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            Nyc

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus

      The Uber pulled up at 7:42, four minutes early, which was Crystal all over.

      I had the kids’ bags by the door. Jordan was on the couch in his Knicks hoodie, the one with the bleach stain on the cuff he refused to give up, scrolling something on his phone. Maya sat on the floor by her backpack with her knees drawn up and Mr. Bunny under one arm. He was down an eye and had a tail my mother had resewn twice, and a name she’d picked at three and never seen a reason to change.

      “Mom’s downstairs,” I said.

      Jordan stood without looking up. “She early?”

      “Four minutes.”

      “That’s not early. That’s Mom.”

      Maya pushed herself up off the floor. The hoodie I’d bought her last fall was already short in the sleeves. She’d drawn something on the back of her hand in green marker, and I hadn’t asked what.

      I grabbed her backpack, because she had Mr. Bunny in both arms now like a baby and there wasn’t a hand left in the operation. We took the elevator down. Jordan leaned his shoulder against the wall, half a head shorter than me and closing the gap. Maya pressed into my hip, and I put my hand on the top of her head and kept it there till the doors opened.

      Crystal was in the front seat of a black RAV4. Hair pulled back the way she wore it on weekends, no makeup, the gold hoops her sister gave her for her thirty-fifth still in her ears.

      I opened the back door. Jordan climbed in and slid to the far side. Maya stopped on the curb, turned, and hugged me around the waist with Mr. Bunny mashed between us. She held on past the usual. I bent and kissed the top of her head.

      “Text me when you get there.”

      “Mom will.”

      “You can too.”

      She nodded into my shirt, let go, and climbed in. Jordan reached across her for the door and gave me the two-finger wave he’d invented around eleven, the one that meant I see you and I’m not doing more than this on a public sidewalk. I gave it back.

      Crystal raised her hand from the front seat. Not a wave. The idea of a wave. I returned the idea of it. The car turned right on Pearl and was gone.

      I stood on the curb a second. The cold coming off the river was more than a Sunday needed.

      Upstairs, the apartment was too quiet. It always was, the first hour.

      I put the milk Jordan had left out back in the fridge, wiped the ring it left on the counter, and then I stopped with the sponge in my hand. They’d been gone ten minutes, and I was already wiping them off the counters.

      Maya’s room first. The light was on. She’d promised me at six-thirty she’d turn it off, and she hadn’t. The bed was unmade. A library book about a girl who lived inside a clock lay open on the pillow, spine cracked at page eighty-four. Due Thursday. I’d have to remember that.

      Jordan’s room. Hoodies on the floor. He’d made me take the 2018 LeBron poster down twice, and both times, a few days later, asked me to put it back. A glass on the desk with a film in the bottom that had been orange juice on Friday. I left it. I kept the light off and pulled the door to where he’d left it, most of the way shut.

      The hallway runner was one Crystal had picked for the old place, before any of it. I’d taken it with me when I moved out and never replaced it, because replacing it meant going to a store and standing in the rug aisle and pretending to have an opinion about rugs. The photo of the four of us at a family wedding hung by the closet. Jordan four, Maya two. Crystal smiling at the camera, me looking at Crystal. I’d taken it down once and put it back. Did it again a year later. The third time I let it stay.

      I stood at the kitchen window. The view was the one I’d paid for. The FDR running gray, the Brooklyn waterfront across the water, a Staten Island ferry making its slow turn at the bottom of the harbor. In 2021 the view had been the point. Now it was mostly something the window did.

      Maya’s drawings were on the counter. A cat in what looked like sunglasses. A map of a place called Velora, a river labeled “the river,” a mountain labeled “do not climb.” A portrait of somebody with curly hair that was either her or her therapist. I couldn’t say.

      Jordan’s basketball shoes sat by the door, size ten and a half. Last month they’d been ten. I moved them six inches to get the closet open and left them there.

