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For Mommy, Daddy, and Malcolm.

And for all the girls searching for themselves in stories.





Wayward: to wander, to be unmoored, adrift, rambling, roving, cruising, strolling, and seeking. To claim the right to opacity. To strike, to riot, to refuse. To love what is not loved. To be lost to the world.

—SAIDIYA HARTMAN

In other words, she wanted it both ways. There is much to be learned from wanting something both ways.

—MAGGIE NELSON







Sometimes we don’t tell the story. Sometimes it tells us. That was just one of the many ass-backward aphorisms my grandma used to say that I never forgot. Later, I understood how a saying like that could stick. How it could haunt.

My grandma’s stories never made sense: The endings were lopped off, plots unfolded backward, characters died then were resurrected. It used to kill me the way her endings felt like being shoved off a cliff, the way threads got dropped like dirty pennies, the way capital-M meaning never materialized. I wanted Disney Channel! I wanted rom-coms with Ryan Reynolds!

I can see her now: braiding her white hair on that plastic-covered sofa, trying to teach me a lesson. One I practically ruined myself trying to relearn years after she died.





PART I Super Graphic Ultra Modern Girl





Chapter 1

Tristan and I had been getting along until I peed on his Air Maxes, three Lime-A-Ritas in, during his trip to Texas when Jay and I were freshmen at Rice. Jay had pulled over by a patch of woods on the way from an off-campus party, our bladders bursting. This was seven years ago, not long after Jay and I started dating. I didn’t remember any of it.

In my mind, Tristan was a shadowy figure—Jay’s best friend who, in stories of their California adolescence, was always courting trouble: dumb bar fights, near-death pool accidents, girls on the beach, girls in the desert, general aimless male debauchery cloaked in the cheap mythological gauze of The West. Meanwhile, Jay said things like, “I’m really proud of democracy today!” after voting.

That evening, Jay recounted the pissing incident as we turned down L Street, how Tristan had glowered the whole ride back, avoiding me until his flight. Tristan had moved from LA that summer to start his PhD program at Georgetown. We were on our way to meet him now for drinks while Jay was in DC that weekend.

It was early September, the leaves already changing to yellow after a scorching August. When Jay bent down to tie his shoes at the corner, I mounted him for a piggyback ride. We flew across Massachusetts Avenue, me bouncing like a backpack, squealing with laughter, while he gripped the backs of my thighs. I hadn’t seen him in months since he still lived in LA. I missed his clean, laundry scent, his bony back, at once strong and frail. He had a swimmer’s body, broad up top, narrow waist. I kissed the thick, ropy muscle of his shoulder. He tripped on the curb, yelping in surprise, but found his balance.

Climbing off Jay to enter the hotel, I couldn’t let the story go. Why was Tristan even standing close enough for me to piss on him? Like, back up.

The bar was dim like a dinner napkin had been dropped over it. Pendants leaked puddles of weak light onto the tables. Jay and I sat in velvet armchairs, studying the bizarre mural around the bar: a Black Alice in Wonderland with a sword above her head, preparing to julienne a scaly red snake-dragon. Pointing at the horned demon riding a walrus, Jay said, “Jamal drew me a picture just like that last week.”

“Is this the one who screams in the middle of morning meeting?” Jamal was one of Jay’s second-grade students.

“Yeah, but he’s sweet.”

A deep voice shouted, “Whaddup, Milkman!”

Who the hell was Milkman?

Jay popped up from his seat, laughing. I turned to find Tristan yanking Jay into a big, rocking embrace. Tristan dragged an empty chair to our table, a gold cross spilling from his neck, the chain slicing an ugly Patrick Star tattoo in half. His lashes were straight like the curl had been ironed out of them. I tried to reconcile him with the boy in the picture Jay once showed me, his thicket of black curls like angry toddler scribbles, tiny hands choking a monkey bar with purpose. He was definitely a person I’d never met before.

“Cat.” He nodded. “Hey.”

“Tristan,” I said. “Hey.”

Jay grinned. “Everything’s going as planned.”

We ordered drinks: Jay, a martini, me, a vodka sunrise that looked like egg yolk in a glass, Tristan, a shot of Jack. I hated dark liquor. It was what my father used to drink.

Tristan turned to me. “You’re different than I remember.”

So he remembered. “What do you mean?”

“You’re, like, more…” He did a dance that involved rolling his shoulders.

“I’m sorry, I don’t speak electric slide.”

“Forget it. I can’t explain it.”

Jay said, “He means laid-back.”

“Yes, thank you.”

I had no idea what language they were speaking. I told Tristan I didn’t remember meeting him just to see what he’d say. He lifted his glass to his mouth but didn’t drink, observing me over the rim. “That’s probably for the best.”

Then he elbowed Jay in the ribs. Laughing, Jay ducked under the table. I could tell he was happy we were all together. Reaching down, I stroked the close-shaved top of Jay’s head, soft and slippery with oil, while avoiding Tristan’s alarmingly large eyes. When Jay came back up, they ditched me for their own private world: shit-talking people from fifth grade who’d moved back to LA, some joke involving the Gettysburg Address and a clown suit.

“So, how’re you liking the city?” I asked Tristan. As a native Washingtonian, I was always curious to hear what transplants thought of us even though most of the time they got us all wrong.

Jay said, “He’s lived here before.”

Tristan added, “I went to Howard.”

I rattled off names he didn’t know. Midway through, he noticed the mural. “What the fuck?”

“It’s Alice in Wonderland!”

Tristan looked at me like I was wearing a clown suit. “What was that about again? A rabbit?”

“A dream.”

“That explains the elephant in the tutu.”

Jay pinched Tristan’s elbow. “How’s dating going here?”

Tristan shrugged. “It’s like dating in LA. How’s—” He deliberated his words. “Whatever you guys are doing.”

I laughed. “What’s that mean?”

“It means how are things with whatever you guys are doing.”

