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            Dedication

         
         
            For my friends, 

            who taught me love 

            and saved my life

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Because the catastrophe doesn’t exist so long as I delay perceiving it. Can a book parry catastrophe? Let another temporality
               be my home! But death is everywhere in the book.
            

            —Jackie Wang, “The Future Is Between Us”

            For to love friendship, it is not enough to know how to bear the other in mourning; one must love the future.

            —Jacques Derrida, The Politics of Friendship
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            Author’s Note

         
         The poet Gu Cheng wrote that though the shadows gave him dark eyes, he would use them to search for light. 

         
         This novel carries darkness such as depression, anxiety, self-harm, disordered eating, suicide, and suicidal ideation—please
            be aware of this content, and, if needed, refer to the resources at the back of the book for support. 
         

         
         But in the darkness, there is light too: friends, lovers, and selves—the moments together and the moments in between. 

         
         This story orients toward the light.

         
         Thank you for being here. 

         
         Shall we step into the shadows?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Work

         
         She doesn’t care how or where she will settle down, because to settle down implies a belief in free will and she knows she
            has none. Nobody does. Nobody is free. Every choice is dependent on cash flow or community or citizenship—the combination
            of such or the lack thereof. Yet because the question of settling down occupies the minds of many people her age, she tries to care. To be like everyone else. Since she’s already deviated far
            from societal normalcy and expectations. She is deranged enough. She wonders, when she does magically happen to settle down, if her body will do what everyone else’s does, which is to place a golden band of commitment around the fourth finger of
            her left hand and enter a self-induced suffocation by mortgage and white picket fence. Or if her body will perform the action
            that settle down implies: an act of flesh sagging into a warm and cozy place, never to emerge again—like a grave, or her bed.
         

         
         Oh, her bed. How she loves her queen-size bed where she can splay her tired limbs. To be alone in her bed, with only her bed
            and no one else. Gifts are her love language, so she gifts her bed with fancy: two silk pillowcases she had stalked the direct-to-consumer
            lifestyle bedroom brand for its Labor Day sales so she could buy them half off; the washable 100 percent cotton hypoallergenic
            weighted blanket she had “borrowed” from Jen when she had slept over for two weeks while searching for a new apartment; the
            eye mask and foam noise-blocking earplugs, to ensure total peace, which she keeps packed and easy to reach on her nightstand
            in a zhizha box printed with illustrations of diamond rings and pearl necklaces.
         

         
         She has never understood why life advice proclaims it better to jump out from under the blankets as soon as the alarm blares.
            Why can’t she settle down in her unmade bed for the remainder of her pointless, silly life? What goals are even worth achieving if they cannot be achieved
            from the pleasantries of the bed? Why voluntarily embrace the doom of consciousness in this sad, sad waking world of the alive
            when an offer of blessed, dreamed-of death is right there in the bed?
         

         
         Alive, alive, alive, rings her alarm.
         

         
         Time to act alive—five minutes before work begins, variations on a wakeup: 8:55 a.m., 9:25 a.m., 10:55 a.m., 1:25 p.m. Every
            night she changes her alarm, setting it for five minutes before her first meeting of the day.
         

         
         Alive, alive, alive, rings her alarm. Time to act alive.

         
         She lifts off her eye mask and takes out her earplugs and reaches an arm down. Drags up her laptop from its spot on the floor,
            where she stations it every night next to her bed like a loyal pet. She opens the screen, eyes half lidded. Clicks the video
            meeting link. Keeps her camera resolutely off.
         

         
         Her boss, Dan, smiling, camera resolutely on. She stares at the pixels composing his face, identical to the two other creative
            directors at the company. Together, Dan, Dean, and Derek are triplets—shaggy-haired white men in their mid-thirties claiming
            disruption while adjusting their black-rimmed eyeglasses, wearing black hoodies with expensive logos and sleeves over skinny
            forearms painted in bold, saturated American traditional tattoos: swallows stretching their wings, anchors atop ribbons, skulls
            with daggers stabbed through the eye.
         

         
         “Vicky. My favorite copywriter!”

         
         “Hi, Dan.”

         
         “How are you today?”

         
         “Good morning. I’m great. Happy Monday,” she croaks while rotating her head on the pillow, looking for a glass of water. Finds
            none within reach. Her hydration levels are always low; her pee, a radioactive yellow.
         

         
         “No camera today? I’d love to see your face.”

         
         “I’m eating breakfast. I’ll turn it on when I finish my oatmeal,” she lies.

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “How was your weekend?”