      The cereal bowl was still on the coffee table. Cinnamon Toast Crunch, milk gone gray, three squares floating. She’d been watching something on the iPad and forgot it around four. I carried it to the sink, ran the water, shut it off, and left the bowl on the counter next to the drawings.

      I sat down on the couch, in the dent Jordan left.

      The TV was showing a game I had nothing riding on, Memphis at Sacramento. I’d put it on for the noise. The bourbon had one ice cube left, most of it gone to water, and I kept sipping at it anyway.

      My phone was warm from how long I’d been holding it.

      Andre, 6:14. Lena said come Tuesday. She’s making that thing you like. Don’t make me beg.

      Tasha, 4:02. A photo of Cocoa, the chocolate Lab she got after her youngest started high school, in what looked like a Rutgers sweatshirt. The caption said, Your nephew.

      Mama, 2:30. How are my babies? Tell Maya I got her postcard. Call me when you can, son.

      I read all three and answered none. The screen went dark. I woke it, and the same three messages sat there, patient as church.

      I’d answer them later. The answers were already in my mouth. Tuesday works. He looks good in red. They’re good, Ma, I’ll call tomorrow. Texts that close a loop without opening one.

      I tapped out of the messages and opened the app the way a man opens the refrigerator on a Sunday night. Not hungry. Looking anyway.

      It hadn’t changed since Friday, or the Wednesday before that. Same gradient, same little flame. The same handful of profiles came back around the top of my queue, because the algorithm had decided I was being difficult and meant to make me pay for it.

      A woman, 38, photographer, two shots in front of murals, one with a dog that wasn’t hers. Partner in crime. Left.

      A woman, 42, “entrepreneur,” all selfies, no full-body, a bio that said no games in the tone that means all games. Left.

      A woman, 39, finance, beautiful, third photo a wedding shot cropped down to somebody else’s shoulder. Sister, maybe. In March I’d gone out with a woman whose third photo was cropped like that, and she’d turned out married. Open marriage, she said over the second drink, like she was giving me the forecast. I paid my half and walked home.

      Left.

      Eight months of this. Four women, the way I counted. Nadine, who took six years off her age and got angry when I did the arithmetic. Dawn, lovely, out in Westchester, who could not and would not come into the city, which was fine until it wasn’t. Tracy, who I liked, who liked me, who told me on the fifth date she wanted a baby inside eighteen months and was saying so up front so neither of us wasted the other’s time. I respected it. I also wasn’t going to call her again.

      The fourth I had to reach for. Adrienne. Two months. Pleasant. Forgettable in a way I was fairly sure ran both directions.

      There’d been one more, briefly, Lauren or Laura. Over the bread she told me she wasn’t looking for a man with children. She’d read the profile. We finished the entrees and skipped dessert. On the sidewalk she said it was nice to meet me in the voice that means the reverse, and then we found out we were headed the same way. Three blocks of it. Neither of us said a word.

      I took a sip. The ice clicked.

      The trouble with dating in New York at forty-one wasn’t the women. The women were fine. The women were tired the same way I was tired. The trouble was the arithmetic of it, everybody already settled into a life and not sure how to let one more person stand inside it without moving the furniture around.

      A new face came up. 40, lawyer, Brooklyn, pretty, fluent in sarcasm. I looked three seconds and swiped left out of something close to mercy, for her sake more than mine.

      The queue ran thin. The app gave me the spinner it gives you when it’s out of people inside your radius. Twenty-five miles.

      The Apex ticket had been red since five. I’d shut the laptop at six because Maya wanted to show me something, and it would still be red at seven-fifteen tomorrow, James’s overnight comment sitting on top of it before standup. Renata had asked me Friday how the kids were. The question was also about the two mornings this month I’d walked into her office and lost the reason I came. I told her they were good and moved us along. She let me.

      I kept the app for the same reason I kept the gym membership I didn’t use. Deleting it would have been a decision. I told myself I’d handle it in the dead week between Christmas and New Year’s. Till then it lived on my second screen and asked me a few nights a week what I thought I was doing.