Smiling hard, I strangled my drink. “You must know what we’re doing. Since Jay’s your best friend.”

Jay touched my knee. I touched his hand. Jay cleared his throat. Tristan didn’t break eye contact with me.

“Sorry. How’s the open relationship?” he said finally.

Jay shrugged noncommittally. “It’s, you know, it’s—”

“Great!!!” I cried.

Tristan smirked, leaning onto his forearms. “So, Cat, how come—”

Jay shot him a look. They stared at each other. The server came around to ask if we wanted anything else. We all said no. Tristan turned to me again. “I hear you write. What do you write?”

“Fiction mostly.”

“She’s writing a novel.”

I gave Jay a look that said, Why the fuck would you say that out loud!??!?!?

Tristan lifted his arm onto the chair’s back. “Cool, I love novels.”

I broke out laughing. He cocked his head. Oh, he was serious.

“So, what’s this novel about?”

“It’s sort of about my parents, but fictional, then there’s this other thing, that’s about me but not.”

“You ever published anything?”

I said no at the same time Jay said yes.

Tristan typed something on his phone, grinning. I said, “Ew, what?”

He started reading a story I wrote five years ago for The Rice Review in an Australian accent. Jay said, “Oh, I remember that one.”

I lunged for Tristan’s phone while he calmly held it above his head. Seemingly feeling left out, Jay tickled Tristan, who spasmed, knocking over his drink. The server glared at us. We stopped.

Wiping up the spill, Tristan said, “You’re a talented writer.”

“Thanks.”

Jay excused himself to go to the bathroom. I made a face that said, Don’t leave me! He smiled and left. Tristan and I pretended to stare at things around the room.

Eventually, I said, “What were you gonna say?”

“What?”

“Before Jay shut you up.” I forced a smile. “It was about our relationship, wasn’t it?”

Tristan surprised me by leaning forward, so close that, even in the poor lighting, I could see the beauty mark on his cheek. “I don’t think you wanna hear what I have to say about your relationship, Catherine.”

My mouth quivered. Tristan casually drew back when Jay came around the corner, finishing the last of his shot. I heard “Psssssss” in my ear, Jay making pissing sounds. I swatted him away but, when he sat down, found his hand under the table. He gave it two squeezes. Offering me a slightly dazed smile, he moved a lock of hair from my face with his other hand. I felt calmer.

CNN was reporting that Elmo had endorsed Kamala Harris. Jay said he didn’t think a puppet’s support would move the needle. He wanted a career in politics, so he thought deeply about these things.

While Jay was talking, Tristan’s giant foot smooshed mine under the table. I shoved my foot onto his other one. He looked up, startled, moving his away. I didn’t understand why I was acting like this.

“We should probably go,” Jay said. “My flight is at like five in the morning from BWI.”

“Fuck,” Tristan said.

When the check came, Tristan pulled out his card. Jay said “No, no, I’ve got it.” I didn’t even pretend to try since I worked at a two-star sausage restaurant. Tristan paid in the end.

He offered to give us a ride. We followed him up the street to his beat-up Chevy. Jay had a headache and wanted to lie down in the back seat, so I awkwardly got in the front, where a bunch of hangers was on the floor. Someone short must’ve sat there last because my knees were squashed against the glove compartment. I pressed on the wrong lever and catapulted backward. Groping the side, I found the right lever and slowly lifted until Tristan and I were eye level. He said, “Are you finished?”

I said, “Are you giving illegal abortions?”

“What?”

“The bajillion hangers.”

It took me a while to realize he was laughing. His laugh was a series of staccato breaths, like a panting dog.

“It’s from my move,” he explained, even though he moved months ago. Reaching for the hangers, he accidentally brushed my leg, the coarse hairs on his forearm grazing my skin. He pretended like he didn’t see Jay when he tossed them in the back. They laughed like little boys, then Tristan became very focused on backing the car out of the parking space. He was a graceful driver, gripping the steering wheel with the same concentration he’d held those monkey bars.

When we pulled up to my house, the blue TV light blinked behind the living room curtains, my father’s shadow sitting comatose in front of it like something haunting itself.

Jay was snoring throatily. He had one of those faces that appeared much younger when it went slack with sleep. “So cute,” Tristan said before thwacking him awake. “Guess I’m taking you to BWI in like three hours?”

“Please?”

Tristan eyed Jay in the rearview mirror. “Fine.”

I said to Tristan, “I’m sure my parents wouldn’t mind if you crashed on the couch.” This was a complete lie; my dad would be like, Who the fuck is this?

Tristan studied me. He had the kind of dark, penetrating eyes that made them impossible to read. “Thanks. But I think I’ll head home.”

Jay and I stepped outside. As Tristan’s car sped down the empty street, the sound summoned the feeling of his tiny hairs on my thigh. My hand trembled pulling my key from my purse.

Another thing my dead grandma used to say: The body always knows before we do.





Chapter 2

Walking into the restaurant from U Street during rush hour was like dialing into a different radio station: blaring horns and ragged laughs from men in front of the liquor store became shouting cooks, clanging pots, hissing smoke, stone-faced bartenders rattling silver shakers like they’re giving some guy the worst hand job of his life.

I slipped past the host stand, where Leigh’s back was turned, and dropped my bag on the bar.

“Get that shit off there,” Durk called from the grill. The only thing separating the cooks from the floor was a glass barrier.

“Why are you always in my business?”

“Why you always late?”

I pressed the sticky computer screen with a pen to clock in. “They’re doing construction on the Red Line.” The truth was I’d been up since five watching a simulation of Jay’s plane traversing the country. I could never sleep when he was flying.

Durk shimmied several flatbreads off a paddle into the oven, sliding it too far back into the flame. I could tell the crust was going to burn.

Downstairs, I shoved my bag into one of the broken lockers. Someone came behind me and tickled my waist while I wrestled my hair into a ponytail. For one disoriented second, I thought it was Rah even though he’d never do anything like that.