         
         “Fun. DJ friend had a rooftop party. Played his new set. Yours?” He does not wait for her response. “Anyway, jumping to business—new
            brief!”
         

         
         Her finger jabs the volume down, offended by Dan’s excitement over the pile-on of tasks. She has never been able to discern
            whether his disposition is real because he believes in the nobility of work or faked because he is paid to do so.
         

         
         He shares his screen. A presentation slide reading “The Ernie Opportunity” designed in Onwards’s black-and-gray branding zooms
            forward.
         

         
         “As you know, we’ve been focusing on subsets of our target audience in recent campaigns. They’ve been going well, and we want
            to maintain our diversity and inclusivity outreach, but we also can’t lose sight of our original Onwards heart: Ernie! We
            wouldn’t have Onwards without him. He is, after all, the main draw for our urns. So. This brief highlights Ernie. We’d love
            to spotlight him in a disruptive, earned media–worthy campaign that . . .”
         

         
         Vicky’s throat tickles as Dan drones on. She mutes herself to cough. She feels feverish. Clears her morning mucus. Grimaces
            at the sweat sheeting under her armpits. Her apartment is like every other New York City apartment rented by those in her
            socioeconomic class: falling apart. Her faulty window air conditioner unit splutters—empathetic, apologizing for its inadequacy.
            The noise severs her already drifting attention despite Dan’s enthusiasm. She wonders if it would be worth the extra time
            and effort to scroll through the Buy Nothing Chinatown and Lower East Side online group to scavenge a working unit. She opens
            a new tab in her browser, begins to type—then stops when she thinks about the scrolling, the messages, the venturing out to
            the pickup location she will have to do. The lugging back to her apartment. The desperate texting to the super begging for
            installation help. No—the amount of effort required is insurmountable. She decides she would rather die of heat exhaustion.
            Vicky slumps deeper into her pillow, gaze catching on the zhizha air conditioner unit she had cut from her zhizha two-story
            house, both of which she had placed on the sill next to her real air conditioner as a reminder of what she is working toward:
            riches like working air conditioners and a home of her own so she can settle down—perfect paper fantasy positioned next to defective reality. With proximity, would the flawed absorb the refined? Or would
            the ideal degrade? Or would both enter stasis? She feels stuck and stagnant. In between. Unremarkable.
         

         
         “Any questions?”

         
         Startled, unprepared, she unmutes herself. “No.”

         
         Her air conditioner sputters again.

         
         “You good?”

         
         “Yes. Sorry, that was my air conditioner. It’s a window unit. I bought it used from a neighbor. It’s been breaking down. I
            should probably get a new one.”
         

         
         “Oh, no problem. I used to rely on window units too. I know how loud they can be,” Dan says.

         
         Dan, who earns triple her salary. Dan, whose apartment she’s seen through the video calls and whose address she’d searched
            online for: a three-bedroom with his long-term partner in a newly constructed central-air luxury building with an in-unit
            washer and dryer, a gym, and a pool on the top floor in Brooklyn Heights, steps away from the waterfront. She cannot fathom
            his limber privilege condensing itself to fit an apartment like hers: a six-floor walk-up, one room, the kitchen in the living
            room in the bedroom with its paint-thickened-yet-chipped corners and malfunctioning appliances and thin walls. Plodding to
            laundromats with hauls of dirty clothing over her shoulder and quarters jangling in her pocket. She tells herself at least
            she lives alone in New York City. At least she has a job that lets her work from home most days. At least she can live in
            Chinatown, where the faces are familiar. It could be worse. She had lived worse before.
         

         
         “So. The new brief.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “To highlight Ernie and his leadership in urn innovation and end-of-life industry disruption. Focus on Ernie’s natural celebrity.
            What he brings to the table.”
         

         
         “Right.”

         
         “You got it?”

         
         She had not fully “got it”—she had not been paying attention. But it wouldn’t be hard for her to highlight someone like Ernie.
            Or, rather, Ernest Hayworth the Third, named after his father, who had been named after his father—three handsome white male
            actors over six feet tall capturing the hearts of American generations, Ernie’s one variation from his father and grandfather
            making him perfect for contemporary stardom: Ernie, gay! This fact of his sexuality enough to erase from public consciousness
            his status as nepo baby, as did his immense talent, both inherited and cultivated by the industry’s most famous and expensive
            acting coaches, along with his habit of donating dividends of his generational and personal fortune to charities ranging from
            supporting queer youth to protesting puppy mills. Everybody loved Ernie. Even Vicky would admit she admired him. His career
            from child star to teenage idol to mature adult artist to successful start-up founder had never deviated from its upward trajectory.
         

