friend” told you everything you needed to know. Truth be told, she had a lot of contempt for all the fake somebodies, the Hollywood kids with connections and no drive, who she’d gone to college with—who’d she’d seen make half-hearted at best attempts to make it, to make something. She worked too hard to pretend to be friends with that kind of person.


She could see her face reflected in the glass storefront, hazily.


If someone started talking to her, then her stupid loquaciousness would take over and she would be trapped; the key was to avoid catching anyone’s gaze, to not seem like one of those people eating alone who wanted to be spoken to. One of those women, in particular, who wanted to be spoken to.


Akari jumped to another mental association: He Who Shall Not Be Named. Her ex before Suzanne.


He lived in Portland now, but Portland and Brooklyn were transposable; he could be in Brooklyn at any time. He could walk through the door of the restaurant right now.


He wouldn’t, but he could.


He wouldn’t, but she wouldn’t be upset if he did.


Swipe.


A few days of being alone, physically alone, with no one to fuck or snuggle with or provide basic baseline comfort, quickly made her exes seem more appealing. In some ways, it was like dating was just a way of keeping the memory of old heartbreaks at bay; dating was a cope.


Akari watched a few Tinder faces go by; she looked around the restaurant; looked at the blur of pedestrians outside. One day all of these people would be corpses. They would smell and rot, grow putrid, disappear, melt into the earth. Why didn’t anyone else realize that they were actively dying, that they were hastening the decay process with each mouthful, with the mastication of the food? Was she the only one who obsessed over this shit?


Swipe.


She took another sip of the sweet coffee. It tasted better; she was getting used to it; it was waking her up. And she liked that feeling.


She thought about texting Suzanne instead of swiping. It wasn’t so unusual; they usually exchanged a few texts every day now (now that the ice had been broken).


The post-break up state, in that way, was ideal: you could retain the halo of togetherness without the responsibility of maintaining the actual physical and emotional relationship. It was comforting.


Swipe.


Akari shifted in her seat. Her ass was uncomfortable.


She took another sip of coffee, blinked, yawned, took another sip between yawns. What was this place? It had no character whatsoever. The people here had no distinguishing characteristic except that they could spend money without thinking about it (or successfully hide that they were thinking about it).


In LA, once you created a glamorous aura, you could do whatever you wanted inside its protective shell. In New York, you were supposed to show that the aura was cracked; you cultivated the aura of not having an aura, of being tough and authentic—worn-down, work-weary, street-smart.


hey i landed i’m safe how r u? she texted Suzanne.


Suzanne started typing immediately. I’M GREAT . . . lies i’m OK. Or.


or what?


just chillin. Netflix and homework.


sounds like fun.


it’s not. missing you.


u r?


yeah a little.


Akari was tempted to switch to Snap, because that was where Suzanne usually sent her nudes. Akari really got off to images of Suzanne touching herself.


that’s interesting.


why? Suzanne replied immediately.


because i miss u too . . . definitely a little.


. . .


stop this is just teasing me . . . not fair


yeah i get it . . .


do you?


yes i do


ok still you know i like talking to you


This was already confusing.


i know that’s our thing: talking


i miss the physical things


torture


yeah so?


fuckkkk


Akari put her phone face down on the table. This was pathetic.


Her phone buzzed again immediately.


let’s try again


Images traveled up to consciousness from the back of Akari’s skull: Suzanne straddling her, twisting the stiff nipples of her small breasts; Suzanne’s ass, sauntering to the bathroom after sex.


Animal images.


Reveries: broken, chopped up, frozen for reheating later.


maybe


please


you don’t have to beg . . . just like


what?


define “try” Suzanne


like be in the same room. i wanna kiss u


possibly . . .


can i call you later . . . ?


maybe. just chill for now ok? this is a LOT


ok . . .


Another buzz: Ana. 5’2”. Queer. Into French cinema.


Swipe right.


You’ve matched with Ana!


The phone is a serotonin dispenser, Akari thought, that was its most basic function, not communication.


Hey!! Ana wrote.


Hey what’s up?!


Not Muhc! just got into town


There was a pause in which Akari found herself refreshing the Tinder chat.


from where?


LA


cute


Akari, ashamed, put her phone facedown on the table. This isn’t what she wanted at all, even if it felt superficially good.


Picking her phone back up, she closed Tinder without looking at her notifications and opened up iMessage again.


i’m serious about wanting try again i just want u to know [image: image]


I know youre serious


you don’t think i’m old enough to be


serious?


ja


that’s not true!!


explain


explain what?


Akari was still just so into Suzanne. Suzanne had access to Akari’s brain 24/7—whenever she wanted to fuck Akari’s shit up, the message would always be delivered and opened. Akari could block Suzanne, but that was so drastic, and there were always ways around it.


I dunno. just like what your thiniing


I’m not thiniing anything


lol, but seriously


I’m just doing my thing.


How’s New York?


I just got here, so


Ok . . . if you want me to go away, i’ll go away


i dunno


please . . .


please stop . . .


ok u hate me


no . . .


i’ll just stop


ok.


The waiter arrived with her omelet.


“Thanks,” Akari mumbled, half-looking at her phone.