      I sat with the spinner. The bourbon was nearly gone.

      I tapped the gear, found distance. The slider sat at 25. I dragged it with my thumb, slow, watching the number climb. Fifty. A hundred. Two-fifty. I stopped at five hundred without meaning to, then figured there was no difference between five hundred and the whole map, and I let it go all the way right.

      Anywhere.

      I didn’t think about it. I was bored, the ice was gone, Memphis was down nine, and I didn’t want to go to bed, because going to bed on a Sunday meant Monday.

      I tapped Save. The app churned and started loading faces.

      First one was a woman in Philly. Second somewhere in DC. By the fourth or fifth I’d stopped clocking the cities and let my thumb do the eight-month work it knew how to do.

      Then she was there.

      The first photo was a headshot that didn’t look posed. She faced a little past the lens, hair pulled back, gold studs, cream blouse, soft light on one side of her face. Caught mid-answer. She had laugh lines, and they looked earned.

      I swiped to the second without deciding to.

      She was laughing in that one, head back, open-mouthed, the laugh of a woman who’d forgotten the camera. A wedding, it looked like. A wineglass in her hand at an angle that was about to become a problem. Somebody’s bare shoulder in the frame. Navy dress. Her own shoulders bare.

      I held on the photo. Somebody on the TV hit a three and the crowd came up, and I didn’t look to see who.

      The third was a beach. She was in profile, walking, not looking at the lens, the kind of shot a friend takes when you don’t know they’re taking it. White tee, denim shorts, sand on her calf, hair loose.

      Jasmine. 41. Atlanta, GA.

      I tapped the bio.

      Marketing firm owner. Mother of two girls who are smarter than I am. Divorced and on the other side of it. Looking for someone whose company I’d want to keep, not someone whose attention I need. No game players, no projects, and no men under 5′10″. (Sorry. I know. I’m working on it.)

      I read it, and read it again, and stayed on the last line. She was asking for something she knew was a little ridiculous, and she’d named it herself before anybody could name it for her. In eight months I’d read a thousand of these. I’d read Don’t waste my time. I’d read queen seeking king. I’d read women set out their non-negotiables like they were closing on a house. I hadn’t yet read a woman apologize for a preference and mean the apology.

      My thumb hovered over the screen. Atlanta was the problem. You didn’t do Atlanta from lower Manhattan with two kids in Brooklyn and custody split down the middle.

      I swiped right anyway.

      The app ran its animation, a heart, a pulse. Liked. She’d see it when and if she got down to me in her own queue. No match. Just the like, sitting on some server in Virginia, waiting on her.

      I closed the app. Opened it again to be sure I’d closed it. Closed it.

      I set the phone face down on the coffee table.

      The TV had gone to a commercial, a man selling a mattress with the sincerity of a man whose rent rode on it. I muted him.

      I picked up the glass. The ice was gone. The bourbon at the bottom was warm and watery and tasted like the end of a night instead of the middle of one.

      I got up and went to the kitchen. The bottle was on the counter by the drawing of the cat in sunglasses. I poured. Two fingers, a little over. I didn’t measure.

      I stood there a second with the glass and the drawing right in my eyeline, the green marker still bright, the cat grinning at nobody.

      I took the glass back to the couch and sat down. I didn’t pick up the phone.

      Memphis was down twelve.
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            Atlanta

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasmine

      Imani’s door was closed, her music on low, the playlist she used for reading and not the one for scrolling. I’d stopped on my way to the living room and listened and hadn’t knocked. Whatever a girl works out at thirteen, she could have it tonight.

      Zora was on the couch with her feet in my lap, talking about a dog.

      The dog belonged to a neighbor of her father’s. A goldendoodle named Biscuit, which I told her was the most goldendoodle name I’d ever heard, and she said Mom in the exact tone her grandmother used when I was being too much, and I laughed and let her keep talking.

      The TV was low, some show about teenagers solving a mystery in a town that didn’t resemble any town I’d been to. Zora watched it with one eye on the screen and the other on the nearest adult, narrating over the dialogue like the show was happening in the background of her real life.