“I’ve been waiting for you to clock in all fucking day.” It was Milan.

She took my scrunchie and finished tying my hair before the foggy wall mirror. She used to do all the girls’ hair in our dorm.

Eric, one of the line cooks, careened down the steps shouting, “Y’all gay!”

“Shut up, Eric.” Milan let my ponytail flop from her hand.

On my way to grab water carafes for my tables, I slammed into Rah’s chest. He caught my elbows, his fingers rough from washing dishes.

“When I’mma see you again?” His drawl made me want to fall asleep inside his mouth. He was the only person from the last year I was still hooking up with, the others being, let’s just say, not fans of me having a boyfriend.

“Soon,” I said. He winked at me as I floated toward my four-top.

In between table runs, Milan and I lingered by the kitchen. I plucked a receipt from the counter to see what time I sent the order to the cooks.

“Durk! Where are the half-smokes and Tater Tots for forty-two?”

Durk slammed a plate of naked sausages in front of me. I couldn’t believe I was approaching four years working at this wretched place.

“That’s diabolical,” Milan said. “Also table nineteen’s been waiting on wings for an hour. You know we split tips, right?” Grabbing my elbow, “Bitch, oh my God, guess who called me crying last night?”

The half-smokes rolled around the plate. “Where the fuck are the buns?” Then to Milan, “Let me guess, Travie.”

“Ew, how’d you know?”

Durk walked past like none of this had anything to do with him. “We outta buns.”

“How are we out of buns?”

“Because we out!” He walked back behind the grill.

Milan threw a Tater Tot at him. “Where are my wings?”

“Working.”

“Well, work faster.”

“How am I supposed to bring these people two sausages on a plate?”

Milan stabbed an old order onto the steel spindle. “The humiliation of it all.”

Durk snatched the plate and took it to 42 himself. Milan and I watched from a distance as the couple exchanged a look of disbelief, then left. I popped the couple’s Tater Tots in my mouth and thought, Great, now I can take my break.

Milan and I climbed the fire escape behind the restaurant and split a silver packet of gummies from the nearby dispensary. Rowhouses pierced the violet sky. The night purred with dirt bikes racing up the street. Milan scratched my scalp with her finger pads when I dropped my head on her shoulder. “I auditioned for this play. It’s not a huge production or anything…”

I lifted my head to look at her. Milan had done the drama department’s productions in college, but I hadn’t heard her mention acting since.

“I’m so happy for you! What play? Which part?”

She rolled her eyes, but I could sense her excitement. “Katherina in Taming of the Shrew.”

“Oh, that’s your twinnn.”

We laughed. Milan shifted her weight onto her forearms, tipping her chin up, a dimple there like a thumbprint. “I think it’ll be good, you know?”

I checked the time on my phone and saw my mom had texted: Have you heard from your father?

I put my phone away.

After a beat, I said, “We should probably go inside.”

Milan nodded, braids spilling down her chest like bead curtains. Instead we stayed, coiled in thick ropes of humid air, listening to late summer’s final gasp.





Chapter 3

My mom was tearing up mail at the kitchen table, my dad still gone. There’d been an argument. About dirty dishes, about the TV volume, about bills, about whatever. She was never really asking about my father’s whereabouts when she messaged me. We knew where he was: in his car, driving, probably, in circles. She was playing the role of Concerned Wife, abiding, dutiful, generating a record of caring she could dredge up, I thought, whenever she abandoned character. It seemed to me she got more out of pantomiming being married to my father than actually being married to him, but what did I know.

When I walked into the kitchen, her hair was in hard pink rollers no one had worn since the nineties. “You already know he’ll be back,” I said, reaching into the cabinet for a bag of BBQ chips.

She dumped a pile of scraps into the trash, ignoring me, and went into the living room. “Let’s watch something dumb on TV,” she called.

We shared a bowl of Orville’s while thirty women presented themselves on a staircase.

“It’s nerve-wracking being the third Black Bachelor,” Troy, the Bachelor, said to a small white man. “People are gonna want me to end up with a woman from a certain racial group more than they want me to find love.”

“You damn right we are.” A popcorn kernel fell into my mom’s bra. She didn’t seem to notice.

In one challenge, the women fanned onto a field in squishy sports gear to smack each other with oversized plastic hot dogs for the chance to fly in a helicopter with Troy.

“Why do people watch stuff like this?” I asked, even as I speculated who’d get the first rose.

“Drama,” she said. “And love. People love watching people find love, especially when it’s fake.”

My experience of polyamory thus far had reminded me just how difficult finding love was—the rotating cast of deflating dates: Communists with septum piercings who didn’t believe in work or money but did believe in sleeping on someone’s couch. The partnered men who could never host at their giant homes but were, what, supposed to come fuck me in my childhood bedroom? The professionals who blurred their faces on Feeld. The monopoly of white couples. I didn’t have a problem with white people, they just owed me a billion dollars in back pay. Imagine: two blond thirty-somethings groping my boobs, their baby screaming in the background, a new nightmare from the mind of Jordan Peele. Where the fuck was this garden party, the kitchen table, the Black people?! It was nothing like I expected it to be. Even though Jay and I were six months into our open relationship, I felt as lost as ever. There was a nameless place I was trying to reach in love, but how could I get somewhere so poorly marked on a map? A map on which I couldn’t even locate myself?

“That’s sad,” I said finally.

My mom grabbed the Ross bag she stored her rollers in. It crinkled in her hand like a rainstorm. “Not sadder than real life.”

That night I watched voguing videos on TikTok to help me fall asleep.

HERE COMES THE HURRICANE, BITCH! HERE COMES THE HURRICANE, BITCH! KATRINA! KATRINA! KATRINA!

The front door groaned open around one. Feet padded across the floor like thunder. The self-important murmur of CNN snaked through the hallways. I imagined my dad slumped in his armchair, eyelids teetering on collapse.

