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			For the masis

		
	
		
		
			‘To live past the end of your myth is a perilous thing.’

			Anne Carson

			

		
	
		
			PART 1

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			When my husband comes into the bedroom we have shared for thirteen years and tells me he doesn’t want to be married any more, I reach for my neck. My head is missing.

			My husband has cut it off surreptitiously.

			The air in the room thins as he fills it with justifications, all the ways he is unhappy, the reasons why we should not stay together. I tell him to stop, stop talking, can’t he see that I can no longer breathe? He looks startled, as though he doesn’t understand what I mean, as though he isn’t holding it right there, my head in his hands.

			Before he entered I was sitting at the small table I use as a desk, pretending to work on my novel. But the annotated outlines and handwritten notes from a decade earlier concealed what I had actually been studying, quietly, for the last year: my own birth chart, set in a circular zodiacal wheel.

			He came into the room soundlessly, which was unlike him. My husband was noisy in the way he moved, ate and slept. His feet were heavy, the floors in our house creaking under them, his body cutting through air and whistling wherever it went.

			‘Too tired to talk?’ he mumbled, and I jumped, his breath marking the back of my neck. He was standing with his hands in his pockets, bouncing gently as though he had to go to the bathroom.

			I hastily covered the chart. ‘Are the girls asleep?’ I asked, motioning to their rooms at the end of the hall, imagining they couldn’t be, not so fast, and aware of the accusation in my tone – it was his night to tuck them in, after all. I noticed that he had closed our bedroom door.

			It was April, and the white flowers were blooming on the Bradford pear in our yard, the semen-stench wafting through the open window beside me. But my familiar feeling of revulsion at that scent evaporated as my husband launched into the story of his misery.

			From the beginning, from his first sentence, the conclusion was foregone. Every argument he had carefully accumulated pointed in the same direction. He was fluent in all of the ways that we were incompatible. As he spoke, I felt inside of me a sudden winter. The room tilted, and then the earth, a few degrees further from the sun.

			There were the particulars: my short temper, our fights, and their worsening over the last few years, had made it clear to him that there was no hope for us. Our trajectory was bleak. The way I spoke to him, my resentment, my disdain – he couldn’t tolerate it any more. My anger left him flaccid, and at the end of the day, he dreaded coming home.

			There was the general: marriage was impossible for him, not just with me, but as a concept. He realized he didn’t believe in it, that it was a sham. Of all the couples we knew, there were none who were actually happy. I couldn’t deny this, he insisted. In fact, I was a historian in the matter, because every night in bed, he listened to me dissecting the lives of the many unhappy couples we knew. Monogamy was unnatural, though we all pretended otherwise. But to ask him to believe in an institution that he had no faith in, well, that was like asking him to believe in someone else’s god.

			I was stunned by his arguments. He didn’t believe in any gods. When I recovered my ability to speak, I asked him whether he was sleeping with someone else.

			He ignored my question and answered others that I hadn’t asked. No, of course not, of course he didn’t regret marrying me, it wasn’t a mistake, and he wasn’t trying to live the way his single friends did. He continued on this point until it became clear to me that he did in fact harbour some regrets.

			Gasping, I told him that I loved him, that we had our daughters, who loved him, too – what about them?

			He insisted that he adored the children, would always be there for them, and he loved me, too, of course, and that families didn’t break, they only changed. This was an evolution for us, nothing more.

			‘You can’t just wake up one day and make a decision like this,’ I said.

			‘This isn’t a sudden decision,’ he replied. ‘I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.’ He stood in front of our bed and stared down at his side, the side that he had slept on for the entirety of our marriage, his focus unwavering, as though he were scrutinizing a younger version of himself. Then he lay down on that very spot, looking at the ceiling, joining his fingers in the middle of his chest. ‘I’m doing this for both of us,’ he said. ‘I know you can’t see that right now, but one day you will.’

			Was he speaking to me? Or the younger version of himself that he had squashed on the bed? I rose and moved closer, gazing at his face. I thought I would see anguish there, but instead all the creases had vanished, years of worry smoothed away. For a moment, I thought he was drunk. But it was relief, I realized, softening his expression.

