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For my grandmother, Aruna, who taught me the power of love.








Of two sisters one is always the watcher, one the dancer.

—Louise Glück, Descending Figure

A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.

—Graham Greene, The End of the Affair









PART ONE







CHAPTER ONE

She was my half sister and through our lives, we bore this label. Half of our father. Halved by race—her blood half mine, her skin lighter (whiter, brighter?). We were confidants, bound by the secrets only we could know, and enemies, divided by the cracks and fissures in our father’s attentions. We were reluctant to share (sweets, a bedroom, life itself), and so close to the bones of our father’s face that you might do a double take at a photograph despite the eight years by which I was older. But Joy and I were in search of something that might turn us whole in each other’s presence, grateful to have been gifted even a portion of sisterhood. And so we strove to turn it into the real thing with an uneasy combination of best behavior and secret jealousies, devoid of the open chafing of other siblings. We were the chipped pieces of our family’s urn, bound by common traumas and absent mothers; you could tell where the fractures had been. In this manner, we were inseparable and learned to swim the same strokes, taste the same pleasures, our bodies and fashions a trick mirror of each other. It was natural therefore that the two of us learned to seek the same things, and what came to pass should have surprised no one, except that it nearly destroyed me.

It was raining, the morning I returned to New York, the early light piercing through a pale gray cloud cover, a soft blinding in my eyes despite the drizzle dotting the aircraft’s window, spotted snow and skyscraper blanketing the city below—an aerial homecoming. Somewhere in the city, Jack was waking up, his alarm bursting into Bach (Sonata in E Minor), his arms reaching for the covers, pulling them over his head. Soon he would swing his feet to the floor, willing himself to be awake and walk to the kitchen (yellow kettle, steel toaster, lactose-free milk, his ugly globe bar cart from the flea market on Broadway) as he started his day (chemex, steam, his breath on mine), inhabiting a life that held only my ghost.

From the airport I took a taxi to Lena’s house, chilled by the icy, wet weather, the cab driver in a temper because someone had broken his taillight an hour ago. Lena and Sebastian lived in a brownstone they had bought next to Prospect Park, a few blocks from the botanical garden. I would have liked to live as near them as possible, but nothing in their neighborhood, or for miles around, was affordable. Instead, I was forty minutes away, in the heart of Bushwick, above an Ecuadorian restaurant and a jazz club called Birdlore. In the photos, my apartment had looked charming, with wooden floors, a tiny second bedroom I could turn into an office, and a French window that got sun in the late mornings. It was not far from Bed-Stuy, where Lena and I had lived after college, not knowing how we might divide up the furniture and winter jackets we had shared for three years in student housing. We had met at Brown in a class on avian poetry taught by a professor we both hated for his small meannesses, Lena’s popularity creating bridges to social events that my shyness and lack of glamour might have prohibited otherwise. Like me, she had not known Jack well, but he had occasionally appeared on the periphery of her large social orbit. Lena had always been a precipitous force in my life. At her insistence, in my senior year, I finished a poem I had worked on all year. It was called “Evening Skin,” and the first draft had been written quickly, after a night that I had found difficult to forget. In revision, I had liked the simplicity of the poem’s structure, and Lena had convinced me it held more depth than I thought. Despite my reservations, giving in to her urging, I had submitted it to Brown’s college magazine.


By morning I mourn you,

Our shedding long past

In fickle light. Your senses come to

Word, breath, limb. I unpeel, last.

We nod, cool

As ice. You ask if I want to play pool

Tonight, as a thousand times before.

I eschew rapture and riptide for yore

Erasing all trace of liquid body. Drinking

Inhaling. Sweat and saliva surrogates for thinking.

Our acquaintance of sturdy years of leisure

Dissolved by a single call to pleasure.

A harsh noon. Clothed

Our colors no longer stark against the other.

To university and community and bro

Once more betrothed.



Five weeks later, it was published and received a maelstrom of praise; and then a year later, “Evening Skin” won me a prestigious award. For reasons I attributed to luck, timing, and the student body’s emotional state, the poem had touched a nerve on campus, after which word of mouth had carried it wider. The shock of my sudden (fleeting) fame was diluted by the confusion of being seen as a Promising Young Poet overnight. I put it down to fortune and spent the prize money on a writing desk and records and tried writing more poetry, but it was as if an artery had clogged. Soon after, I was commissioned to write a poem for an anthology. When I sent my verses in, I could almost taste the editor’s disappointment. Perhaps I could write something more like “Evening Skin”? He had made the inquiry, tapping his earlobe, as if in search of a missing beat. 

After graduation, we went separate ways—Lena into publishing, while I tried to assess what I might be good at. We talked daily about our dreams and our friends, the state of the world and the state of our hearts, the movies and music we both loved and the frugal recipes we could afford to make. She had gone to work for one independent publisher after another, working her way up to editor. I landed first at a rare bookstore, shelving books and running the register and later, evaluating worn hardcovers, looking for flaws and markups. Then, I was an assistant editor at a tabloid, where I edited the scorching Letters to the Editor section and summarized the scoops and speculation published by other outlets each week. Eventually, and with relief, I applied for and got a position as a poetry editor at a small but beloved literary magazine called The Janus Review. Once a week, I taught a foundation class in poetry at the New School. That year, one afternoon, Lena went on a blind date and returned at one in the morning with Sebastian, a Mexican-American pediatrician with green eyes and the hint of a beer belly, who saw through her armor and had the ability to make us both laugh. I knew then that I would have to make sure Lena stayed in my life even if she gave herself up to a man.