After a while, I stumbled into a deep sleep. I dreamed my hands framed my face, wrists like windmills. Dreamed that when I fell backward, one leg reaching into a perfect point, I looked like a woman born to fall.





Chapter 4

My fiction workshop was exiled to the basement of the humanities building. On the way to class, I was mocked by the glut of already-past events like the “Let’s Get Baked” brownie bake sale from April. Pastel flyers crowded the bulletin boards by the door (“Participate in a hair-pulling disorder survey for a $50 Amazon gift card!” “Racism on Campus: An Intergroup Dialogue!”). I took only one course a semester. It was what I could afford with my tiny scholarship. Based on my calculation, I would graduate with my MFA in ten years.

The classroom’s gray-green carpet, the piss-fluorescent lights, were giving academic hellscape. Professor Milken was riffling through papers when I walked in. I sat far away from him and got on my phone. The first story in my news app was about a lake in Africa that was going to explode any day now.

Milken watched me with translucent blue eyes. There was a coffee stain on his shirt that looked like a gunshot wound. “I’m looking forward to talking about your story, Catherine.”

“You are?”

“That Amira character made some interesting choices.”

That Amira character was me, so basically, I was about to get my ego blown to pieces.

Edgar ambled in with bulky headphones around his neck. Then came the Trashy Trinity: Chloe, Michelle, and Oscar in patterned vests, slouchy jeans, thrifted rings, like Urban Outfitters mannequins. Jason was the last to arrive. He was the only other Black person in the class and was either my age or in his forties. He never had my back.

Milken said, “Let’s take out Catherine’s story. Catherine, would you tell us what you were trying to do?”

I held my pages. “Um, sure. So, I wanted to write about a young Black woman who decides to open her relationship, and about her struggle for…” I observed the clock in the corner. “Self-determination? And a vocabulary?… Basically, she’s trying to locate herself in this bigger feminist story, but she doesn’t know what that story is or where she fits into it, so she’s trying to find the story and a way to, to talk about it, but there is no language really, or she doesn’t have it, so she has to create it, or find it.” I added, “Or something.”

Oscar whispered to Michelle, “Do you get what she’s saying?”

Michelle shook her head.

Feeling hot, I peeled off my hoodie, but my head got stuck in the neck hole.

“Do you need help?” Jason asked.

Everyone looked like a dark, blobby version of themself. “I’m fine. You guys keep going.”

Milken asked, “What’s working in this story?”

“I didn’t like Amira,” Chloe said.

“That’s great, Chloe. Please save that for the ‘what can be improved’ part of workshop.”

“I thought Amira’s messiness was refreshing,” Jason said. “Even though she was selfish, I was still rooting for her, even though I kind of hated her.”

“What made you root for her? What did the author accomplish?” Milken asked.

My hoodie was still stuck around my head and my necklace had snagged on a loose thread. I’d given up, but now I couldn’t get it back down without strangling myself, so my arms were awkwardly in the air. This didn’t seem to bother anybody.

“It’s the way the character’s written,” Jason said. “She just seems so pathetic.”

I could discern Milken’s nodding head. “I felt that too. Anyone else feel like this character was pathetic?”

The shadow of everyone’s hand went up. Michelle cleared her throat. “My issue is she frames this whole nonmonogamy journey as a feminist issue, but I’m a feminist and this didn’t feel like feminism to me, you know? Is it just me who felt like she wasn’t a feminist?”

Oscar said, “No, you’re right, she definitely didn’t feel like a feminist. Like, how is letting some dishwasher come on your face behind a restaurant dumpster feminist? Like, Black women are already hypersexualized. Honestly, though, it’s not even really the coming on the face for me, it’s more of it happening by a dumpster, if that makes sense.”

“I didn’t understand her motivations,” Jason said. “Theo seems like a great boyfriend. Why risk ruining it by opening the relationship? Maybe if we saw more of her upbringing, we could understand why she wants this?”

I tugged on my sweatshirt again. It was still caught on my necklace.

“Are you sure you don’t need help?” Jason asked.

I cried, “I’m fine!”

Edgar came over and pulled the hoodie off me in one easy motion. “Who cares about motivations?” he said, handing my sweatshirt to me. “She was an interesting character who did interesting things. Isn’t that what story is about?”

Oscar said, “Yeah, children’s stories.”

We workshopped Edgar’s and Michelle’s stories next. I folded everyone’s feedback into a box in my brain and lit it on fire. My phone vibrated. I couldn’t deal with my mom.

When Michelle started arguing with Oscar about her story’s ending, Milken said, “I think that’s a good place to stop. Next week, we’ll discuss Chloe’s and Jason’s stories. Don’t forget, Professor Ford is speaking at Politics and Prose next Saturday. I hear it’ll be standing room only so be sure to get there early.”

I reached for my phone to tell my mom I hadn’t heard from my dad. But the message wasn’t from her.


Tristan: Hey, could u do me a favor?







Chapter 5

It hardly snowed in Houston, but my freshman year of college, flurries fell slantwise, dissolving against my dorm window. Classes were canceled. Milan and I stole packets of Swiss Miss from the dining hall. The hot chocolate was too sweet, but we sipped it in her twin bed, watching a rom-com in which two office mates hurled bland insults at each other, shared stories about their awful Midwestern childhoods over Chinese takeout, and kissed without tongue. Booooo!!!

Milan was propped on her giant pillow, thumbing through Instagram. She gasped. “There’s a snowball fight on the quad. We have to go.”

“You just did my hair.”

Kissing her teeth, “Put on a bonnet.”

I begrudgingly flung off the blanket and went to my closet to dig up a beanie. In front of the mirror, Milan wiggled a mascara wand through her lashes. I knew then that there was a guy, and this was a cover to track him down.

On the quad, boys pelted screaming girls in the dwindling sunlight. Rocking on her toes, Milan said, “Do you see a tall—FUCK!” A guy stuffed a snowball down her back. Not the guy she was looking for.