			I woke up the next morning on the sofa. He had fallen asleep on our bed the night before, easily, on top of the duvet, still in his clothes. I had watched him for a while, listened to his gentle snoring, before coming downstairs to weep.

			Now, hiding my face behind my arm, I watched the girls pad around, whispering to each other, looking for the remote control. They knew better than to wake me early on the weekends – there, at least, I had trained them well – though this morning I wished I had woken up before them, with ample time to steady myself, so they wouldn’t be able to read the events of the night before on my face. I continued to lie there, frozen, until they got tired of searching, searching for the remote which was sitting on the table right in front of them. Through narrowed eyes, I watched as they eventually wandered out of the room, their sock-covered feet thumping on the stairs as they ran up. Sighing, I willed my spine to straighten, and got to my feet.

			In the kitchen, I lifted the latch and pushed open the windows above the sink. The morning was cool and the birds sounded in the trees. The loudest ones were the small green parrots from the south of somewhere that had escaped a crate at JFK and somehow managed to survive the harsh north-eastern winters. The noise of this suburb had always oppressed me. Planes overhead, sometimes helicopters, too. The new-money neighbours always making improvements, drilling, sawing, sledgehammering their homes. Delivery vans carrying boxes multiple times a day, and larger trucks, their growling engines and hissing brakes, the starts and stops, the doors opening and banging shut. Fumigators, landscapers, gardeners, always at work, driving in and out, the drone of their blowers, the standing lawnmowers they zipped back and forth in. We lived in a neighbourhood of grass, and someone’s grass always needed cutting, was always being mowed or trimmed, and we breathed in a cocktail of vegetal aromas, gasoline and pesticides.

			He was out of his mind last night. My husband was a good man, not the type to wake up one morning and leave his marriage. He belonged here, in his home, with his children. But I could also see that he was frustrated with our relationship, and perhaps with his life in general. Sitting in traffic every day, the bridge a veritable parking lot, to go to an office where he wasn’t valued, only to come home worn out, dissatisfied – no wonder he only wanted to fall asleep in front of the TV. He had not risen at work the way he’d expected to. Money was tight, though we never discussed it directly.

			I could understand him. I, too, felt the diminishing of desire and purpose. And if our situation hadn’t been so fragile at the moment, I would have told him that my suffering had been greater. I was the one, after all, who had birthed two children from my body, and experienced the depletion that followed. The physical changes I endured, the decrease of energy. My memory was no longer as sharp as it had once been and I found it hard to focus on writing. When reading, I noticed myself squinting, even with glasses. He had been the one who had wanted children, and in the end, I was the one to look after them.

			But I wasn’t interested in turning this into a competition of grievances. I knew he needed support, and I was there to give it to him. In a way, this was to be expected – the planet Uranus was opposing its natal position in both of our charts. A craving for change, upheaval, even chaos. At the heart of it, I understood that my husband felt his own death coming closer and that something had rattled loose within him. A crisis was common at his age, maybe even a cliché, but we would ride these years out. It was interesting that this aspect was playing out in my horoscope, too, but I wasn’t susceptible to it.

			I turned away from the window and started. My older daughter was standing there, leaning on the kitchen island, watching something on my phone. I told her to put it down, threatening once again to change my passcode. My younger one appeared beside me, beaming, and I wiped the sleep away from her eyes and helped her peel the strings off her banana. She took a bite too big for her mouth and hid her face in my underarm. I looked at the top of her head, and suddenly I wanted to scream. I couldn’t understand my husband. We had so much.

			He appeared in the room just then, breathless, greeting the children, his eyes skimming over me. My husband had always been an early riser. That I required more sleep than he did was something he liked to joke about. I had laughed in the beginning – we were newly-weds then, still acquainting ourselves with living together – but repetition had ruined it, ruined the joke and my contemplative mornings. I now started each day feeling like I had to catch up. When I broached this with him, he said to me that it was meant to be funny, though we both knew nothing was funny on its hundredth iteration, and I suggested he would need to invent a new skit to conceal these criticisms. He insisted that I should lighten up. I reminded him that in my birth chart, Saturn was in the first house. I rarely find jokes at my own expense funny.