      “And then Trina’s nephew DJ tried to give him a piece of his sandwich, and Trina said DJ, no, because dogs can’t eat onions.”

      “Dogs can’t eat onions?”

      “Mom.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “You knew.”

      “I did not know that.”

      She cut her eyes at me. The look was Devon’s. The chin was mine. The whole face was eleven trying on thirteen, except she was eleven, so it was just hers.

      “Tell me about the dance.”

      She told me about the dance. It was in two weeks. The theme was either Hollywood or Under the Stars, the committee hadn’t landed on it, and Zora had positions. I asked the right questions in the order she needed them, because I’d been this child’s mother for eleven years and knew the shape of her stories the way I knew a line of copy that ran too long.

      What I noticed while she talked was the shirt.

      Soft pink, ribbed, cropped at the waist the way the girls wore things now. Not something I’d bought. Not something that had been in her drawer last week. The tag was tucked, but the loop of it showed at the back of her neck, and the little plastic filament was still through the fabric where somebody had clipped the price tag and missed.

      Trina had taken her shopping.

      I didn’t ask about the shirt. I kept my hand on her ankle and my eyes off the tag.

      She looks cute in it, I told myself, and she did.

      “Mama.”

      “Mm.”

      “Can Biscuit come here sometime?”

      “Biscuit lives at your daddy’s neighbor’s, baby.”

      “I know. But like. To visit.”

      “Biscuit’s not coming to visit us, Zora.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Biscuit doesn’t know us.”

      She took that in on its own terms, still young enough to believe a question came with an answer if you were patient enough with it.

      “Okay,” she said. Then, two seconds later, “I’m tired.”

      She got up off the couch in stages. Feet down, sit up, the long two-armed stretch. She bent and kissed the corner of my mouth without looking and said Night, Mama, and padded off down the hall. Her door clicked.

      The house got bigger after the last child left the room. The ceiling went up. The corners moved back.

      I went down the hall toward the kitchen. Imani’s music was lower than it had been an hour ago. The line of light under her door had been there at ten-thirty on a Sunday since she turned twelve. I didn’t knock. She knew I was on the other side, I knew she was on the other side, and that was the agreement we’d made without making it.

      I poured the wine in the good glass, because it was Sunday and Sunday had earned a glass with some weight to it, and muted the TV on my way back to the couch. The Malbec was one Dani had brought two Sundays back and left half-finished on my counter, which was a thing Dani did because Dani believed wine in my house was an investment in her own future visits.

      I sat and pulled the blanket over my legs. The room held the things I’d chosen for myself. The dark green couch. My grandmother’s coffee table with its old burn ring. Two walls of books, one wall my father’s and one wall mine, the seam between them invisible to everyone but me. The mantel clock that no longer kept time. Devon had wound it the week he left, and I’d never wound it since.

      Imani had eaten at the counter and answered the words I asked and not the questions underneath them. At thirteen she’d gotten careful about giving me what I needed and asking little back. I watched for the day she’d stop being careful. I wanted it to come soon. I wanted it to come later.

      I called Dani. She picked up on the second ring.

      “Girl.”

      “Finally. How was the handoff?”

      “Fine. Zora came home in a new shirt.”

      “From who?”

      “Trina.”

      “Mm.”

      “Don’t mm me. I already did the mm in my head, I’m past it.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m past it for tonight.” I took a sip. “Tell me about your week.”

      Dani’s week was full. A launch coming, a junior writer who kept burying the lede, and a board member whose Thursday comment she was still rearranging her face around.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said, quote, I think we need to be careful not to lean too hard into the natural hair market.”

      “At a Black-owned cosmetics company.”

      “To my face.”

      “Dani.”

      “I know.”

      “Dani.”

      “I know, Jas, I know.”