As the cab pulled up, Lena opened the front door and came running down the stoop stairs through the gate, Gino hanging off one hip.

“Be careful, it’s slippery,” I said as the cab driver pulled out my suitcase.

I got out and threw open my arms, my purse sliding off my shoulder to my elbow. Gino smelled of sour milk and candy, his toddler arms pulling on my hair as I took him from Lena, enveloping them both.

“Good god, he’s a grown man,” I said into his fine, dark hair.

Lena’s face was wet with a mix of tears and rain as she pressed her cheek to mine, Gino fidgeting between us.

“Goddamn you, Mira,” she said.

“Stand,” said Gino, emphatic, pointing at the sidewalk with a tiny finger, but I held on to him, taking in his tan, flushed face, the many folds in his little arms and legs, their color that of a milky latte.

“This is Mira mashi, darling,” said Lena, stroking his head. “Mama loves her so much.”

I set Gino down and immediately, he ran back into the house.

“Be careful,” called Lena after him. “Sebbie, Gino’s run inside.”

She turned back to me.

“I’m glad you’re back. If you ever leave like that again, I’ll kill you.”

Inside, the house smelled of children and crayons and Bolognese, cushions everywhere, a large cat asleep by the radiator, height marks on the kitchen wall, the stamp of a family in every cranny. Seven years ago, Lena and Sebastian had had their twins, Mirabel and Alice. Four years later, Gino was in their lives. I was godmother to all three. I watched them throw peas at each other—Gino caught in the fray between his havoc-causing sisters as Lena tried to referee—and thought of the empty apartment that I hadn’t seen in person yet, a mere forty minutes away. I would be in the same city as them, this family I loved, and it sent a brief ripple of happiness through me.

“You look athletic, Mira,” said Sebastian.

“I can literally see a bicep,” said Lena, wiping red sauce off her neck.

Self-conscious, I shrugged. “I went running a lot in London. The office was in Canary Wharf so it was nice to run along the river. Got myself some dumbbells, too. Exercise was the only thing I didn’t want to do in a mask.”

“All that rain,” said Lena. “Runners get mowed down by traffic in London all the time.”

“Okay, mom,” I said. “I’ll wear all neon when I run in the rain here. Maybe you’ll come with me.”

“I have three children, Mira. You stop by here when you want some real exercise.”

Sebastian yawned, stretching his arms over his head. “Will you miss London? What made you want to leave? You’ll miss the pubs at least?” Sebastian grunted with longing. 

“You’re such an anglophile, Seb,” said Lena, looking at her rumpled husband with affection. “He’d do so well living a quiet life in the English countryside.” Lena turned to me, her flaxen curls catching the light. She could go from harried, sweatpants-clad editor and mother to extraordinary in seconds. She was pretty to look at but there was something startling about her sweetness and the devotion with which she focused on people.

“I’d be the village doctor,” said Sebastian, pleased. “If I were you, Mira, I wouldn’t have left. England feels so much more… real than America.” He rubbed the tips of his fingers together, as if feeling for texture.

I felt something constrict in my chest and make its way into the base of my throat. “It was time to come home,” I said after a pause.

Lena and Sebastian’s eyes softened together, interconnecting emotion and memory in the way that long-term couples did.

“How do you feel, M?” asked Lena, gentle above Gino’s clamor for more peas.

“About being back,” said Sebastian, his voice dropping as if we were talking about things that children should not be privy to.

I lifted a shoulder, trying to locate the answer in my knotted limbs. “I wasn’t going to disappear forever.”

After lunch, they let me fall asleep on the couch. I woke up with a start to an empty house and a note on the table.

Taking the twins to their recital—come by for dinner if you’re hungry after movers xx

The cat blinked at me as I pulled on my jacket, as if making note of an intruder in the spectacle of domestic happiness.

“I’m leaving,” I said to her.

Suitcase in hand, I took an umbrella from a stand by the door and pulled it shut behind me. But outside, it had stopped raining and Brooklyn was alight with a burst of afternoon sun, the snow melting into rivulets, bits of it still clean, sparkling in the light. I lifted my face to the sun, letting the warmth seep into me. It was a trick that I had learned in therapy, which might make one feel better if only for a moment. I had been lifting my face to the sun for almost five years. The walk from Lena’s house to the train station was only two minutes, made pleasant by the calm of the park’s green. From there, it was seven stops to City Hall, where I changed from the 5 to the J. Ten more stops to Jamaica Center, and finally, a fifteen minute walk to my new address on Palmetto. Even with my heavy suitcase and the subway stairs, it would not have occurred to me to take a taxi—every dollar in my life was accounted for. The apartment was too far from the increasingly white bar scene around Maria Hernandez Park to be trendy, and the friend who was leasing it to me had confessed that, despite the lack of street lighting and the three junkies who lived below the building, it was a mostly residential, dead area. As I turned the corner, I saw the mover’s truck outside a three-story building that looked like a house, just as it had in the photographs, a brief happiness coursing through my veins at the sight. At the van’s open back, two young men were lifting my small piano. I quickened my pace, suitcase trundling over the pavement.

“Be careful,” I said, out of breath as I stopped in front of the men.

Inches away from setting the instrument down in the slush, they stopped to stare at me.

“It’s maple. You can’t get it wet,” I said, a pinching in my ribs from the sudden rush of air.

Their eyes widened at my panic. I tried to smile.

“I’m Mira Guhathakurta,” I said. “Apartment Four. It’s got an elevator.”