         
         “Got it!”

         
         “Good, good.”

         
         “Already have some ideas mulling around. I’ll get to jamming.” She grimaces at her use of creative corporate jargon even as
            the words mask her distaste. She can pretend enough to get by. As long as her camera stays off. She lacks the strength to
            pretend in both facial and vocal expression.
         

         
         “Cool. Let me know if you have any questions. We’ll plan to check in tomorrow afternoon on your ideas. I’ll throw something
            on the calendar.”
         

         
         “Great! Can’t wait.”

         
         Dan waves.

         
         The call ends.

         
         She does not move. Stays in bed, the laptop purring, heating her lower stomach. She massages her wrist. Moans. Wonders if
            the carpal tunnel plaguing her is sparked from her habit of typing horizontal, though the wrist pain is worth the bed. Shifts
            on her mattress, wincing at the damp sweat underneath her back. She craves better sheets—five hundred thread count, OEKO-TEX
            certified, crisp light fabric with sweat-wicking and cooling material, the kind that would cost her too much yet would free
            her from the blistering cruel heat, a sticky late June preempting the oppressive July and August. She knows a New York City
            summer is better than a summer anywhere else, marking trips to the romantic Riis Beach with the topless queers, ferry rides
            across the East River pointing at the underside of history’s bridges, bike rides up and down the West Side passing by art
            museums and pretty piers, orange sunsets glowing through Manhattan’s metal ravines—experiences that would be hers if only
            she could muster up the energy and get out of bed.
         

         
         The vitality eludes her.

         
         She can’t get out of bed and conduct her work meetings with her camera on, hair brushed, sitting in a chair with good posture.
            Can’t get out of bed and respond to the messages—the endless messages!—from her new matches on the dating app she hates and
            from Jen, dear Jen, who sometimes comes over to get her out of bed, dear Jen who texted her this morning confirming their
            dinner tomorrow, dear Jen with the skincare routine and the color-coded calendar who is her one best and true friend. Can’t
            get out of bed and do what Jen and their other mutuals sometimes do, which is to get informed, to go to a protest, to post
            an infographic on social media, to head to the food distribution meeting point, her apartment protecting her from the headlines
            pounding at the door:
         

         
         
            MASSIVE LAYOFFS SWEEPING ACROSS INDUSTRIES INDICATE RECESSION RISK

             

            SUPREME COURT RULING FURTHER WEAKENS ORGANIZED LABOR

             

            JUDGE’S RULING PINS BLAME ON SOCIAL MEDIA FOR COLLEGE STUDENT’S SUICIDE

             

            MASS SHOOTING RAMPAGE MOTIVE REMAINS MYSTERY; NO KNOWN CONNECTION BETWEEN VICTIMS

             

            U.S. HEALTH PANEL RECOMMENDS ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION SCREENINGS FOR KIDS AGE 8 AND UP

             

            FAMILIES DEVASTATED BY FENTANYL DEATHS RALLY OUTSIDE WHITE HOUSE

             

            INEFFECTIVE PANDEMIC RESPONSE LEADS TO “CYCLES OF DESPAIR AND NEGLECT”

             

            INSURANCE RATES UNDERESTIMATE GROWING FLOOD RISK FOR COASTLINE HOMEOWNERS

             

            MANY AGE 25–35 REPORT HAVING A DRINK TO COPE WITH FINANCIAL STRESS

         

         Everybody is unhappy and everybody is dying. It isn’t that Vicky doesn’t care. More that she cares so much that the inordinate
            amount paralyzes her. Easier to ignore the truth of imminent monotonous disaster. Easier to stay in bed. Easier to pretend
            everything is fine. Everything is fine! Everything is fine. Everything is fine—
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Friendship

         
         Vicky shoves a clump of leaves into her mouth. A stem of spinach leaks from her lower lip; she slurps it up, imagining herself
            a cow. Slaps her upper arm with her free hand like a cow’s tail swing when a mosquito buzzes toward her skin. Drops her fork
            and sprawls in her chair, lolling her head around, gaze settling on an interesting target three tables away: A gender-rejector
            rocking a septum piercing and feathered hair shorn at the chin, attempting to wrangle an asparagus stalk onto their fork,
            accompanied by a much older man slicked in a tailored suit and gelled hair.
         

         
         “Don’t bother.”

         
         Vicky glares at Jen, who has followed her interest across the outdoor dining area.

         
         “They’re clearly busy with him,” continues Jen as she turns back to her meal, spooning a clump of coconut peanut butter curry
            with her brown rice. “Why don’t you hook up with someone not on a date with a finance bro or sugar daddy?”
         