      She moved on, told me about her mother, still mad about a Thanksgiving that had happened almost a year ago and that Dani’s mother kept alive like a houseplant she watered with grievance. I listened and made the sounds. Twenty-three years of listening to Dani talk about her mother had given me a whole inventory of the right sounds.

      “And you. How’s Reeves?”

      “Reeves is fine. Reeves is annoyingly fine.”

      Dani let the pause run. I knew this one. It had a question loaded in it.

      “You still got that app on your phone,” she said. Not a question. Dani didn’t ask about things she already knew.

      “It’s on my phone.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “It’s on my phone the way your treadmill is in your apartment. It exists. It’s a monument to intention.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what.”

      “The funny thing. Where you get funny so I stop.” She was right, and it irritated me, so I drank my wine and said nothing. “When’s the last time you said yes to somebody, Jas. A real yes. Not a coffee you canceled the morning of.”

      I could have told her the truth, that I didn’t remember. I told her I was tired instead, which was also true, and she let me have it, because Dani knows the difference between a wall and a woman at the end of a long Sunday, and she only pushes at the first.

      We hung up like always, no goodbye, Dani saying alright and me saying alright and both of us gone.

      The house lifted its ceiling and moved its corners back. I sat with the wine and the silent television and the clock telling the wrong hour like it believed it.

      Then I picked the phone up, because Dani had put her thumb on the exact bruise, and I’m the kind of woman who presses a bruise to be sure it’s still there.

      The app opened to the same faces it had shown me for a month. Twenty miles of Atlanta was a small town I’d already toured. The man who told me over dinner at Ponce City Market that he was “basically done processing the anger from his marriage,” a sentence that does more work the longer you hold it. The beautiful one who answered every question about himself with a question about me, which read as generosity for one date and a locked door by the second. The one Dani vetted, kind and solvent and fluent in wine regions, who left me with the particular loneliness of a pleasant evening I wouldn’t remember by Thursday.

      Four men since the divorce, counting the way Dani counted, which was charitable. Not one of them had done a single thing wrong. That was the part I could never get my mother to hear. She graded a man by whether he’d committed an offense, as though a man who hadn’t hurt you was the same as a man you wanted.

      I’d written the bio at Dani’s kitchen table in August, over a glass of this same Malbec, with no expectations. Marketing firm owner. Mother of two girls who are smarter than I am. The line about the company I’d want to keep instead of the attention I needed, which Dani made me leave in because she said it was the truest thing I’d said out loud in a year. And the height line, with the apology folded in behind it, because I knew wanting it was small and a little ridiculous, and I’d rather name my own smallness than sit across a table while some man named it for me.

      I had a rule about the app. Ten minutes. If a message came, I didn’t answer for ten minutes at the least, because the two times I’d answered fast I’d watched myself turn into a woman who was available in a way I didn’t respect. The rule was easy to keep. Nothing had come in worth breaking it for.

      I moved the cards around the screen the way you move food around a plate you’re not going to finish. A notification sat there unopened. Somebody had liked me.

      I tapped it.

      He was forty-one. The first photo wasn’t trying, which is the hardest photograph to take. He faced a little past the lens, like someone had said his name off to the side. A good mouth. The kind of face that had decided some things and made its peace with most of them.

      Then the city, under the name. New York, NY.

      I laughed out loud, alone, at eleven o’clock on a Sunday night. Eight hundred miles, give or take. A man in Manhattan had reached down into Atlanta and left his like on my profile like a note under a windshield wiper. My radius was set to twenty. He was outside it by a number I didn’t care to work out, which meant he hadn’t found me by accident. He’d gone looking. He’d moved something on his end to put me on his screen, and then, out of whatever a man in New York gets shown, he’d chosen to press the small button under my face.

      I should have swiped left. Every reasonable part of me knew it, the part that ran a firm and raised two girls and kept a custody calendar on the refrigerator. A man eight hundred miles away isn’t a plan. He’s a story you tell your friends on a patio.

      I read his profile twice. He’d written it himself, which is rarer than it should be. He had a line about his kids that didn’t perform their names for a stranger. On the flat evidence of a phone screen he was a serious man being lightly funny, a frequency I’d decided somewhere in the last two years had stopped broadcasting.