			Now he wished me good morning, and I replied, belatedly, my voice coming out in a croak, and I noticed my foul breath. His face was damp, and he was wearing old shorts that barely fit him any more. Had he gone for a run? But before I could ask, he turned away.

			I scurried after him. As the children watched TV, I followed my husband from room to room, trying to snap him out of his absurd lapse in judgement. The way we had built our lives, moving through each subsequent phase like a moon growing into fullness – dating, marrying, cohabitating for a number of years before having one child and then another – these actions were proof, incontrovertible evidence that we were exactly where we were meant to be, that we’d taken each step that brought us here consciously. Had either of us been unhappy, we could have turned around at any point. The fact is my husband had wanted this, and wanted it for more than a decade, and if there had been a doubt, he had overcome it, he had weighed his options, he had decided in favour of continuing, he and he alone had chosen to remain in the marriage for all these years, of his own accord and not at the end of a gun, and if he was now ready to walk away, then this change of direction was an anomaly, an aberration – and he should be protected by those who loved him from the menace of himself.

			Back in the kitchen, I whispered to him about couples therapy, and the possibility of restarting, but he turned the tap on full, filling his glass and letting it overflow.

			‘This isn’t you,’ I said over the sound of the water.

			He laughed, turning off the tap and taking a big gulp. Then he looked at me, scratching his chin. His nails against the stubble sounded like Velcro. ‘You don’t know me.’

			The contempt in his voice startled me. I reached my hand out, but he brushed past, saying he’d take the girls out for bagels, like he did every Saturday, so I would have part of the day alone to write. ‘Let’s just finish the weekend as we normally would,’ he added softly.

			The cap fell off my rage at this. I hissed at him. ‘Who do you think you are?’ I called him a liar, a coward, and a cheat, regretting it immediately.

			Watching the girls get in the car with their father, I waved to them, gripping the frame of the door with my other hand to stop myself from unspooling. I was wearing my favourite old nightgown, faded and worn, an item of clothing that my husband hated.

			Inside the house, alone, I grabbed the handle of the mop and moved its dry head back and forth across the floor. He couldn’t leave. What would happen to us, to me? I’d be alone, alone for the rest of my life, unable to support myself, much less the children. I loved him, and he loved me; we didn’t have to say it all the time for it to be true. I could not live without him.

			The mop fell out of my grasp and I couldn’t manage to retrieve it. I looked down at my hands. They were dry, my palms cracked. My husband had told me to wear gloves when I did the dishes because it was becoming unpleasant to hold my hands. I had tried for a while, but it was like wearing a blindfold. Glasses broke and plates tumbled out of my grip. Protection was a slippery promise.

			Staring at the mop, I felt the ground open beneath me and I knew there was no end to how far I would fall.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The children were fighting in the yard. I sat on the front step, not moving to separate them. The older one hit the younger, who cried in outrage. Then she lay down in the grass next to me and picked up my phone. I pulled it away from her and took a deep breath. The sun was setting and there were sounds all around us from things we could not see. Someone’s dog barked and was told to shut up. The dog continued and then stopped abruptly. A car passed and parked somewhere in the distance. A bird in the tree above called to another, and the reply issued forth from further away. I listened for that faraway bird, for what was beyond it. A vague groan. The movement of a body in another house. Domestic objects shifting through the air. And then something so faint I could not identify it. A singing, a siren.

			The night before I had dreamt there were two women with my husband. One did not look like a real woman, more of a mechanical reproduction, filled with metal and wires instead of flesh and blood. The other was more like me – dark skin, short hair, neither thin nor fat, not ugly and not beautiful.

			But I was not either of these women in the dream. I was the man. I was my husband. I could see out of his eyes. I looked down, and there were his feet.