The waiter nodded and vanished again.


It wasn’t hard to imagine why Suzanne was so needy: she emancipated herself from her meth-addict parents at fifteen, living with her rich, Christian grandparents for two years before graduating from high school. She needed Akari to be an older sister as much as she needed her as a lover; the two roles had fused (it was unclear if Suzanne was even completely attracted to women, or if she just felt safer around them).


Suzanne constantly oscillated between destructive behavior and seeking security. She unconsciously undermined the relationships she built, even if she craved or needed those relationships. She recreated the chaos of her childhood in her adult life.


Akari felt her phone buzz on the table twice—momentarily ignoring it.


She picked at her plate. The omelet was bland.


hi . . .


i’m still here.


talk to me


i’m eating


sorry agian


When Akari was Suzanne’s age, she’d had an eating disorder; Suzanne would probably develop one sooner or later, because that’s what everyone did.


There were a group of college girls across the restaurant, laughing and drinking coffee together. One of them noticed Akari staring at them; there was a brief exchange of eye-contact which made Akari feel slightly embarrassed.


Akari was alone at the table and was very conscious of it—that she was the only person in the restaurant dining alone. In LA, she never went out alone, except maybe to coffee shops, but even then, she largely went with friends, or for meetings.


One of the college girls was really attractive—dark features, heavy breasts, a mini-skirt.


“I have a crush on you,” Suzanne, who was an intern on set at the time, said on what became their first date. “I’ve had a crush on you for weeks.”


God—it was torture to think about, especially in the context of how much had gone wrong, in the context of how poorly Suzanne had acted, how immature she’d turned out to be. It felt like so long ago now. Suzanne had once been real, flesh and blood; now she was a phone-phantom. “Suzanne” wasn’t a single thing, a single form or body; she was distributed across platforms: Instagram, Facebook, Tinder, Gmail, Snap—a hive of Suzannes. And it was for this reason that a clean break-up was semi-impossible: there were too many versions to break up with.


Suzanne’s dream was to direct a film after college and have Akari shoot it; this was something they discussed often, and Akari, maybe against her better instincts, had offered to use her own connections to help her lover’s career. She wondered, now, if this was why Suzanne kept contacting her: because Suzanne felt like she’d lost a patron, because she wanted to rope Akari back into supporting her. This was a reasonable, albeit extremely embarrassing, assumption.


Akari played with her napkin. When she was traveling or tired, or in this case, both, Akari’s unwanted thoughts found a way into her conscious mind.


Was she being used? The cinematographer wanted to reject the possibility, push it across the table like the scraps of napkin, but she couldn’t. The potential truth just lay there, inert, but threatening, like an old attack dog. It wasn’t the case, it couldn’t be the case, it wasn’t possible for it to be the case, that the entirety of Suzanne’s affections was an attempt to gain connections—right? Of course she wanted help, but. . . .


Akari started to arrange the bits of torn-up napkin into geometric patterns.


Nothing was simple. Suzanne’s neediness—her vulnerability to need—was what made her appealing; Suzanne would never stop needing her, and Akari liked that. Akari just needed Suzanne to not need her that much, to not be so dependent on her. They hadn’t gotten the recipe right the first time . . . but if they got back together—? A part of Akari wanted to believe that Version II of the relationship would fix all the problems that had emerged in Version I.


should i just stop texting you? be honesttt Suzanne asked.


yes Akari texted back immediately before adding, or i dunno . . . maybe


fuck


It was easy to imagine Suzanne saying “fuck” under her breath as she typed; she did things like that; she was charmingly uncensored. This is what made Suzanne so lovely: her personality seemed to flow out of this much deeper, much more physical thing. Suzanne was basically an innocent, silly person; she only pretended to be serious—so it was hard to admit that Suzanne was fundamentally manipulative, that Suzanne had become extremely adept at getting what she wanted, like a house cat.


There was really no way of escaping the fact that human beings were animals, programmed to survive. Young people needed older people for this reason: support from an older person assured survival.


OK . . . Let’s meet up when I get back


Akari couldn’t believe she was offering.


when’s that?


couple days


i feel like you never come back when you say you will


i’m free to do as i like


i know


ok then


so . . .


Or was Suzanne just hurt? Was she just an unhappy person who felt abandoned or alone or unloveable?


Akari wanted to smell Suzanne, slip into the odorous casing of her flesh, be with her again.


Akari realized her own body was lonely—pure and simple.


God.


She kept making eyes with the voluptuous young woman across the restaurant. There was no chance she’d talk to this person, who was definitely straight, but was perhaps subconsciously picking up on Akari’s desire for attention, desire for desire. Akari was aware that she had her own, special charisma.


What made cinematography interesting to Akari was that the body could take over from the mind; there was no anxiety about what to do or to say; you could capture life; you didn’t have to be responsible for it—for life.


In LA the day before, she’d gone to see a photo exhibit of portraits taken of people on their last day of college and then again, fifteen years later; the difference between the age of twenty-two and the age of thirty-seven was simply astounding. Faces changed; they slipped away like someone was tugging at the skin. Faces dried up, caved in. And it wasn’t just aesthetic: there was an inner caving-in too, a resignation. Your cells turned over completely in seven-year cycles; every seven years you were a different person, had a different brain. Who was even to say that in a way, you didn’t die in the process of evolving? That you didn’t gradually supplant yourself over time, the way a weed takes over a garden?