      I thought about the ten-minute rule and understood it had nothing to say about this. The rule was about how fast I answered, and nobody had asked me anything. There was only the button, and the button didn’t care how long I made it wait.

      I didn’t exactly decide. My thumb was already moving.

      I swiped right.

      The app ran its small congratulatory animation, a heart, a pulse, the machine’s idea of a feeling. It told me we’d matched. I set the phone face down on my grandmother’s table, over the old burn ring, and picked my wine back up, and waited to feel foolish. It didn’t come.

      Eight hundred miles. I sat with the number a moment, the way I sit with a figure in a budget I haven’t decided how to feel about. Then I finished the glass and went to bed.
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      Marcus

      The notification sat at the top of my lock screen when I came up the stairs at Bryant Park and got a signal back. New match. I read it twice before the name registered. Jasmine.

      I didn’t open it on the sidewalk. I walked the two blocks to the office with the phone in my hand, like a kid holding a permission slip. It was the cold Manhattan gets in October, wind off the water, the sun not yet committed. I waited until I was in the elevator alone.

      She’d swiped back.

      I stood there looking at her photos again on the way up to twenty-four. The same three. The headshot. The one at the wedding with her head back. The beach one, where she isn’t looking at the camera. I read the bio again. The line that had gotten me last night was still doing its work this morning, which was useful information.

      The elevator opened on my floor, and I put the phone away.

      At my desk, between two stand-ups and a thing with the platform team, I drafted a message in my head. Then another. Each one was worse than the last. Hey was insulting. Anything longer than two sentences was an essay. Anything that mentioned the distance up front sounded like an apology, and anything that left it out sounded like I hadn’t noticed.

      I thought about whether messaging her was ridiculous. It was. A forty-one-year-old man in lower Manhattan messaging a forty-one-year-old woman in Atlanta on a Monday morning because he expanded his radius on a Sunday night he wasn’t proud of. Ridiculous, though, isn’t the same as wrong.

      Whatever I sent first couldn’t be the actual thing. The actual thing was, your bio made me expand my radius, and I’m trying to understand what that means. That’s not a first message. That’s a third date.

      I closed the app and got back to work. At twelve-forty I went down to the deli on the corner, ordered the turkey on rye I order on Mondays, and sat at the counter by the window. I took the phone out and opened the app. The match was still there. She hadn’t messaged. Of course she hadn’t. I was the one who’d crossed eight hundred miles to find her profile.

      I typed.

      In the interest of full disclosure: I expanded my radius last night to a level that makes this match technically my fault. Hi.

      I read it once, sent it, and set the phone face down on the counter next to the sandwich. The sandwich was fine. The coffee was deli coffee, drinkable and not a thing more. I ate without looking at the phone. I thought about the platform thing, and about Jordan’s game on Saturday, which I’d make if the sprint demo wrapped on time. I thought about a lot of things that weren’t the phone. I didn’t turn it over. When I got back to my desk at one-fifteen, I put the phone in the drawer, and I didn’t check it again until just after three.

      Jasmine

      The Sutton call ran long. Angela had questions about the Q1 campaign that turned into questions about the NYC expansion, which turned into a conversation I hadn’t planned for and couldn’t end early. I kept my eyes on her face on the screen and my hands on the notepad and stayed in the room.

      When we hung up at two-fifteen I had a stiff neck, a list of three things to follow up on by Friday, and a phone I hadn’t looked at since eleven. I scrolled past the texts from my mother and the email from Tomeka and the group chat with Dani and Vivian and Camille that had been moving without me. There at the bottom of the lock screen, half-buried: New message.

      I unlocked it and tapped through.

      In the interest of full disclosure: I expanded my radius last night to a level that makes this match technically my fault. Hi.

      The laugh came up out of me before I could decide whether to let it, from the back of the throat, loud enough to carry.