         
         Vicky grimaces. She’s the cow and the mosquito too, buzzing with incessant lust. Craving to bite, craving to be bitten. An annoying pest sucking on others’
            insides, offering fast departures and irritating marks, hunting on summer city nights for bare skin to feast upon. Only Jen
            tolerates her pursuits.
         

         
         Vicky stretches her arms above her head, hoping the conspicuous movement will catch her target’s attention. She could show
            them a far better time. The finance bro might pick up their check, but she could pick up their pleasure in bed. She hasn’t
            had sex in months because she has not had the energy to meet anyone—staying in bed, too alluring. She wanted to use her rare
            costumery that evening to her advantage: She is dressed in a floor-length fishnet dress over a bra and biker shorts rather
            than her typical plain T-shirt and black pants. Her outfit had not been libido motivated, but rather because she managed to
            exit the bed minutes before noon. Had conducted her presentation to Dan with her camera on, the success of her three Ernie-centered
            creative ideas and her meeting-free calendar afterward motivating her enough to open her closet and pick something presentable
            for dinner with her best friend.
         

         
         “Can’t you go for someone who’s actually available? Like him.” Jen uses her fork to point at the hot waiter they both admire.

         
         “There’s no way he’s available when he looks the way he does.”

         
         “Maybe he’s also into queering relationship structures.”

         
         Vicky grins. She adores when Jen quotes her manifestos. Her best friend offers more than simple acceptance—Jen gives affinity.
            Affection. For Jen, there is nothing about Vicky to accept because acceptance implies the existence of rejection, which has
            never been in the realm of possibility anyway.
         

         
         “Don’t you think that if he was actually interested, he would have, at the very least, asked our names?”

         
         “He could be nervous like you are.”

         
         “I’m not nervous! I just don’t want to ruin this restaurant for us.”

         
         They are regulars at the organic, plant-based, bowl-style restaurant on the border of Chinatown and the Lower East Side. La
            Botanical would not be Vicky’s first choice—or her second or third, nor even on the list, because she prefers holes-in-the-wall
            that serve plates of plump dumplings for four dollars, with dirty mirrors and boxes of Chinese drinks stacked behind the counter
            as decor—but she goes here because Jen is her best friend, and Jen is a person who likes colorful vegetables in her healthy,
            calorie-conscious dinners featuring a good balance of carbs and protein and fat.
         

         
         The hot waiter catches them watching him. He walks over with a smile. “Everything okay over here?”

         
         Jen wags her eyebrows at Vicky, who ignores her.

         
         “Sorry, we’re good,” Vicky says.

         
         He departs.

         
         Vicky stabs a roasted carrot stick with her fork as Jen giggles.

         
         “How’s work been?” Vicky asks.

         
         “It’s fine. Gonna ramp up soon, since the fall athletic wear release is coming out soon. They want me to lead the campaign.”

         
         “Of course they do.”

         
         Jen runs a hand over her slicked-back hair, tugging the end of her ponytail. Vicky notices her unpainted nails, her faded
            microbladed eyebrows, her dark circles—at odds with the Jen who enjoys beauty upkeep.
         

         
         “You seem stressed,” Vicky says.

         
         “I am. I mean, I’m excited to lead the release—it’ll be fun. We’re already planning things like outdoor workout classes with
            influencers. Lifestyle shit. I just gotta make it pretty.” Jen lets out a breath. “Still, it’s a lot of work, and I care less
            about the promotion than I do the raise. Eric and I want to save more money—everyone says not to worry about the recession
            rumors, since it won’t hit our industries yet, but I can’t help it. We’re still trying to pay off our loans, and then we wanna
            help his mom pay off her house.”
         

         
         Jen had been dating Eric, a mutual friend from college, since the night of their graduation four years ago. He had confessed
            his unwavering crush over blaring music at an acquaintance’s house party. Jen had hugged him in reciprocal delight. Vicky
            thought Eric too simple—he was always happy. Too boring—he was an accountant. Too inadequate—he was in debt. Typical student
            debt combined with healthcare debt after a surprise collapse on the sidewalk a year out from college while in between jobs,
            in between insurances, his mother unemployed and unable to bestow him dependent child benefits. He had been rushed to the
            hospital thanks to a kind bystander who may not have been so kind after all, for Eric had been pummeled with exorbitant bills
            for everything from the ambulance fee to the triage fee to the facility fee to the physician fee to the medical supplies fee—fees,
            fees, never-ending fees. Though the financial assistance program for state residents reduced some of the bill, the credit
            card charge was astronomical enough to still be accruing interest, adding on another type of debt. Jen, enamored with her
            blossoming serious relationship, had promised to help him pay them off, against Vicky’s advice.
         