In under three hours, Mitch and Ramin of the MakeAMove company assembled the parts of my renewed life. Shelves and books, my beloved ancient coffee maker with its miraculously unbroken glass carafe, the piano, a record player with an oak turntable I had found thrifting with Lena, and my father’s frayed Victorian velvet armchair. The objects of another life, now spread across bedroom and living room, as if I had lived in these rooms all along.

“No couch or kitchen stuff?” asked Ramin, stretching out a muscular, veined calf on the floor. I handed him one of the three coffees I had bought from the bodega around the corner.

“I got rid of almost everything when I moved to London a few years ago,” I said. “This”—I looked around—“was the stuff I kept in storage. The chair and piano were gifts. I didn’t want to sell them.”

“Good little neighborhood,” said Mitch, the taller of the two, bending to avoid the doorframe as the men readied to leave. “Not glamorous but it has character.” He made an emphatic fist in the air, intended to reassure me. “And you found yourself a solid spot.”

“There’s a great empanada stand around the corner,” said Ramin. “My girlfriend’s aunt lives across from it.”

“You’re going to like it here,” said Mitch. “But if you do move again, remember MakeAMove.”

For the first time, I realized they were brothers, an unmistakable resemblance in the way they grinned at me. I watched them drive off in the slush of the street, their easy banter having lifted me out of my own head for a few hours. I was home, that much I knew, but the loneliness felt as if it might never leave my bones. Would I ever take a breath and not feel hollowed out, the life scraped out of me? It felt like a crime that three thousand miles between us had abated nothing. That I could not breathe knowing Jack was now near—I did not know if I would survive it.







CHAPTER TWO

Being alone in the apartment felt unbearable. I pulled my warmest coat on, retrieving it from the depths of my suitcase, and left quickly. Outside, the evening sky was violet, the cold air a relief. I circled the neighborhood a few times and looked through glass windows at the faces of shoppers and lovers and patrons of a bar who leaned in toward each other. I was dazed by their cheer, ashamed of my own bitterness. Somewhere on a park bench, I remembered that I could go to Lee’s. After Lena had moved in with Sebastian, I started taking the train up after work to her office on Wyckoff Avenue. We would walk to Lee’s Heights, a neighborhood bar we loved for its simplicity and cooking. Lee, an unflappable bear of a man with joy in his eyes, had moved from Canberra to Brooklyn to be with his American girlfriend and had opened a bar that served strong cocktails and had a grill in the back. Lena, Sebastian, and I became regulars. Over the years, I would sit at the bar with Lena or my laptop or, later, with Jack, our elbows touching, and Lee would want to know how we really were.

Even over the course of just a few blocks, Bushwick felt changed. The plant store was now a kombucha bar, the pottery workshop shuttered, small businesses with graffitied windows ravaged by the pandemic, only the behemoth pharmacy still standing. But the Bolivian grocer was still behind the counter at his store, and the magazine stand and café had survived. It felt good to see any semblance of familiarity, any consolation that the past had not disintegrated entirely. The lights inside Lee’s looked warm. I hurried in, the tips of my ears so cold that they hurt. It was not full and I made my way to the bar, but it was a stranger and not Lee behind the counter. The bartender nodded at me as I clambered onto the seat, shrugging off my parka.

“Be right with you,” he said.

A woman, sprite-like with tortoiseshell glasses, leaned over the bar, her elbows resting on its surface as she cupped her delicate face in one palm and smiled at him. The bartender smiled back at the woman as he mixed her drink. I hung my coat on a hook below the counter, imagining their lives. It was another trick learned in therapy, to focus on the possible existences of others when one might drown in one’s own. There was a lithe quality to the bartender’s body, the shape of lean muscle under his shirt as if he might be athletic, his wiry curls a soft halo around his face in the dim light. I felt the same hard indifference I had felt toward men in London and looked away, longing for Lee’s easy warmth. When I looked up again, the bartender was in front of me, one hip leaning against the counter.

“What are you thinking about?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Is that your usual question for a customer?”

He smiled. “Well, I like to think of them as humans first. It’s a good question for one human to ask another, don’t you think?”

He was older than I had realized—late thirties, early forties?—his forehead lined with faint ridges, his glasses prescription. I was thirty-five with one suitcase to show for it. I shrugged.

“What if you gave me three guesses?” he asked. “About what you were thinking about.”

“Would one include the cocktail I want to drink?”

There was something about the man that felt surprising enough to not be invasive, a softness to his intense interest, but I wanted Lee back.

“Why do I feel like I’m being questioned by a con artist psychic?” I heard the hardness in my voice and felt a quick regret.

It was his turn to look surprised.

I paused. “Could I please get a menu?”

The bartender paused for a moment, his head at an angle, as if he were listening to music. Then he nodded, his face polite as he placed a menu in front of me. “I’ll be back,” he said.

I felt a sharp stab of anger at the bartender, for asking too much of me. I read the menu twice, waiting for the stinging behind my eyes to subside. Once, I had been capable of ordinary conversation with overly genial strangers. I watched him exchange pleasantries with his other customers, all of whom seemed to want to shake a hand or touch his forearm or shoulder. When he returned, there was a wariness in his eyes.

“You ready?” he asked.

I exhaled. “I’m sorry. That was rude—earlier.”

He did not agree or disagree, but his slight smile was gentle. “What can I get you?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I’m sorry. What were your guesses?”

The bartender took off his glasses. For a moment, he looked tired. “You’re good at apologies. Not too little, not too much.”

“I’ve had some practice.”