			The dream house had little furniture except a bed and a dining table, and I had sex with the women on the bed and then ate with them at the table. I felt the same pleasure my husband must during sex, or a near approximation of it, since in the dream I could feel the base of my penis but not the tip – however, my enjoyment was interrupted by the anguish on the dream wife’s face. Later, when the mechanical woman left, the dream wife admitted to me that she’d engaged in the threesome to please me but had felt forced, even coerced. She covered her face with her hands and cried. Then she looked up, blinking. There must have been a misunderstanding, she said. Yes, that was it. I must have thought that she wanted this. I had orchestrated this for her.

			I stared at her for a moment before I understood.

			‘Yes,’ I said to the dream wife. ‘You led me to believe you wanted this. I only did it for you.’ As I said these words, I knew I was a good man, and I could sense a calm spread over her, the radiant certainty that she was the wife of a good man. The dream wife reddened, a flush of shame and relief.

			I woke up, alone in the bed. Shuddering like a wet animal, I tried to rid myself of the dream images, but they wouldn’t leave. My husband had not slept beside me for three nights, but the bodily residue of the dream – the saliva and secretions – I felt them on my skin. I could still remember the mechanical woman’s genitals, hard and glassy like the interior of a conch shell. I stood in the shower, washing the dream away.

			My husband had gone to work, the girls to school, and I’d spent the day frozen, sitting at my table, staring at the wall, my thoughts chasing themselves. I watched the minutes go by, waiting for him to come home. His words about having a normal weekend haunted me, because now the weekend was over and I was terrified of what would come next.

			I called the girls in from the yard when it started to get dark, and prepared dinner while they watched TV. I was extracting the black veins from a pound of shrimp when I noticed my husband on the sidewalk in front of the house, pacing up and down, talking to himself, his arms animated. He stopped for a moment, and I realized he was on the phone.

			I had considered checking his call list, going through his conversations, looking for hints of what he might be feeling, who he was speaking to, but he had a peculiar way of organizing his emails and messages, deleting each one after answering it. I had asked him about this years ago, and he explained that it was his way of keeping on top of things, that a lot of people did it, and if I had a job, I would understand the need for purging.

			My heart raced as I tried to imagine the conversation he was having, one that elicited such passion. We had not been having sex with any regularity for some time, and on occasion I had wondered if he was getting it elsewhere. After the children went to sleep that night, I approached him on the sofa. He seemed reluctant but went along with it when I started to undress. I let him do it from behind, even though it had felt like something was catching in that position ever since I had given birth.

			My teeth were set in my mouth, and I wondered if this was it, if this was the last time, when he stopped, suddenly, and said he couldn’t do this any more. I demanded sex like clockwork, but when we were having it I absented myself – making lists, thinking of my book, organizing the fridge while he fucked me. I cried that this was unfair, and untrue, but he shook his head, pulling his shirt roughly back on.

			‘Are you satisfied with this?’ he asked.

			I swallowed, trying not to cry.

			‘I lie in bed next to you each night and wonder if this is it. You didn’t even know I was unhappy, did you?’

			I listened to his self-indulgent words. According to him, my ignorance of his misery proved how greatly I deserved what I got. How could I not recognize that he had been missing all this time, that he was already gone? I shouldn’t be sad, or desperate, I should not try to make him stay – he had left me a long time ago. I had been living with a placeholder.

			The next morning, there were men in khaki pants with clipboards in the next-door neighbours’ yard. The neighbours were an older couple – at least, I thought they were older; it was hard to be certain of white people’s ages – and all I really knew about them was that they had a small collection of naked statues on their lawn, fibreglass renditions of Greek or Roman gods which in the dark could be mistaken for actual people. It was a strange choice of decoration that didn’t go at all on our street, with its mix of Dutch Revivals and houses with Spanish tiled roofs.

			The men took measurements of the trees in the yard, leaned ladders against them and covered their branches with grey mesh netting. To protect the trees from the cicadas, they said.

			I nodded slowly. The cicadas were coming. And our wedding anniversary, too.

			My sister and mother joked that a plague of locusts had descended on my wedding. But they weren’t locusts, they were cicadas. You could hear them in the wedding video, see guests jumping up from their seats. The creatures had found their way into the mandap, and some of them ended their lives by falling into the fire. They were clumsy, new to their wings. The nymphs had attached themselves to moult on the oak and spruce trees around the wedding venue, and their ghostly exoskeletons remained as we did our pheras.