I was gathering snow in my hand to retaliate when something cold and wet struck the side of my face. The outlines of a deep, raspy voice filled out as it drew closer.

“I’m so sorry,” it said. “I was trying to hit the person behind you.”

I turned to find a guy in a green North Face vest, tall and wiry, wearing a knit scarf too small for his neck, homemade, a gift perhaps. His eyes were the same deep brown as his skin, a strange physiological pairing I’d only ever seen maybe twice before.

“Sorry,” he said again. His voice was like something being scraped from a can, weird alongside those warm eyes.

“It’s okay.”

We looked at each other before he turned away.

“Wait,” I called.

He stopped. “Yes?”

Bending down, I heaped a clump of snow in my hand and threw it in his face.

The next month, we were dating.





Chapter 6

The favor was for Tristan’s fraternity brothers from Howard. Their short film was screening that weekend at a local festival, and they were trying to draw a crowd.

Milan and I entered the theater’s red-black lobby, a dazed usher showing us to our row.

“Who invited you to this again?” she asked.

“Jay’s friend.”

At that moment, my eyes caught on Tristan at the front. He had on a short-sleeved button-down, white tank peeking through, a constellation of crappy arm tattoos that had been hidden by long sleeves the last time. He was talking to two guys who I assumed were the directors. Or rather, one of them was talking and Tristan was nodding the way people did when they were half listening.

“That’s him in the striped shirt.”

Milan craned her neck. I told her to stop being obvious. “Damn, is he single?”

I realized I didn’t know. The lights dimmed, but even in the dark I sensed where in the theater he was.

The film followed a woman named Catalina trapped in an abusive relationship. She split into two women. The first one quietly accepted the abuse; the second fought back. They were both killed when they tried to leave. She split off again and again, so many times you lost track. All of them were killed. But one of the Catalinas met a woman at a coffee shop while her boyfriend was out of town and fell in love. This was the only version where she escaped alive.

I was a snotty wreck when the lights came up. Milan blinked at her lap. One small tear slipped onto her denimed thigh, leaving a wet mark the size of a pinhole. When I tried to thumb her eyes dry, she pushed my hand back, laughing.

Tristan’s seat was empty. I told Milan I had to go to the bathroom. He wasn’t by the bathrooms or in the lobby. I found him smoking a pre-roll outside on the curb.

“I didn’t know you smoked.”

“Only sometimes.”

I reached my hand out. He passed me the blunt, fingers shaking.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, I just can’t watch stuff like that.”

Milan glided out of the theater, letting loose a high-pitched laugh. She was with a guy. It took her a while to notice us. When she did, she came over.

“This is one of the directors,” she said.

The director was broad-shouldered like a quarterback, but his handshake was surprisingly limp. “Ryen.”

“Cat. Nice to meet you. What a beautiful film.”

“Thanks.” He patted Tristan on the back. “Thanks for supporting, bro. Zee and I appreciate you.”

Milan had a shift, so she took off. “Zee” came to say goodbye to Tristan. By the way they hugged with both arms, I understood Zee was the one he’d come to support.

Tristan turned to me and said, “There’s this cool spot up the street. Wanna go?”

The cool spot wasn’t a chic Mediterranean restaurant like I’d hoped, but the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception.

“What the fuck, are you Catholic?”

Tristan sat on the steps. “Nope.”

“I’m confused.”

“Sorry, I should’ve clarified,” he said, not clarifying anything.

I sat beside him. A breeze whispered through the tree branches. This part of the city had always felt sequestered from the rest. Sprawling by DC standards. I’d passed the basilica in the car growing up, with its blue-yellow dome, but I’d never truly noticed it.

“Churches calm me down,” he said.

I nodded at the gold cross at his neck. “You always wear that?”

“I never take it off.”

“You don’t seem religious.”

He picked at an invisible spot on his pants. “Yeah, well, you don’t really know me, do you?”

I pushed away my embarrassment. “I know the wild stories from high school.”

“Don’t listen to anything Jay says.”

“So, you didn’t fly off a mechanical bull like Raggedy Ann?”

Cupping his face, he laughed. “Did he tell you I landed on a table with a bunch of glass cups on it? A piece of glass got in my neck. I almost died over that shit.”

I noticed a neck scar partially covered by his tattoo. “Is that where you got that from?”

He looked at me, startled then subdued. “No.”

We sat in silence. I was aware of my body’s inner workings with painful ferocity—the roiling of my stomach, the movement of blood through my veins.

I’d forgotten I’d shut my phone off for the film and turned it back on. It hummed with updates. One was about a Gazan father whose newborns were killed on his way to collect their birth certificates. Slipping my phone into my pocket, I stared ahead.

“Your face just got really dark,” Tristan said. “You all right?”

“What else can a person be?”

“You sure you want to ask a person getting their PhD in philosophy that? Like, do you wanna be here for ten hours?”

I smiled weakly.

“Things are terrible right now.” He ducked down to look at me. “But there’ve been bad things before, people just didn’t know about it like we do. This is, like, one of the first generations where we know everything that’s happening everywhere. That’s not meant to feel good. How could it? To know this much at once.”

I met his eyes. “Thanks.”

“Sure. That observation’ll cost you five hundred dollars—how would you like to pay?”

“In animal stickers from Rite Aid.”

“I actually do have some notebooks that could use some sparkly monkeys on them.”

I laughed. I decided the weird, tense moment between us at the bar was nothing.

“Did I really get drunk and piss on your shoe?” I said.

He surveyed me strangely. “Yeah. It was a lot of pee too. You really don’t remember?”

I shook my head. The wind picked up. My hair blew into my mouth. Tristan grabbed the strand and wrapped it behind my ear. It was an empty, utilitarian gesture, but my body reacted with heat. The sensation kindled a memory in me: those first weeks in Jay’s dorm, the quiet electricity of his hand running absently up and down my thigh, like playing an instrument.

I stood, stumbling. “I’m supposed to be somewhere!”