         
         You are drowning in student debt yourself, and you like to spend money on fancy things, Vicky had pointed out.
         

         
         But we’re a team, Jen had insisted.
         

         
         I thought we were a team, Vicky had bit back. Left the words unsaid. Jealousy was ugly.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Vicky had to admit Eric was good for Jen—he might be in debt, but so was Jen, along with everyone else in America,
            and if everyone was miserable, then misery became the norm. Even better, Eric was emotionally stable, and Jen needed a semblance
            of control to steady her. Vicky had seen Jen at her worst: head in the toilet vomiting up her last meal, hair torn out from
            anxiety before exams, lines of cocaine snorted off a visiting creative director’s bare chest. Eric was good for Jen because,
            like wellness, he was constant.
         

         
         “You deserve both a raise and a promotion. Aren’t you supposed to be senior level by now? You’ve been loyal to Roller for
            years.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, it depends on the results of the campaign.” Jen drops her silverware in defeat, slumps in her chair. “Meanwhile,
            I’m working on social images for the smoothie delivery collab—we’re featuring produce like dragon fruit and jackfruit, not
            just the typical berries and bananas.” She grimaces. “At least the pictures will be pretty. I assigned a photographer I love.
            She really knows how to play with shapes, colors, and textures. The lay-flats will be interesting, but also manage to look
            yummy.”
         

         
         Vicky nods along as she chews her leaves. She likes to listen to Jen talk about her job. Not because she likes advertising
            or wellness, but because Jen is good at art direction, and it is nice to listen to someone she loves talk about a skill they
            are good at. It hadn’t always been this way—they had both been clueless when they first met in their undergraduate creative
            advertising program, two pimply Asian freshman girls in a sea of people uglier and stupider than them, or so they told themselves
            in delusional self-encouragement as they holed up in that stuffy study room in the library stacks five sleepless nights in
            a row to think of ideas, any idea, on how to sell a dog care and accessories product line to millennials (the brief!). They
            had run through three dry erase markers and two packs of Post-its before realizing that millennials were delaying marriage,
            parenthood, and homeownership in favor of dog adoption (the strategy!), and that these same people craved identity through
            aesthetic consumption (the insight!). So, they would create a kitschy jewelry line for dog owners to match their dogs’ collars
            (the idea!). Millennials would be able to customize the chokers, and they’d offer limited edition themes for each month’s
            holiday. Pictures of matching dogs and owners would blow up on social media and highlight the entire dog care line with it.
            Their idea was the perfect campaign, the customization even inclusive of people of color and queers, something their industry
            hadn’t managed to figure out yet—of course their professor awarded them the mock business after their class presentation.
         

         
         They could have been the best creative team to come out of that school, Jen the art director and Vicky the copywriter, predicted
            by their professors to win every award in their industry (and there were many awards—too many; creatives have outsize egos).
            A good creative team needed to project both business-appropriate tidiness and creative disorder, and they complemented each
            other well, not just in art and copy, but in mannerism and dress too—Jen, the extrovert preppy presenter who could woo any
            client through banter and jokes; Vicky, the moody goth-lite who hated public speaking, hated the spotlight, had a mini panic
            attack whenever she was forced to present, yet her careless bursts of creative talent turned people favorably toward her despite
            her jagged edges. But they valued their friendship too much—the work-wife bond would forever be constrained by its corporate
            sanctions. When the university held its job fair for incoming upperclassmen, they arrived together, looked at each other,
            nodded, and split up. Went down separate aisles, collected different brochures. They both renounced the ad agencies, which
            were a dying business, to go in-house with better benefits and perks and salaries. But the houses they wanted were not neighboring—their
            career goals diverged. Jen wanted to go into wellness because she believed in wellness: fancy workouts, fancy gear to wear
            to the fancy workouts, fancy salads to fuel the fancy workouts. Jen still believed in the feeling wellness could give: the
            feeling of being alive, of prolonging that alive, of making that alive look prettier and, therefore, giving that alive a purpose.
            Jen loved her job at Roller, founded by a white woman in her thirties who was not skinny but fit, who had, according to Roller lore, visited more than thirty-five male venture capitalists before finally finding one who
            trusted a woman founder enough to drop some bucks into her brand. Roller was named after the many rollers found in wellness—the
            jade rollers in skincare, the foam rollers for sore muscles, the dough rollers for cauliflower pizza crust, all kinds of rollers
            sold at Roller designed to make life roll smooth—which Jen got for free and passed on to Vicky, who stored them unused and
            dusty in the back of her closet, because Vicky did not believe in wellness. She believed in death. Wellness optional; death
            inevitable. Death, the safest industry. Everyone would die. Everyone was already dying.
         