			We circled the fire four times: I followed him for the first three – duty, material success and love – and for the last phera I went first, first into our liberation from physical form. Into death, basically. As shadow to substance, so wife to husband, Sita said to Ram.

			Cicadas cried as the pandit recited the mantras. A microphone was brought in, but it was no use. If blessings were spoken, they were not heard.

			I was devastated, even though my husband insisted that the sound of the cicadas’ ancient mating ritual was a good omen. But I didn’t dwell on it long. Within six weeks all the adult cicadas were dead. Their bodies stank in the summer sun. Newborn nymphs fell from the trees and burrowed into the earth amid the remains of their parents. They would dwell in the ground for thirteen years.

			The khaki men with clipboards explained that my neighbours were worried about their trees. Female cicadas laid their eggs inside the branches after mating, using the sharp edge of their ovipositors to pierce the bark. Older trees tended to be safe, but some of the younger ones couldn’t recover from the damage.

			‘So, the sex organ of a female cicada is like a saw,’ I summarized. One of the men opened his mouth and closed it again.

			I asked them if they had seen any cicadas yet. They smiled politely, but their faces revealed alarm, perhaps at my dishevelled appearance, or at my talk of sex organs.

			‘No,’ one of them replied. ‘They haven’t come out yet. Both broods are still underground.’

			‘Both?’

			‘Yeah, two are coming out this year. At the same time. The thirteen-year and the seventeen-year cicadas together. It only happens every 221 years.’ He laughed. ‘There are gonna be trillions of them.’

			I looked at my yard, the ficus pale from overwatering.

			One of the men handed me his card. ‘We can also remove that for you,’ he said, motioning to the Bradford pear. ‘It’s an invasive species, you know? Dangerous in storms. In some counties, you can get fined for having one of those.’

			I told them I would think about it and watched them turn back to the neighbours’ trees, their bodies moving through the naked statuary. Had the husband wanted those statues, or had they been the wife’s idea? I imagined that they enjoyed all the nudity – maybe it inspired them to spend a lot of time nude themselves. Maybe they enjoyed a vigorous sex life. The thought of them fucking might have been distressing to me in the past, but today I didn’t mind it.

			A timelapse video of a moulting cicada showed the creature attaching itself to a vertical surface. It seemed to quiver endlessly before at last breaking open along the back of its body. Another being, a transparent phantom, emerged from the shell.

			The imago. A sexually mature adult, the fifth and final instar of the cicada life cycle. The imago grew under its old skin. In this new form, it had red eyes. Its wings were crumpled, wet. Rocking back and forth, it found its way free. In this ritual of becoming, nothing could be rushed. The wings filled with air, opening as the wetness that weighed them down evaporated.

			The cicada laboured for more than an hour to birth its new body. The video that we were watching condensed it into five minutes. Even then, the girls grew impatient. The sight of the insect rising from itself was boring – they wished someone would help it out and didn’t understand when I said it was wrong to interfere. Unaccustomed to watching exertion, they moved away to do other things.

			As terrifying as the insect was, I felt protective of it, its perseverance, its utter vulnerability. It reminded me of the book I was trying to write, and the well-meaning questions I received from friends – how uncomfortable it felt to share ideas still nascent within me, unformed, fragile creatures. I had learned to keep quiet, and not because of superstition, or fear. To help the creature out of its shell weakened it. It needed to struggle, to crack itself open.

			By the end, the imago stood at ninety degrees from the ground, perpendicular to its old self. But in a disappointing finale, it did not take flight as I had hoped, instead falling to the earth, landing on its back. After scrambling to its legs, it disappeared in the uneven grass. All that remained was the exuvia, the shell left behind. In the timelapse, the empty exoskeleton seemed to quake, a ghost remembering what it was to be alive.

			It occurred to me that this creature was thirteen years old, or perhaps seventeen, that it had been alive longer than my children, sucking on the roots of plants, escaping its own skin at each new phase, tunnelling below the frost line. I wondered that it had managed to survive.