Why did her mind do this?


Akari stuffed a forkful of arugula in her mouth. Eating arugula was supposed to increase your libido, Akari had read recently—but did that apply only to men who needed help getting it up? Probably.


Limp dicks were one of the main reasons to date women. How often had she plowed through a date with a hot guy only to discover that nothing was happening below? Seemingly healthy men were increasingly unable to get it up. Her idea of the male form had been disfigured; men were manifestly and extravagantly disappointing.


She had no compassion for men who melted into sticky sentimentality and weakness and self-hatred after a few drinks—who unthinkingly adored her, worshiped her. It was lame and boring.


But that’s how Dan was with her sister, or used to be.


The fact remained that Akari was avoiding going to her sister’s place. She was avoiding both of them and they were avoiding her, too, in a way, by not really checking in very much, by not making any definite plans for lunch or dinner or a movie or a show. It was really embarrassing; it drove home the fact of the sisters’ increasing estrangement and spiritual distance. Akari missed that implicit sense of shared secrets, shared ideas, shared visions, shared memories; the satisfaction of knowing that you were never alone in the world because there was this person whose experience matched and merged with yours. She missed having a sibling in the platonic sense.


Akari opened her phone. No texts from anyone.


Akari signaled for the check; there was no point in pretending to finish this omelet. She should have just ordered a beer, because beer, in a weird way, tended to wake her up. Beer would have given her the energy and the courage to complete the trip to her sister’s. The coffee just made her feel anxious, like the world was about to fucking end. The check couldn’t come soon enough; she already had her credit card out.


The college girls were gone. She hadn’t even noticed them leave.


She started to think about her favorite Kurosawa movie, Ikiru, a film about mortality and regret. Mr. Watanabe, the protagonist, who is dying of cancer, seeks to give meaning to his life—and succeeds . . . realizing, after a series of mishaps and embarrassments, how deeply miraculous it is just to exist at all, even for a few minutes, a day, on earth, as a human being. Ikiru was one of the first art films she’d ever seen. Her mother had taken her to a screening as a senior in high school. Akari had been thrilled to understand enough Japanese not to have to read the subtitles. For whatever reason, she’d associated herself with Mr. Watanabe. She’d had the sense, even then, that it was easy to waste your life, to give it away, to sleep through it. Ikiru had captured this incredible sense of fleetingness, preciousness, fragility. It, life, would all be gone one day—and what would you have to show for it? Or better yet: who? Who would be there to hold your hand, wash your corpse, dress it, bury it? Who would remember you?


When the waiter arrived, she stuck the card out like she was paying a highway toll.


“Thanks . . .”


She waited impatiently for the waiter to return, tapping her foot against the floor and swiping through Tinder again without finding anyone interesting.


The waiter returned; Akari signed the check, tipping too much to compensate for not flirting with him more, as she sensed he wanted (after all, she was the only solitary woman there).


She stepped outside.


A gust of fresh air, the sound of street traffic, a bike bell ringing, a child crying . . . shouts from across the park, birds, an airplane on its way to LaGuardia, rolling, billowing, cumulus clouds . . .


A text from Dan: on your way?


yeah couple blocks


cool I’m waiting to let you in . . .


He was so passive-aggressive.


Akari started walking north, away from the park.


She was on Manhattan Avenue now.


Still no text from Suzanne.


Suzanne did this: ran hot and cold, which was addicting about her. You could never really stop checking your phone because there might be something exciting or dramatic that you didn’t expect; or you might be the one to send that dramatic/exciting/surprising message. You couldn’t even predict your own behavior. It was like the phone was in charge of communication.


Akari remembered a friend in the psychology program at UCLA telling her about an experiment with rats who could press a lever to get a food pellet reward. Rats would stop pressing levers that didn’t offer rewards, use levers that always offered rewards as needed, but would literally press the levers that might offer a reward over and over until they died.


Akari couldn’t conceive of how she had gotten to this point, having grown up basically without excess technology. She remembered getting a Motorola Razr as a senior in high school. That was it. Yet, now, it was like she’d been born with her phone. It extended through her: linked up with her nervous system.


Akari needed to sleep.


She passed by corner market after corner market, each stand presenting some variation of the same display: flowers and fruit. The cinematographer was tempted to buy an avocado or some watermelon slices. The omelet hadn’t really been satisfying and Dan and Mariko never kept any real food at home; Mariko just drank green juice and kelp or whatever.


Something really sick started to happen to actresses after they turned thirty; they started to slip away, and only the strongest kept working after that cut-off date. Akari watched it happen all the time.


She pitied her sister. She pitied her whole family. Happiness and togetherness had never really worked out. Both their parents had a quiet drinking problem; getting older wasn’t easy, they had no support, no friends, they were really isolated people. Her father didn’t adjust well to retirement; he wasn’t adjusting . . . and her mother wasn’t adjusting to her father not adjusting.
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