“Oh… kay. You need a ride? I parked at the theater.”

I had plans to see Rah. “No. I’ll get the bus.”

“Okay. Thanks for coming today.”

He hugged me. I didn’t know what to do with my arms. I brought them loosely around his back. A trace of cologne on his collarbone: the woods after it’s rained, but from a bottle. Afraid I was hanging on too long, I let my arms fall.

Rah never let me come over, so we often rendezvoused at the restaurant. I felt invincible in my non-work clothes. What I did off the clock had no bearing on what I did on it. I lived in separate, parallel timelines. In one, I had mayonnaise in my hair. But in the other, I was bent over a bun shipment with Rah’s hand over my mouth.

He pulled up his jeans, which hung off him like clown pants, leaning down to kiss me. I used to hate the taste of cigarettes in his mouth, but now it made me feel close to him, like the decisions he made about his body were also mine.

“You hear about Stevie?” he asked.

I pulled my top back on. “No. What?”

“He got locked up again. They not letting him out this time.”

“Jesus.”

“Stabbed some nigga at his other job.”

Stevie was one of the dishwashers. We didn’t speak much. He was always quiet, passive.

“That’s awful.”

Rah shrugged. “It is what it is.”

The storage room door swung open. It was Leigh: five feet, a teakettle whistling steam. Her honey-blond hair was in a lopsided bun. I wanted to take a piece of toilet paper and wipe away the glob of glue on her eyelid holding her fake lashes to it.

“Y’all getting on my last nerve.” Her eyes cut to me. “You not even on the clock.”

“I’m leaving.”

Leigh turned to Rah. “Get back upstairs.”

Rah muttered, shouldering past her.

On the way out, she caught my elbow. Her grip was strong. She was only three years older than me, but she had two kids. She seemed so much older.

“Be careful hanging with him.”

She released me, lifted a box of ketchup bottles, and left.





Chapter 7

I was getting ready for the reading when my phone rang. Jay’s voice was tinny and strange on the other line. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“My mom called.”

“When’s the last time you spoke to her?”

“Three months ago? I can’t remember. It was weird seeing her name on my phone.”

“What’d she want?”

“Money.” He laughed. “It’s like, what money?”

It was true Jay’s mom gambled and more money wouldn’t help her. But I didn’t mention that he was planning to fly back here in October, that he was a natural at saving, investing. That he had money.

I could hear the floorboards creaking with his uneven footsteps and knew he must’ve been turning out of his room into the hallway, that gentle dip where the board was loose. I imagined him, uncharacteristically sullen-faced in his gray terry shorts, slinking into the kitchen searching for comfort food: almond butter on nearly burnt toast, the tiny clementines he ate five, six at a time. A pang of longing moved through me.

Milan texted that she was at the bookstore. There were no more seats. I raked my fingers through my hair. “I have to call you later, okay? I’m sorry. Maybe you make the money a condition of her getting help?”

“Yeah,” he said, but I knew he’d already rejected the thought.

“I didn’t know people actually cared about shit like this.” Milan was propped against a cookbook shelf. “Isn’t this woman gonna read from a book?”

“And answer questions,” I said.

“I don’t get it.”

The last time I was at this bookstore, I was with Jay. It was where I asked him to open our relationship. My body still housed that day’s awful heat, the shiver of freedom splintering into fear, into a gut-deep guilt.

The bookseller rattled off Professor Janine Ford’s accomplishments into the mic. When they name-dropped the university, someone screamed, “Woo-hoo!” Professor Ford was the most famous person on faculty, but I’d never actually seen her on campus.

She materialized from behind a shelf and walked onstage to a din of applause. I thought she was going to be in her thirties, but she was old. Her hair, white, brushing her collarbone, seemed to cause her a lot of trouble. She flicked it behind her like a pesky fly, balancing the mic in her other hand like a flutist.

“I remember when Politics and Prose opened. I was only thirty-six. So I’m delighted to be here now.” She spoke with her hands, flashing pink nails at the crowd. “Each book took something different from me. But I’ve gotten more in return. I get to live a creative life, to teach brilliant students. And now, at seventy-six, I’ve written the book that’s been building inside me all along.”

She read from the first chapter of her new novel. Her words knuckled me fist-up in the face. These were the kind of words I was groping for. Words you could understand only with your body. Applause rained down on the room.

The interviewer, a young woman from the Post, asked Janine questions about inspiration, process, and becoming a decorated author later in life. Then she asked her why she’d written a novel instead of a memoir. I straightened my spine.

“I wanted to draw a line through the women in my family to see how I came to be. But it was never going to be a memoir.” She twirled her foot in black kitten heels. “I’m less interested in what happened and more in what it means. I took the material of my life and gave it a new one.”

The book-signing line snaked around the room. Not wanting to wait, Milan left, but I needed to see this woman up close. I envied the people already at the front; a girl sporting a stylish bob drew all the attention to her. Leaning forward when she laughed, baring all her white teeth. She flashed a self-satisfied smile when she caught me staring.

I logged onto my student portal to see if Janine was teaching next semester. She had one class: LIT 712 When Fact Becomes Fiction: Speculative Biography and the Autobiographical Novel. I clicked on the registration link so hard the greasy whorls of my fingerprint soiled my screen.

The class was full with thirty people on the waitlist. Thirty?! The urge to cry crawled up inside me with so much aggression I was startled into silence. I suddenly believed my life’s trajectory would be derailed if I didn’t take this class.

It hit me that I didn’t even own a copy of her novel. I asked the person behind me if they could hold my spot while I bought it. By the time I reached the front, I was so stricken about the class I just stared at her.

“I’ll take that.” She plucked the book from my hands and signed her name in cursive letters. The J and the F were enormous.

“I’m a student where you teach,” I blurted.

“Really! You should take my spring course.”

“I really want to but it’s full. Maybe I can take it next fall!”

She pressed my hand between hers like a waffle maker. They were cold, lotion-soft. “I’m sorry, dear. I’m retiring after the spring.”