“Oh yeah?”

There it was, his curiosity that felt almost alive. I tried to be carefree with my words. “My boss thinks I apologize too much. It’s nice to hear that I’ve gotten better.”

He looked amused. “My three guesses,” he said, placing a palm on the counter in front of me, “would be that you were thinking about your life, liberty, and/or your pursuit of happiness.”

“How very American of you,” I said, disappointed. He had a British accent that slid off his breath, leaving an echo in the air. I realized that I wanted him to be interesting.

“I’m not wrong, am I?”

“Only because our generation thinks of nothing else,” I conceded.

The bartender looked at me, searching. His hand on the counter felt intimate.

“I feel like I could guess a few things about you,” he said.

I shook my head at him. “A psychic after all.”

But this time I could hear the softness in my voice. The overhead lighting moved his shadow over my limbs as he cracked his knuckles.

“You’ve traveled to four continents, you have no trouble eating dinner alone in a restaurant, and you’re secretly a romantic,” he said.

“All this because I sat at the bar and was rude to you?”

“You wouldn’t be the first,” he said, easily.

I felt the banter die in my throat. He touched my wrist on the counter for just a moment, the sensation lingering on my skin.

“All this because you walked in and I wanted to know more,” he said.

Something about the bartender made my body warmer. I had been cold for so long that the feeling was surprising.

“Five continents,” I said, after a pause. “My dad took us to Antarctica to look at fjords. I was sixteen and complained about the cold and not having cell service the whole time. Then we got to the coast and it was the most beautiful, wild thing I had ever seen.”

He nodded.

“Nature like that, the untouched, jagged kind, makes me feel alive, too. In a way I can’t reach in the city,” he said.

It felt like we were alone in the bar.

“Look, you’re smiling,” he said, a mild cockiness in his voice. “You looked sad when you walked in here and now you’re happier. Being curious about people is underrated.” He plucked the menu from between my elbows and held it to his chest. “Now, what can I get you?”

“You like to know about the private thoughts of strangers.”

“Yes, but if you put it that way I sound like a creep.” He leaned by the bar again, a man unrushed by a burgeoning crowd. “I’m not a creep,” he said.

“I’d like a martini. Gin, olives, very cold.”

He reached for a bottle of gin on the rack behind him, the cluster of expectant customers expanding even further around the bar’s island.

“This one’s new,” he said, cradling a pale blue glass bottle between his palms. “If you want to be my taster, it’s on the house. I’m told it’s botanical and very good.”

“You want a guinea pig,” I said, an unexpected lightness to my being.

He laughed and waved behind me. “Hi, be with you shortly.”

“Hello Marlon,” said an elderly man, with affection.

Marlon set the bottle down and leaned toward me, his eyes serious, both palms on the bar this time. “Listen. Don’t go anywhere,” he said. “I’ll come back with the greatest drink you’ve ever had.”

I watched as he made my drink and listened to people with attention, pouring draft beer and water into glasses, his energy a clean, easy line behind the chaos of the counter. I pulled out the copy of Silent Spring I had been carrying around in my purse and tried to focus. The bartender had been flirting and something inside me had responded, the slightest tremor in a hard knot that had stayed in place for so long that it might have fused into my organs. I felt a surge of hope at the flicker—maybe there was life in me yet.

“Rachel Carson said, ‘in nature, nothing exists alone,’” I heard Marlon say.

I looked up, startled by his nearness. I had disappeared into the book, forgetting the swirl of the bar for a few minutes.

“Just a little light reading?” he asked as he shook my drink.

There was a grace to the way he moved, as if he might be a good dancer. I waited until he was done with the shaker.

“Yes, my idea of a comedy,” I said.

“She certainly thinks humans are a joke.”

He smelled of beer and a citrus I couldn’t place, his teeth imperfect and disarming, a dent of missing skin in the thickness of his left eyebrow. I wondered what his injuries were.

“You’ve read it,” I said, stupid to my own ears.

He smiled at me, as he scooped olives from a jar.

“Yes,” he said.

“What’s your idea of a light read?” I asked, suddenly striving to make casual conversation.

“Jane Austen, actually. Or the Brontës.” He tasted my drink with a teaspoon and, satisfied, poured it into a coupe.

I laughed. “Really?”

“What’s not to love about a love story?” He put the glass down in front of me. “Here, try that,” he said. “And then tell me what you were sad about.”

I laughed. “Do you always ask your customers very personal questions?”

Marlon shook his head. “No,” he said simply.

His warmth felt infectious, making its way into my cheeks. “Where is Lee anyway?”

He looked surprised. “You know my brother.”

“You’re Lee’s brother?” The sentence slipped out of me involuntarily.

“Half brother,” said Marlon. “My mom’s Black.”

He radiated a kind of happiness that felt foreign to me. What might life be like, if one lived it as this man?

“Lee let me take over the bar while he decided to go on his long honeymoon. His first vacation in a decade. I’m thinking of renaming the place while he’s gone. The Poppyseed or something lovely like that, that he’d kill me for. Big signage outside.”

“Classic little brother. You sound more British than Australian,” I said.

“Did you know, you’d make a great cop? All you do is return a question for a question. I am British. I was raised by my mum near Cornwall. After she died, I was in a bad way. Lee and our dad took me in. I was sixteen.”

For a minute we stayed in place, taking in each other. “I’m sorry about your mother,” I said.

“These things happen,” he said, softly. “I thought it might kill me, being alone like that.” He shrugged, a flicker of memory in his eyes. “But I’m here now. The heart learns to love again.” His grief returned to lightness. “Here I am, telling you sad stories instead of making sure you have a good time.”