      “What’s funny?” Patrice called from the next room.

      “Nothing.” I cleared my throat. “Just a text.”

      “Mm.”

      I read it again, then a third time, slower, like I was checking the construction. In the interest of full disclosure. He wrote like a man who’d written emails for a living for twenty years and decided to be a person inside the sentence anyway. Technically my fault. He’d used the word that comes right before an excuse, and then hadn’t made one. Hi. At the end, where most men would have put it at the beginning if they put it anywhere at all.

      I set the phone down. Picked it up. Set it down again. I wasn’t answering inside of ten minutes. That was a rule I’d made years ago and had broken exactly twice, both times in ways that confirmed the rule. I also wasn’t going to wait until tonight and pretend I hadn’t seen it. That was the move of a woman performing something, and I was tired of performing.

      I drafted.

      Took responsibility quickly. Hi back.

      Too cute. Deleted.

      Well, the radius thing explains a lot. Hi, Marcus.

      The explains a lot was doing more work than I wanted it to this early. Deleted.

      Hi, Marcus. The disclosure is noted and appreciated.

      Sounded like I was acknowledging receipt of his expense report. Deleted.

      I sat with the phone a minute, looked at the wall behind my monitor, at the framed print of the West End mural Marisol had given me for my birthday last year, and thought about what I wanted to say. You got my attention. Then I thought about what I was willing to say, which was less than that and more than nothing.

      Took responsibility within the first sentence. That’s already different from what I’m used to. Hi, Marcus.

      I read it once and sent it, and put the phone screen-down on the desk and opened the Sutton notes before I could check whether it had been delivered.

      Marcus

      The walk home from the train was eight blocks, and I read her message on five of them.

      Took responsibility within the first sentence. That’s already different from what I’m used to. Hi, Marcus.

      The Hi, Marcus stopped me at the light on Pearl. I read it again to work out why. It was the comma, the deliberateness of putting my name on the end of the sentence instead of nowhere. Most people who said hi on a dating app said hey. The ones who said hi tended to say it like a placeholder. Hers read like she’d chosen it.

      I smiled at the phone. I don’t do that on the street. A guy crossing the other way clocked me and looked away.

      I waited until I was in the apartment. Coat off, shoes off, water poured. The kitchen was still half-clean from Sunday. I left it. On the couch, I read her bio again. Five lines. The one about her firm. The one about her daughters that didn’t name them. The one about the height that apologized for itself before anybody could call it ridiculous. And the line I kept coming back to, someone whose company she’d want to keep, not someone whose attention she needed.

      I typed, deleted, typed again.

      Different from what you’re used to is a low bar. I’ll aim higher.

      Sent it. Then, before I could second-guess, I sent the other thing I’d been carrying around all day.

      Your bio. The line about the company you’d want to keep instead of the attention you need. I read it twice last night before I swiped. I want to ask what made you write it that way, and I want to ask without it sounding like an interview question. So I’ll just ask. What made you write it that way?

      I put the phone down, picked it up to check that it had sent, put it down again. The apartment had its Monday-night quiet, a different weight than Sunday’s. Sunday quiet is the kids-just-left kind. Monday quiet is the this-is-your-life kind. I’d learned the difference.

      I went into the kitchen, finished what I’d started Sunday, wiped the counter, put Maya’s cereal bowl in the dishwasher, ran the dishwasher. The phone buzzed on the couch. I let it sit for a count of ten before I went back to it, so I’d know I could.

      Jasmine

      His question came in while I was at the stove stirring a pot of rice I’d made on autopilot.

      So I’ll just ask. What made you write it that way?

      I read it once, turned the heat down, and read it again.

      I ate before I answered. I checked Imani’s homework folder through the school portal, which she doesn’t know I still do. I texted Dani a screenshot with no caption, and Dani sent back three flame emojis and the word girl in all caps. Dani would not be the one to talk me out of anything.

      At nine-forty I sat on the couch with the last of the wine from Sunday and answered.