She let go, passed me the book, then offered a smile to the person behind me.





Chapter 8

While Jay was folding laundry on FaceTime, I propped my phone against my MacBook screen and pulled up my so-called novel. It had begun as a retelling of my parents’ relationship. Always, the stories they shared about themselves were handed over lifelessly, a machine counting money and telling you the amount. I was attempting an act of resurrection. But what I’d written so far felt like a random person telling you how their parents met.

A notification dropped down from my phone. T*ump had said immigrants in some Ohio town were eating cats and dogs. Now people wanted to blow the town up. Jay must’ve gotten the same alert because he said, “I’m glad we get to live in the dumbest timeline together.”

“That’s actually so sweet,” I said.

My mom walked through my door in her bathrobe. “When’s the last time you changed those sheets?” She came over, flicking crumbs off my bedspread. “You’re gonna ruin your back like that.”

I was slouched against my headboard, my laptop balancing on my stomach. “I’m writing.”

She smiled with the perfect straight teeth she decided not to give me, cursing me instead with my father’s gap. “Let’s watch our show.”

“I’m busy.”

“With what?”

“Writing!” I held up my phone. “And talking to Jay.”

“I mean, we’re not really talking. Hi, Mrs. Dorinda.”

“Hi, Jay.” Looking at me, she said, “I’ll get the popcorn.”

The Bachelor was reaching new heights with one woman, but ready to take a leap of faith with another. I thought about how the show’s drama, its stakes, were rooted in the wrenching experience of having to choose between people you cared about. After sending several women home that night, Troy cried in the helicopter above a snowy mountain.

My dad had left the night before after another fight. I knew I’d get in trouble for it, but I asked, “Why does he always get to leave?”

My mom grabbed a fistful of popcorn. “I left once. When you were a baby.”

I’d only ever seen my dad’s car shrinking down the street, my mom tearing things apart at the kitchen table.

“Remember the garden we used to have out front? You might’ve been too young to remember. I used to keep a small garden. Sunflowers, wild indigo, goldenrods.”

This sounded like an incantation. I didn’t remember.

“You were two,” she added. “One night he had too much to drink and drove right over my flowers. I remember running out and seeing the dirt ripped up from the ground, my sunflowers in halves. We went to stay with grandma.”

“What happened after that?”

“He enrolled in a program and picked us up.”

She made it sound so easy. “Here we are twenty years later, still waiting for that nigga.”

She pinched my arm with her nails. “Don’t call your father a nigga. Only I can call him that.”

The lock to the front door unlatched. My dad wandered in looking lost. I couldn’t see his eyes beneath the lip of his cap. His tie askew, button-down creased from the day. He flicked his cap off and tossed it on the hallway side table. This was the man my mom was always waiting for, I thought, this man with mustard in his eyebrow. How did you even get mustard in your eyebrow? He must’ve stopped at Booeymonger. Of course he didn’t ask us if we wanted anything. At least he was working again. Last month, he got a job at the National Archives. It seemed to be going all right, not that we talked about it, not that we talked about anything. My mom was thrilled that he’d gotten a government job, like her. That was the peak of success in her mind, working for the government. She was entering her twentieth year at HUD. I didn’t see how she stomached it, working at the same dreary place for that long. They made her clock in and out for fifteen-minute breaks like a shitty service job. She was proud of this—every other morning putting on patent leather pumps, a pencil skirt, pearl earrings, just to be chained to a desk.

Walking into the living room, he said, “Turn on CNN.”

Sometimes he blurted things. As a person who spent half their twenties in a pandemic, I understood having impoverished social skills.

My mom’s mouth twitched. “You come turn it on.”

When he bent over to grab the remote, she licked her thumb and swiped the mustard from his brow like he was a little boy. Erin Burnett appeared on TV with her intense blue eyes, relaying with her signature frown that over forty thousand Gazans had been slaughtered since the war began.

I left to go stand in the kitchen. Staring out into the dark yard, I was as still as a startled deer trapped in the bright flare of car headlights.

That night, Rah pulled up in his truck, the paint flaking off the door, straight from his shift. I told him to drive around the corner in case my parents opened the curtains. There was no way to explain to them why I was with another man. “Nonmonogamy” was not a term in their lexicon; once, a host on The View said “throuple” and my mom thought it meant a performer who could act, sing, and dance.

Rah was filthy, reeking of dishwater. I crawled to the back seat, feral, wide awake. Facing the window, I braced my hand against the cool glass while he hungrily took me from behind.

Beneath me, my phone buzzed: an article about coping with the news cycle from Tristan.

My orgasm came as a shock, like someone bursting through a door in the basement of my body. I cried out the wrong name. It sounded like “trash can.” Feeling raw and observed, I dressed quickly.

Rah lit a cigarette and smoked out the window. “Who the fuck is trash can?”

I reached out my hand. “Give me a hit.”

“Nah.”

“Why not?”

He passed me an amused look. “You a good girl.”

I took the cigarette and stuck it in my mouth. I regretted it immediately, coughing into my elbow. My parents would have killed him, then me, then themselves, then come back to life and killed me again if they caught us.

“Leigh thinks you’re trouble,” I said.

“What you think?”

“What do I think?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. We do this and then you’re gone.”

He got out and returned to the driver’s seat. I felt like a child alone in the back.

“You working tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Bet.” He handed me the used condom. “Could you throw this out?”

I said, “Sure,” and got out of the car. I watched his truck struggle up the street, the condom dripping into my hand.





Chapter 9

I got an email the first week of October saying I was number twenty-nine on the waitlist for Janine’s class. Buoyant, I skipped to the restaurant. The fall menu was taped to the door. Cinnamon-apple half-smokes, pumpkin-spice Hennessy. I pushed past, the cheap paper flapping behind me.

My section was light that afternoon. While I was wiping down my tables, Milan bumped my hip with hers, three trays balancing on her arm. I took one and dropped it off at 22.