“It’s unfair, the amount of loss life expects of us,” I said.

“What do you think of your drink?” he asked, holding my gaze.

“It’s almost as good as Lee’s,” I said, the teasing in my voice taking me by surprise again, my neck tilting, my body suddenly liquid.

I had been a husk only an hour ago and yet now an unfamiliar electricity washed over me, my skin tingling at the idea of the man in front of me.

“I’ve just moved back from London,” I said. “I used to be a regular here.”

“Listen, your next drink is on the house if it’ll help you become a regular again,” he said.

Regulah.

I swallowed. “Look at you, running Lee’s business into the ground. Don’t you have to get back to the rest of the bar?”

He smiled. “Deedee just started her shift. Let me make you another one.”

As he reached for the bottle of gin again, the opening bars of a familiar melody ascended over the murmur of the crowd. I would have known it anywhere but my body stilled to let it be a mistake, to not let life be so cruel as to snatch tiny happinesses from me—the respite of a sexual encounter that might, for a moment, ease the body I inhabited daily.

“Do you want the same gin, I forgot to ask?” said Marlon.

He stopped to look at me.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“I… the music… is there a way to turn it off?” I asked, as the song exploded into its full magnitude.

Confused, he looked up at the speaker.

“Oh—I mean, they pipe it through a laptop, up in the office. I don’t know that we could turn it off entirely. Is it too loud?”

“It’s fine,” I said.

I shook my head, as if to shake water from my ears, the song insidious, in my bloodstream. Marlon made my drink, then looked up at me, cautious.

“That song, ‘Lived in Bars,’ used to be one of my mother’s favorites. She played that record a lot.”

I nodded, taking a sip of my drink.

“You don’t like Cat Power?” asked Marlon, after a pause.

“I do. What made you move here?” I asked, desperate to recapture the first feeling of life that I had had in years.

He waited for a beat, scrutinizing me as the wretched, joyful melody finally faded away.

“It felt like I needed to take a leap of faith,” he said, finally. “I had a job that didn’t seem to be going anywhere. And it began to get to me. I took the world too personally, started fights with my customers. Lee thought I’d have better luck here. He needed help and he enjoys bossing me around.”

“And now you’re going to rename it The Poppyseed in return,” I said.

Marlon laughed. “Okay fine, maybe not The Poppyseed then. I’ll call it something more manly. The Last Drink in Brooklyn. One Hundred Years of Temptation. Lee’s Drunken Way. Fries and Prejudice.”

“You’re a poet,” I said, giddy at the darkness having passed. Maybe I could do this.

“Thank you. If you’re back tomorrow night, I could write you a few bad poems.”

“I’m actually a poetry editor,” I said, flirtatious. “I can’t take unsolicited submissions.”

“Oh come on, you can’t make up stuff like that. It’s unfair to the spirit of ban-ter,” he said, breathing out the final consonant.

“It’s true, I am. I promise. At Janus Review. For nine years now, actually.”

Marlon looked taken aback.

“Well, Lee was right when he said you could get all sorts of jobs in New York.”

He wiped his hands on the towel on his shoulder, set it down, and came around the counter. He was taller than I had expected, as he swung his frame onto the barstool next to me, our knees inches from each other, looking at me in a way that reminded me of the way Jack had once looked at me.

“What were you doing in London anyway?” he asked. “Tell me everything.”

A familiar heaviness began to descend into my brain, its fingers of memory cold as the reality of who I was. My breath caught in my ribs. I felt myself shrivel. I wondered if the weather had given me a chill or if the drink had gone to my head.

“I have to go,” I said, fumbling for my keys in my purse. “Early morning tomorrow.”

I heard him begin to say something, but everything felt at a distance as I stumbled from the barstool, the couple on my left averting their eyes at what must have looked like sudden madness. I inhaled as I stepped outside. It had started snowing again, the flakes pooling on my face. Allowing myself to breathe again, I began to walk.

“Hey. Hey.”

I shook my head.

“I have to go,” I repeated, as he caught up with me. Reluctant, I turned around.

Marlon lifted up his palms, as if to reassure me that he was no threat.

“Hey,” he said again, gentle as he touched my shoulder.

I flinched and took a step back. For a moment he looked at me. As if coming to a decision, he nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

I looked away. The snow had begun to come down heavier, the branches bare.

“I realized I don’t know your name,” he said, slowly. “And you don’t know mine. I just wanted to say that I’m Marlon. That’s all.”

“I’m Mira,” I said as I began to walk away. “Thank you for the drink.”

Soon it would be above my ankles, the steady swirl of a thick, unanticipated storm I had been warned about, but paid no heed to, when returning to Brooklyn. I felt the ice seep into my boots, my footprints leaving a trail that the falling flakes erased in seconds, as if I had never walked there at all.







CHAPTER THREE

I had taken to running in London. In New York, everyone ran, but there was something about it that had felt foreign, one more thing that seemed to come effortlessly to white people in particular. When she was in high school, Joy had begun to run, in an effort to lose a few pounds before prom. Red in the face and breathless, she had looked pained, hunched over, sweat dripping off her even after she returned home. In the end, she had worn her usual size eight, in a silver jumpsuit that gleamed against her skin. After being crowned prom queen, Joy had sworn off cardiovascular exercise for good, relaxing into exultant curves. Joy was eight years younger than me but had three extra inches of height and an extra two sizes on her body, inherited from her Caucasian mother, who had once been on a national rowing team. Joy’s feet and skin were several shades lighter than my dark brown. Yet we both looked like our father, and in photographs, unless you paid attention, we looked alike, pronounced by our sharing what clothes we could, she stealing oversize jackets and sweaters and scarves from my closet in later years as if they were her own, an abundance to her at all times.