         
         Neither girl regretted her choice of career, though Vicky would admit her job in death, though a reliable necessity, deadened
            her inside the way Jen’s in wellness seemed to reinvigorate. In college, Vicky had dreamed of the future, but now, at the
            present, she could barely even think of tomorrow. Confrontation of a tomorrow involving headlines and urns and bosses required
            an inner stamping against her natural personhood, which had once enjoyed dancing sweaty on ecstasy until 6:00 a.m., gorging
            herself on five pints of ice cream, and dragging to the bathroom whichever person looked her way first in the bar to fuck
            with her leg propped up on the pee-drenched toilet seat. Only during self-destruction could she remember she had a self. But
            now, because she had a job that paid for her apartment, her healthcare, her sustenance—she no longer let herself chance healing
            through damage. Safer to pursue a career with salary raises and campaign productions as benchmarks of a life: her Valentine’s
            Day campaign where single people could send their exes Onwards urns with engraved copy like wish you were dead, her April Fools’ Day idea where people could use an Onwards AI bot to generate and send out their fictional personal eulogies,
            and the Onwards zine series she wrote featuring death traditions from around the world, from endocannibalism, the mortuary
            ritual of consuming the dead, to Famadihana, a ceremony of the Malagasy people, who brought forth corpses from their family
            crypts to be rewrapped and danced with. Never mind that her creativity was used toward a profit margin end; never mind that
            Jen, who knew her best, occasionally asked her, in a worried tone masked as nonchalance, if she was okay, because she hadn’t
            seemed like herself lately—No, like, are you really doing okay?

         
         

         Bowls empty, table cleared. The hot waiter comes over: “Dessert tonight?”

         
         “No, thank you, check please,” Vicky says. As he leaves, she rolls her eyes at Jen’s eager expression. “Stop. He’s never gone
            past pleasantries.”
         

         
         “So? He probably just doesn’t want you to think he’s creepy.”

         
         “Well, I don’t want him to think I’m creepy by hitting on him at his place of work.”

         
         “How are you going to get fucked if you don’t at least try?”

         
         “I am trying. It’s summer, so I’m on the apps again, okay? You know winter always forces me into abstinence.”

         
         Jen flips her palm, wiggles her fingers.

         
         Vicky shakes her head.

         
         Jen does not retract.

         
         Vicky sighs, gives up. Slaps her phone into her best friend’s hand. Picks up the check. “Why do you care so much about my
            sex life anyway?” she grumbles.
         

         
         Jen raises the phone toward Vicky’s face, unlocking it. She begins tapping through the dating app. “You’re getting pathetic,
            and we’ve been talking about work too much. You need to give me some exciting sex or dating stories—I have to live vicariously
            through you, remember? Ooh! Who’s this hot couple? They sent you a like!” Jen flashes the screen, and Vicky sees a photo with
            a film-grain filter of a man and a woman holding hands as they stand on what looks like a street in Lower Manhattan. Neither
            smiling. Both good-looking in that artistic New York City way, weird looking if transported anywhere else. Both are slicked
            in all black, the boyfriend’s fingers jazzed in silver rings brushing his bangs, the girlfriend short and tan, rocking a bob
            streaked with blue.
         

         
         “‘Kevin, he/him, artist and gallery assistant. Angela, she/her, organizer. Looking for someone interested in dating us as
            a couple, open to dating on our own for the right person. No pressure on first meetup!’” Jen raises her eyebrows.
         

         
         “Classic,” Vicky says while totaling the tip and signing the receipt. “There’s always no pressure. Pressure to do what, exactly?
            Why are they on the app in the first place? They should just add the unicorn emoji. Makes the search specific.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but I thought you liked dating couples? Less commitment, more pleasure, and they mostly leave you alone ’cause they’ve
            already got each other.” Jen returns her phone.
         

         
         “All true, but I still think they’re annoying.”

         
         “You think everyone’s annoying.”

         
         They stand, chair legs screeching against the pavement. Vicky sneaks a glance at the table where she had spied her interest,
            only to find the mismatched couple gone. No matter. She would have disappointed the gender-rejector eventually anyway, because
            she knows herself by now. She is a good friend but a terrible partner.
         

         
         She waves to the hot waiter as they exit. He waves back, but she knows by the way his eyes slide past her that the reciprocation
            is mere politeness. He will not recognize her when they return next week.
         