By the kitchen, she grabbed my wrist. “So, remember that director, Ryen?”

“Who?”

“Girl, he made that short film we saw.”

“Right!”

She smiled big. “He asked me out.”

“Really?” I dipped down to look at the receipt for one of my tables. “Durk! Thirty-six’s been waiting on fries for like forty minutes!”

Milan stroked her braids. “Are you surprised?”

Durk dropped a plate of Tater Tots in front of me.

“What? They didn’t order Tots!” I touched Milan’s shoulder. “No, I just wouldn’t have guessed he was your type.”

Durk stormed back to the grill. “Tell them we outta fries.”

“How are we out of fries?”

Milan said, “He doesn’t remind you of Benjy?” Benjy was the only boyfriend of Milan’s I ever liked.

Eric walked behind the bar. “Milan, stop running your mouth.”

“Be quiet, Eric! No one was talking to you.”

“They already paid for fries, Durk.” I plucked the receipt from the counter. “I dunno… that’s cool that he asked you out, I mean. What’d you say?”

The grill smoke cast a cloud over Durk’s face. With the bone of his wrist, he wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “Open the fucking window, Moe!”

The new dishwasher opened the window. Traffic horns blared, the city wailing.

Milan said, “We’re going out next weekend.”

“You know I’ll spin the block if he hurts you.”

She smiled. “I know.”

“So, what’re you wearing?

This made her light up. “Remember the top I wore to Renaissance? So—”

“Would y’all do something?” Eric snapped. “Here, run Tanya’s food.”

“I want my fries!” I cried.

Durk slammed a pan on the stovetop. Customers turned. “We don’t have no fucking fries!!!!”

I took my break on the fire escape after Milan went home. Jay picked up the phone, already talking, “… in class scraping slime out of the sink, it hit me: The election’s in almost exactly a month.”

I tugged my eyelashes until a shiny black hair appeared on my thumb.

“The good news is our democracy is strong. It’s been tested, but it’s still standing.”

“Did Obama tell you to say that?” I asked.

Jay had a 2008 “Yes We Can!” Obama poster above his bed that he sought advice from.

“So what if he did?”

“That man didn’t save us fifteen years ago and he’s not gonna save us now.” I didn’t really know, since fifteen years ago I was nine.

“You don’t mean that!”

“I do look forward to his reading list every year.”

Jay mentioned Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, how the Democrats were going to have a tough time reaching voters because of their lukewarm response to the violence. I said, “Wait, wait, you mean Palestine?” He said, “No, no, Lebanon.” Fourteen hundred killed, one million displaced. All of this had happened last week. I didn’t know how I missed it.

Leigh barged through the door. How did she always find me?

I told Jay I’d call him back and climbed from the fire escape. Leigh paced the bottom of the stairwell, heaving into the phone.

“Are you all right?”

Shooting me a wild expression, she spat, “Get back to work.” But there was no conviction in her voice.

A party of two was seated in my section. I tied my apron around my waist and grabbed a water carafe.

It was Tristan and a guy I didn’t recognize. I palmed my flyaways, fighting back the strange torrent of excitement at the sight of Tristan’s head huddled over one of our dirty menus.

“Hey,” I said.

He looked up, a gold hoop shimmering in his ear. “Oh, hey. What’s up? How are you?”

“I’m good.” I pulled my notepad from my apron, which bulged with dried-out pens and crumpled receipts. I wished I’d cleaned it out. “What can I get you?”

Tristan glanced at his menu, smiling.

“What?”

He shook his head, twisting his bracelet. It was twine, like the kind kids braided at summer camp. “What’s good here?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing’s good here?”

“Nope.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “Cool. I’ll take the wings, then. Flats only.”

“You’re one of those people.”

He threaded his fingers behind his head. “Flats, drums. There’s a big difference.”

I collected his menu. “It’s all from the same chicken getting its ass beat at a factory farm and force-fed antibiotics so it won’t die before it gets its head chopped off.”

He stared at me like he was trying to understand something. I could tell he was high. He grinned, suddenly, like he’d heard my comment on a radio delay. I thanked him for the article just to say something. He said, “No problem.” His friend cleared his throat, failing to cover up a laugh. When I walked away, my heart was a raft bobbing wildly in my chest.

While I was entering their orders into the computer, I heard Tristan say, “Remember my buddy Jay? Yeah, that’s his girl. Yeah, yeah. The one with the open relationship stuff.”

I didn’t hear what the guy said back, but he laughed. The optics of these men snickering about my love life shattered something delicate inside me.

I barreled toward their table. “What’s good?”

Tristan blinked, the fog clearing from his eyes. “What?”

“Why are you talking about me?”

“All I said was that you were in an open relationship, chill.”

I was shaking. “Fuck you, Tristan.”

Leigh came up and snatched my apron loose. “Shift’s over. Out. Now.”

I stomped downstairs for my bag. When I came back up, Tristan was at the top of the staircase. “Look, I don’t know what I did.”

I shouldered past him out the front door. I was so frazzled, I couldn’t remember which way the Metro was. Tristan followed me onto the sidewalk. “You’re really not gonna speak?”

I spun around. “Clearly you have something to say. Jay’s not here. Say it, come on.”

His heel caught on the edge of the stoop. He stumbled. I briefly felt bad for him.

“Why are you even here?”

“I didn’t know you worked here.”

“How convenient!”

His eyes dropped to his shoes then sprung up. “You know how fucking crushed Jay was about you wanting to be open?”

“Don’t do that.”

“You’re asking what my problem is.” He shrugged. “I’m telling you my problem.”

“That has nothing to do with you.”

People moved around us on the sidewalk, swaddled in the deep pink of their private worlds. Tristan shook his head. “You weren’t even there those weeks after. I was. I—”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“We worked through it.”

He blinked. “And how do you work through telling someone they’re not enough for you?”

“What the fuck? That’s not what—”

“By the
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