Joy’s renunciation had erased any interest I might have had in running. But one morning in London, awake before dawn and desperate to ease the grief that shook me awake as a migraine might, I pulled on sneakers and headphones and began to run. I ran without purpose, but as the morning light broke, and the chill of the Thames mixed with my breath and sweat, I felt a dizzying release. The incessant noise of my mind emptied into a silence. Even if temporary, there was a blessed escape in the way physical exertion forced my body to return to the ground. For a few minutes, it had felt as if I might even be capable of euphoria. Since it was my only refuge, I returned to it time and again.

The day after I had unraveled at Lee’s, on an unusually warm morning for February in Brooklyn, the snow a distant memory as New Yorkers took to the streets in T-shirts and sunglasses, I had gone running past the promenade, following the Hudson all the way up to Vinegar Hill, trying to reclaim a sense of refuge before I had to get ready for work. It was a Monday, my first day due back in the New York office of Janus. On my way, I walked past all the old friendly sights: fire escapes, garbage bags bursting at the seams, bodegas and cafés. Sweating through the English sweater I had chosen in a hurry, I entered the brick building that stood next to five other buildings exactly like it. It felt like the years had slipped away, liquid through the hourglass of a pandemic.

Janus was on the third floor, and when you entered, it felt more like an author’s apartment than an office. Turkish carpets and bookshelves lined the floors and walls, and people worked on mismatched couches and desks. There were piles of books everywhere, including the floor, because we published essays, poems, short stories, and excerpts of novels, plus art and photography depending on the issue. We were funded by patrons who believed in the cause of literature, but every now and then, we had to cut back on the number of interns and editors that we could hire per year. My work involved reviewing submissions, selecting poems, and editing the poetry section, and it made me happy on most days. My father liked to say that Joy, ever practical, laser sharp, with a penchant for argument since childhood, had turned into the fearsome attorney that she was always meant to be; whereas I was his emotional, absent-minded child, perpetually late, with a fondness for the abstract. He was grateful that I had found a calling that suited me even if he would have preferred that I, too, had chosen more sensible terrain. Desperate to leave the tabloid I had worked at in my early twenties, I had applied for the job of a poetry associate editor at Janus, with no real relevant experience. But Lena, who was already being taken seriously by her peers, had sent “Evening Sun” to the poetry editor. Soon after, Janus requested an interview and sent me a packet of poems to critique. My phone had died in the night and so I had slept through my silenced alarm and rushed to the meeting in wrinkled slacks. But I had done well on the critique, and I got the job. I had been at the magazine since, for almost a decade. Janus prided itself on being fearless, and as a result received the most arresting submissions in contemporary culture—debutantes and stalwarts alike. If ever the doubt assailed me that poetry might someday become irrelevant or be replaced by an artificial intelligence, all I had to do was return to that which I had read since I was a teenager, poets and musicians having offered me life through every storm.

The magazine, eager to stay lean while still publishing monthly print issues, had hired only two new editors to replace former staffers who had moved away from New York for good during the pandemic. Janus did not offer remote work, and Ulrike, the editor-in-chief, had been relieved five years ago when I had asked to be relocated to the London office, instead of expressing the desire to move permanently to the Catskills or Woodstock. In London, I had submerged myself in submissions, discovering a few voices that had haunted and delighted our readers. I had worked obsessively and stayed up late for countless time-zone unfriendly meetings, and eventually, Ulrike had promoted me to senior—and sole—poetry editor. When I had wanted to return to the New York office, she had agreed immediately.

“I’m so glad you’re back, Mira. We’ve missed you,” she said now, hugging me, a bright yellow scarf wrapped around her long, pale neck, jewelry hanging off her ears and arms and fingers, a vivid bird of the literary world.

“I’ve missed this, too. London was lonely. People didn’t come into the office much.”

Ulrike nodded, sunshine illuminating the silver-gray strands in her dark hair as she pushed her glasses up on her head, rubbing the bridge of her nose. There was a new exhaustion to her that I had never seen before, despite the fact that she was almost sixty.

“It’s been a nightmare, these last few years. It felt for a minute like the city might not recover”—Ulrike smiled tiredly—“but here we are. But you don’t have to worry; the poets have been on overdrive given all the desperation in the air.”

I loved Ulrike and the room she made for my often esoteric taste. I felt a quiet happiness to be back in the office, with its stacks of papers and books, the smell of coffee in the air, the soft chatter of editors emanating from the kitchen as they ate breakfast pastries. I could see my office through Ulrike’s glass wall, my desk framed in the door, the striped fabric of the chair I had had reupholstered light-years ago. A square of sun fell over the handful of wildflowers wrapped in brown paper that Binyamin and Gigi, the senior fiction editors, had brought to me that morning.

“What’s being a grandparent like?” I asked Ulrike, turning back to her. I realized that she had been watching me.

“We love it. Greg and I are devastated that Isiah and Jill took the baby back, so now we drink martinis every night.” Ulrike’s face softened with compassion. “How are you, Mira?”

I felt my cheeks warm as a familiar sinking spread through my chest. I had integrated Jack so deeply into every facet of my life that any person who had knowledge of me had seen us as a whole. Jack and Mira. Mira and Jack. Without him, I was fractured. In that moment, I felt something close to hatred for him. Even as I tried to rebuild, everyone knew the secret of my cracked-open heart.