			Earlier I had been examining the astrological chart of our wedding day, and now, in the margins of that page, I noted down the phases of the cicada life cycle. Then I searched for mentions of them in history, in mythology. In ancient Athens, citizens wore golden cicadas as a sign of their origins. Athenians believed themselves to be native to the land, that, like the cicada, their earliest ancestor had come from a split in the earth.

			I tapped my pen against my cheek. In the Ramayan, Sita was born from a furrow in the earth. When she was ready to leave her body, the earth opened to receive her again.

			Reading about Sita’s reabsorption, her desire to disappear, her plea for annihilation, a familiar distress churned within my stomach. I pushed my notes away. I had read this story before, as a child, and was always troubled by its ending. Ram had asked her to rejoin him as queen, to take her rightful place by his side, reinstate her honour, with their children. What made her say no?

			Why did some choose preservation and others destruction? Marriage offered a secure container – a vessel for a family to imagine the future, to grow into wholeness, insulated from the dangers of the world beyond. Soft, permeable bodies needed shells, after all.

			I looked out the window. The cicadas would begin their mating season soon, and it seemed that my husband wanted to begin his own.

			For the rest of the week I tried to seem calm, unaffected, in front of him, maintaining my composure and hoping my husband would see that he was wrong about me, about us. When he left his dirty clothes on the floor I didn’t grumble but quietly washed and ironed them, making sure they were hanging in his closet the next day. I froze the ripe fruit before it went bad to show him I was taking his advice, being less wasteful. But he was wary, trying to ascertain if the ground before him was a solid ledge or a loose stone. He no longer trusted, no longer wanted, my show of kindness. And the constraints I had placed on myself were taking their toll. From the outside, I looked presentable, perhaps even beautiful, my eyes soft, my tone fragile. But inside, some part of me was trying to kill itself. I had lost my appetite, and anything I forced down gave me acid reflux. The day would pass before I realized I had not had a sip of water. A fear of the dark I’d had in childhood suddenly returned. The shadows in the bedroom and throughout the house were terrifying, and while everyone else slept I walked in circles around the garden. The grass felt dry, piercing the soles of my feet.

			The tension inside me kept growing. I could not comprehend that this man who was avoiding me, leaving any room I entered, was my husband. I spent hours poring over our astrological charts, searching for answers. Each circular diagram offered a picture of the sky from the moment of birth, a blueprint of past, present and future. Answers about marriage or partnership usually came from the seventh house, and divorce, from the eighth, but my eyes kept wandering to the fourth house, which told the story of home, origin, ancestry. It was from there, the base of the chart, that the patterns of our lives would arise. My husband had Saturn in the fourth house. Obstacles and contraction.

			One night, my husband told me he was going out and didn’t know when he would come home, and I burst, saying men were supposed to be simple – how was it possible that he was so complicated?

			He pointed his finger at me, waggling it in my face.

			‘That,’ he said. ‘That right there.’

			There it was: I was caught. My feigned sweetness had not lasted long. But what did he want from me?

			‘You can’t speak without insulting me,’ he sneered. ‘This is who you are. Just like I said.’

			My throat was closing. Why was he trying to torture me? I lifted my hands to reach for him and saw that they were trembling.

			He shook his head and told me I blamed everything on my anxiety, but the real problem was that I was spoilt and never thought of others.

			‘What about me?’ he said. ‘Did you ever consider my needs?’

			I fired back that his expectations were unrealistic. How could he be so selfish? He was more unreasonable than the children.

			But this comparison to the girls made him furious. He brought up a fight we’d had when our first daughter was born, when he wiped the baby from back to front and I asked him whether he understood female anatomy. All I knew how to do was ridicule and undermine him. Glowering at me, he suggested we consider some examples of my incompetence.

			I stormed out of our bedroom, stopping short when I saw the girls perched at the bottom of the stairs. They looked up at me, their faces resigned, as though they didn’t need an explanation, as though they understood exactly what was going on.

			The children had already noticed that something was wrong
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