         
         “Come over for a bit?” Vicky asks as they stand on the street. She does not feel ready to be alone.

         
         “Sure.” Jen is typing on her phone. Vicky pulls her gently by the elbow to safety as a delivery biker zooms past on the sidewalk.

         
         Jen doesn’t glance up. “Thanks. Hold on. Let me just send this email.”

         
         They meander the fifteen blocks back to Vicky’s apartment, weaving through the sidewalk bustle, Jen trailing behind as she
            taps. Vicky watches others without their noticing, a method she has perfected during her city walks. The quick judgment of
            those worth watching because of their strut, or their outfit, or the force of their loneliness, or their matter of difference—a
            good difference, always a good difference. She watches the construction workers on break crouched in shuttered doorways sharing
            tacos; she watches the old ladies draped on bus stop benches, so still they appear like street art sculptures; she watches
            the sweaty women striding past in matching colors of athletic wear, perhaps purchased from Roller—she’d never confess to Jen
            her inability to distinguish which leggings are Roller’s and which are from any of the other hip wellness brands. The two
            head south into Chinatown proper, Jen still on her phone while Vicky watches the gaggles of backpack-laden teenagers sipping
            boba and sharing bites of pork buns; she watches the souvenir hawkers spin their key chain displays as they discuss prices
            with tourists; she watches the fishmongers dump their melted ice into the sidewalk gutter as they close up for the night—how
            she loves even that damp odor of raw fish emanating from the puddles, how she loves the reminder of rotten death streaking
            the street with water reflecting the sunset like veins of gold. Past 8:00 p.m. on this summer evening, twilight dancing with
            the building shadows, brief breezy minutes when the city resembles the fantasies, though Vicky had never experienced the destruction
            of New York City dreams that others experienced upon arrival, ground down by high rent and high stress. She had never harbored
            desires for city glamour and high power, never believed she’d even come close. She had simply moved in and felt at home in
            that younger, happier version of herself, freshly in New York. A sense of comfort walking seven miles a day—because why not,
            it was better to hurt in feet than in mind—wandering around Chelsea in and out of free galleries to stare at pretty paintings;
            buying leafy variations from Chinatown’s street stands that she wishes she had the fortitude to cook before they wilted, feeling
            grateful to live in the neighborhood of affordable diverse produce; barricading her tender self in her shabby apartment above
            a Chinatown funeral parlor, the one she thinks is the prettiest, with the green and black and bronze exterior—likely why her
            rent is so low, because who, other than her, would want to live above death? She is, again, deranged, for she would have happily
            paid a normal rent for the apartment. She likes sleeping, eating, puttering about, being depressed, above Chinatown’s mourners,
            Chinatown’s dead bodies, Chinatown’s funerals. Feeling like she’s above grief—perhaps another reason she doesn’t mind working
            at Onwards. Sometimes, when she mulls over a difficult brief, she wonders if she should lie on the floor in hopes of absorbing
            the funeral parlor wisdom six floors down. She’s jealous of the poetic mottoes in black calligraphy running down each side
            of its entrance, characters she had painstakingly copied into an online Chinese-to-English translator: after one hundred years return to earth bless offspring on the left and our business attains virtue because we have precious treasure on the right. She does not fully understand what the mottoes mean, sure that there is something lost in translation, but
            she appreciates the sentiments nonetheless, and how they accentuate the paper rectangles announcing the day’s funerals hung
            in the parlor windows next to the entrance, inked names like mary chiu, shing kwak, sue hong, and wen yi cheung: names she’d hear drifting through her open window in weeping tonal variations by the deceased’s family and friends—she believes
            it the most poetic soundtrack as she works in death from home. Living above the parlor has furthered her acclimation to the
            sound of grief, her acclimation to pain, making her the perfect candidate to reside in New York City, for yes, the city is
            dirty, miserable, and crowded, yet why would she choose to live anywhere else during her stupid, stupid life? A life that
            could end at any instant—illness, freak accident, gun violence. A hot dog vendor cart breaking free, speeding down the street,
            running her over. An air conditioner window unit from twenty stories above dropping onto her head. A collapsing sidewalk cellar
            door, her weight breaking the spongy hold, causing her to plummet and splatter. A horde of angry pigeons pecking out her eyes.
            A rabid rat biting her exposed big toe on a day she risks flip-flops on the subway. There were so many ways to die in the
            city. It was better than dying anywhere else.
         

         
         

         She digs for her keys at the bottom of her tote, rustling through three sticks of gum, a ball of receipts, two face masks.
            Creaks open her building door, holds it for Jen to enter first.
         