“I’m here,” I said, bitter, shame rising like bile inside me. “Like New York. Still standing.”

The peace that I had felt in Ulrike’s office returned in fits and starts. My work felt vital in a world that was in pain. Writers were making sense of mountainous grief, reminding us that we were not alone, that there was meaning left in the world. Even the clichéd felt better than ever before. The March issue was themed around weather, and to embrace it fully, I had been reading the Carson. The thought of Marlon passed through me—thrill followed by a fleeting embarrassment. By five in the evening, piles of submissions lay around me, and I could no longer tell the rejects pile from the accepted or edited. My strength lay in my ability to see what a poet meant and help them sharpen that instinct; organization was my fatal flaw. Even as a girl, Joy would shake me awake to make an early morning flight or organize our family vacations—in return, I had held her through the loss of boyfriends, the absence of a mother, the endless meannesses of a mostly white private school. I pushed my chair away from my desk, standing distractedly, extricating myself from the day’s work—it was always better to make sense of things in the morning, preferably with the help of one of the assistants. Binyamin, a worn laptop bag slung over one arm, his hairline having receded further since the last time we had worked in the same office, stopped in front of my desk.

“We’re going to Franny’s. Everyone wants to know if Pam in the London office is really a monster.”

In my grief-stricken haze, I had forgotten that I enjoyed my colleagues. To return into the fold of fellow editors who seemed genuinely happy to have me back in New York felt blissful.

“Maybe the weather theme was a bad idea,” said Gigi, glum, her forehead wrinkled in concern as she chewed on her index finger’s lime green nail, her long legs squeezed under the tiny table. “People are on edge and every writer feels like they’re writing themselves out of a hole. It’s going to be such a depressing issue,” she said.

Ana, the junior fiction editor, nodded, rueful. “I thought it was going to be all, Spring is upon us! Here, come cavort with us in the changing of seasons, gambol a little in the sun of our lives, forget the news, leave that frightful virus behind. But no, it’s all beautiful rumination on like, mortality and morgues as a metaphor for the climate crisis.”

“At least Ulrike agreed to run a few more cartoons,” said Binyamin as we laughed.

Jansson, the art editor, shook his head. “It’s all very black humor, funny-while-in-a-freewheel kind of stuff. We’re making great art born of great pain now. You’re not reading Janus for the fun of it this time, I’m afraid, not even the cartoons.”

“I don’t know, guys,” I said, finishing my glass of wine. “I’ve got some really lovely stuff. Poems focused on the beauty of time slowing to a standstill, the seasons entering different corners of your one-bedroom apartment as a reminder of their passage, the anonymous joys of locking eyes with a stranger on the street behind a mask in the depths of an extra-cold winter on a first date, the opera of protest—that sort of thing. There’s a lot around bodies and minds crumbling, of course, a lot of darkness, but there’s also a noticing of what came of the great slowing down, too. We got one from a writer in Northern California about the plethora of wild birds that flocked around her father’s grave after traffic came to a stop. He used to be a birdwatcher and it was the first time she was able to mourn.”

Ana and Binyamin rolled their eyes.

“Well of course the poets are thrilled,” said Gigi, grumpy. “They’re always searching for eternal joy in dumpster fires. I’m going to get another drink. Anyone else want a second?”

Ana and I nodded. Binyamin stood up.

“I’ll come with you. My turn to get this round,” he said.

“A beer for me this time, Bin,” said Ana. “Can’t do another cocktail on a school night.”

He nodded and joined Gigi at the crowded bar. We were at our usual cramped window table at the diner around the corner from Janus that served pancakes and breakfast burritos in the morning and transformed into a dive bar after six except that you could still order the burrito.

“Mira, do you think Ulrike will let me relocate to London?” asked Jansson, reflective as he reached for a packet of cigarettes. “I hear British men are the salt of the earth. Funny in their brutish ways and those accents. Mmm.”

“Jansson wants a husband to cook him bangers and mash,” said Ana.

“Jansson just wants a husband to bang,” said Jansson.

“I don’t know why I bother looking through the slush for gems when the two of you are such poets,” I said, as Binyamin set a second glass of the house red in front of me.

In less than an hour, I felt myself fading, jet lag still in my veins. I hugged them each in turn, holding on for the few extra seconds it took to communicate my gladness to be back in their fold. The streets had emptied out on a Monday night. As I began to walk toward the subway, the night air cool on my face, my heart felt lighter than it had been in five years. I was home again, emerging from a long and bitter frost. The fading sunset had turned into whirlpools of pink and gold, rapidly darkening into slashes of purple against the piers. New York was putting on a show for me. But when I reached the station, limp yellow tape crisscrossed the entrance. The only other train that could take me home was a two-mile walk away and the next bus would not come for an hour. I felt light-headed with fatigue, the city blurring around me. A lone rat scurried in the direction of a half-eaten sandwich on the sidewalk. I turned around, stepping onto the curb to hail a taxi, the breeze flipping my hair around my face. The split-second whim gave me a jolt of adrenaline, and I smiled at a stranger, a woman in an expensive suit, eating potato chips from a bag. She cautiously nodded back as a cab stopped inches from my loafers.

“Hi,” I said to the elderly driver. “Palmetto. Between Wilson and Central Avenue.”

“Brooklyn,” said the man as he turned around to look at me, his shaggy blond eyebrows raised in surprise, his accent thick in the way of Eastern Europe.

I nodded.

“Didn’t feel like the subway,” I said.

He must have been pleased at the amount he was going to make, triple that of a Manhattan stop, but he had not been able to hide his feelings at the extravagance. A cannonball of dread lodged itself in my stomach. What had possessed me to take a taxi? I calculated—it would come to sixty or so dollars if I was lucky, likely more. It felt like an insane act of hedonism. I thought of my father, who would have worn the same disapproval as the cab driver, except that he would have reminded me how hard he had worked as an immigrant to enter the country and build a life so that Joy and I might have privilege that he had never experienced. It was a speech we had heard often through our childhoods, whether over purchases of sequined jeans and romance paperbacks or uneaten portions of shaak paneer (“Blended spinach, yuck. It’s like a green smoothie with curry in it, Baba,” Joy had said, aghast, making him laugh despite himself, as was her way). Now I longed for my father’s shaak. We sped past Brooklyn Bridge, the water calm below us, the odd planet and stars in the now dark, clear sky overhead. I willed my shoulders to relax, dispelling thoughts of bills and overdraft fees. The indulgence had been worth it for the beauty of the moment, I reasoned with myself. A Harry Styles song was stuck in my head from the bar, and I hummed the chorus softly to myself.

“You are having a good day,” the cabbie said, startling me.

He must have heard me hum, but something in the flat statement in his voice made me smile.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Something about the season changing.”

“It will be the spring before we know it,” he said, stoic.

I thought of the green of Prospect Park, the tulips I might buy from the bodega for my little apartment, as we rolled off the bridge, entering Dumbo. I could take Lena’s children to the botanical garden and teach them the names of flowers.

“I can’t wait,” I said. “Feels like we’re all coming back to life.”

“Where are you from?” he asked, in his staccato, abrupt way, but it was a question I was used to, and there was a softness in his voice now.

“Well, Manhattan, but both my parents are Indian.”

“India. Very nice country,” said my cabbie, a new warmth to him. “In Prague, where I am from, in springtime we have the Prague Spring Festival. A lot of operas and music and flowers.”

“Sounds beautiful,” I said. “Do you ever go back for it?”

“A plane ticket is too much in the spring. So I go in the dead of winter. When the Americans go to the Caribbean.” He guffawed.

“There is a spring festival in India, too,” I said. “Holi. The Indian students in college would celebrate it.”

“That’s right. You have Holi,” he said, rolling the word off his tongue. “India is an interesting country. You throw the colors of spring at each other. I used to be a history student a long time ago. Have you ever been to Prague?”

“No, but I’d love to go. I’ve read Czech writers though, Karel Hynek Mácha, Václav Havel of course.”

My cabbie turned around to look at me for a second, his thick eyebrows quivering in pleasure, as we swerved through the streets of Brooklyn. He had gray eyes, the color of an overcast sky.

“Really? My sisters and I studied them both in school,” he said.

“Really,” I said back, delighted.

I thought for a minute.

“‘A haze of stars in heaven hovers— / That church of endless love’s communion— / Each jewel blanches and recovers / As blanch and burn long-parted lovers / In the high rapture of reunion.’”

My cabbie shook his head, his voice thick with emotion.

“It’s not the same in English but I’d recognize Mácha’s ‘Maj’ in any language. Hearing you say these words, it reminds me of the school I went to as a boy.”

He was silent for a few moments.

“I miss Prague,” he said.

The cabbie did not know it, but we were both adrift from the lives we had left behind, from bodies that we no longer held close. I felt a kinship with him that I could not have spoken of, but just as I started to ask him about his boyhood, about the life he had made anew (how did one make a life anew?), we were confronted with a violent, reverberating explosion of sounds as a truck hit a large tree at the curb of the street corner a few feet in front of us. I heard screaming as a heavy thud threw me forward, as I descended into a darkness, my last thought that it had at least been a memorable conversation.

When I came to, it felt as if my shoulders might be broken, so blinding was the pain in my torso, but hunched over between the seat and floor, I realized that I was alive. I opened my eyes, dazed immediately by red and blue LED light, the blare of sirens pouring into my senses. I heard voices nearby. It felt like a monumental effort to lift my head. When I did, I realized that the rear of our taxi had pressed up toward the front, sandwiching my body, the leather seat’s faint scent of tobacco in my nostrils. I felt the first stirrings of a headache as I craned my neck in the direction of the driver’s seat. It was empty. Wincing, I lifted my body upward. A rush of relief swept over me as my knees performed their required action, my limbs in pain but unhurt. I fumbled with the handle of the door and it gave way immediately, detaching abruptly from the vehicle and hanging by its hinge. As I climbed out of the taxi, I heard an urgent voice.

“Hey. Hey, hey. Miss. Take it easy.”

It was a firefighter, his hand extended toward me, the moonlight mixed in with the streetlamps and police car lights shining off his helmet.

“My driver,” I tried to say, as he took me by my elbow, his grip and motion speedy yet gentle.

“You can’t just come barreling out of a crash like that,” he said. “You could have a concussion. Here, let’s go over here and sit back down. Easy now.”

Very slowly, the firefighter walked me a few feet away from the taxi and lowered me onto a curb as I registered the chaos around me.

“Where’s the taxi driver?” I asked again, fear making its way through my stomach.

The firefighter stretched out my arms and legs at an excruciatingly slow pace. “The driver’s okay,” he said. “He broke his arm, but he’s over there, getting it looked at. He told us you were in here.”

I looked in the direction that the firefighter tilted his head toward. My
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