         
         “No funeral tonight?” Jen asks as they climb.

         
         “Not in evenings. Usually day.” She conserves her words while they ascend—the six-floor walk-up requires full capacity of
            lung power. Her body has never managed to adjust to the stairs.
         

         
         Jen, wellness-loving Jen, is fine. “You haven’t gone to one yet, right?”

         
         She shakes her head. 

         
         Jen pauses mid-stride to peer over the railing, where Vicky is half a flight behind. “You should.”

         
         “Why?” Vicky huffs, catching up to Jen.

         
         “Could be interesting. You’ve lived above the parlor for so long, why not check it out?”

         
         Vicky, speechless out of fatigue, gestures for Jen to keep advancing.

         
         Jen shakes her head and ditches Vicky. “You need to exercise more.”

         
         They meet on the landing, Jen’s sneakers already lined neatly on the welcome mat.

         
         They enter the apartment. Vicky kicks off her boots and rushes to open the window leading to the fire escape, hoping the evening
            air might ease the stuffy atmosphere.
         

         
         Jen surveys the room from the doorway. “Damn. Did you get more zhizha?”

         
         “Oh. Yeah. I did.” Vicky, embarrassed, though she knows Jen will not judge her for the zhizha collection that had begun when
            she arrived in New York City. When Vicky showed up to view the apartment, she had been curious about the paper alcohol bottles,
            mansions, mahjong tiles, luxury cars, handbags, cell phones, cosmetics, woks, and white woman maids she passed on the street,
            sun-bleached of color while displayed in store windows with signs reading funerary supplies. After the broker handed over her keys, she entered one supply store in curiosity and, on a whim, bought a paper bottle of
            Rémy Martin Cognac in celebration for her first night in the apartment, toasting herself and tipping it back, her saliva dampening
            the paper. It was only after Jen had come by a week later with an actual bottle of alcohol—a cheap champagne as a housewarming
            gift—that Vicky learned these paper constructions were called “zhizha,” Jen patiently explaining that these were neither fun
            toys nor weird art but offerings, burned as sacrifice so the dead could own the depicted riches in the afterlife. Jen thought
            after educating Vicky that the zhizha would be thrown out, but to Vicky, the grim connotations made the papers all the more
            fascinating. Why did the dead need laptops, dim sum, pet cats? Drawn to the spiritual currency, she window-shopped every time
            she exited and entered her apartment, stopping into a supply store once a week to treat herself to a new zhiza, the merchants—like
            the hot waiter—never remembering her face. Another proof point of her mediocrity. She placed her treasures wherever she could
            find an open space in her apartment: on the windowsill, the bookshelf, the side tables, even hanging flat-bottomed zhizha,
            like mansions and perfume bottles, on the wall, where they jutted out sideways like coat hooks. She had once made a vow that
            every time she received a raise, a promotion, or some sort of financial windfall, she would pluck a zhizha from its resting
            place, throw it out, and buy its counterpart in real life—but the vow had quickly fallen away once she realized just how much
            she loved the zhizha. And how expensive life really was.
         

         
         “I haven’t bought any this week yet,” she said. “You just haven’t been over in a few weeks.” 

         
         Vicky pushes a red Lexus zhizha back and forth on her table like a child would with their toy car.

         
         Jen pokes the top of a beach umbrella zhizha stuck in the nose bridge of a pair of luxury sunglasses zhizha—Gucci branded,
            though the logo is askew, crooked, like a real Chinese knock-off. “Why’s there a beach umbrella? Is the afterlife sunny?”
         

         
         “Life’s a bitch, afterlife’s a beach.”

         
         “Shut up,” she said, then stage muttered, “Stupid punny copywriter.”

         
         “A copywriter who hasn’t taken a vacation in years. Why don’t we travel somewhere beachy this summer?” Vicky nudges Jen. “Sardinia?
            Ibiza? Goa? Bali?” She rattles off premium destinations she’s never believed she’d actually be able to afford visiting—and
            still couldn’t now.
         

         
         “You know I wanna pay off more of our loans before a fancy trip, and I have all those weddings for Eric’s hometown friends
            this summer.” Jen pouts, then brightens with a new thought: “Besides, let’s dream bigger. More than just a vacation. Shall
            we move to, hmm, the coast of Portugal? Quit our jobs, buy a place by the beach, open up a surf school?”
         

         
         “We don’t know how to surf. And we’d miss Asian food after three days.”

         
         “Good thing you have a zhizha for that.” Jen points to the hot pot zhizha, packed to the brim with graphics of vegetables,
            tofu, meat, and
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