      I wrote it because I was tired of being looked at and not seen. I figured a man my age might know the difference.

      I sent it before I could soften it, set the phone on the arm of the couch, and watched a show I didn’t pay attention to.

      He answered at ten-eighteen. I know the difference. I also know how rarely the second one happens. I’m going to bed before I send something I’ll regret in the morning. Good night, Jasmine.

      The Good night, Jasmine did the same thing his Hi had done in the message Patrice heard me laugh at. Saved for the end. Deliberate.

      Good night, Marcus, I wrote, and turned off the light.
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      Tuesday at the office, Tomeka caught me checking my phone twice during the ten o’clock and gave me a look I pretended not to see. I put the phone in the drawer the way I’d told the team to put theirs in the drawer during creative reviews.

      He messaged at eleven-fourteen. Your firm’s website is good. The case study on the Sutton work is the cleanest piece of healthcare marketing copy I’ve read in a while. I’m saying that as someone who reads too much of it for work reasons I won’t bore you with.

      I wrote back during lunch. You looked me up. Noted. And thank you. I wrote that case study at midnight the day before a pitch, so the compliment is landing on tired bones.

      Tired bones write the cleanest copy.

      That’s a sentence I’m going to think about later.

      Think about it later. Tell me what you decide.

      By three he’d told me he was a senior product engineer at a fintech I’d heard of and hadn’t asked any of the questions I’d braced for. By four I’d told him my daughters’ names and not their ages, and he hadn’t pushed. By five-thirty we were sending shorter messages, faster, and I’d quit rereading mine before I sent them.

      At nine-fifty that night, after the girls were down and the kitchen was clean and the wine was poured, he sent, I’m not going to ask you for your number tonight because I want to, and that feels like a reason to wait.

      I read it with my feet tucked under me. I read it again. I was smiling. I caught myself smiling, the way I sometimes catch Imani smiling at her phone and say her name to make her stop. I closed the app and went to bed.
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            The Voice Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus

      At nine-fifteen the team formed its usual half-circle around the screen. Priya with coffee, Dmitri in the chair he’d disputed with HR. I gave my update on the Apex integration, two failed weekend tests and Friday’s workaround. Renata listened from the corner she’d claimed six years earlier.

      The phone buzzed in my pocket at nine twenty-two.

      Theory. Tuesdays exist to make Wednesdays feel like an accomplishment.

      Back at my desk, I read it twice.

      Counter-theory. Wednesdays exist because Tuesdays didn’t finish the job.

      She wrote back inside a minute.

      This is dark for nine in the morning.

      It’s nine twenty-four.

      Worse.

      Priya stopped by at ten forty with two coffees and the look she used when she was about to ask for something. She set one of the cups in front of me.

      “Apex,” she said.

      I set my pen down.

      “Walk me through what we promised them by the end of the month, what we’re actually going to ship, and how big the gap is.”

      I pulled up the doc. We worked through it. The gap was real but not catastrophic. The handshake fix was a week, maybe a week and a half. The reporting layer was the piece that would slip. Priya’s note-taking was three words on the page and nine in her head.

      “You’ll tell them,” she said.

      “Today.”

      “You’ll tell them in a way that doesn’t make them call my boss.”

      “I’ll tell them in a way that makes them call your boss to compliment you.”

      She gave me the half-smile she gave to things that weren’t quite funny but were the right amount of trying.

      The phone buzzed at eleven oh four.

      Question that is not a question. You eat lunch at your desk, or you eat lunch like a person.

      Like a person. Once a week. Today.

      Good. The desk lunch is a crime.

      I will tell my desk you said that.

      James and I went to the place on the corner of 41st that did the rice bowls. He had the salmon, I had the chicken. We sat at the counter by the window because the booths were full. He talked first about a thing he’d seen at the all-hands and what he made of it, and then I asked the question I ask him most months, which was where his head was on the next eighteen.

      “Honest?” he said.

      “Always.”

      He turned the fork in his hand. Twenty-nine years old and already with the pause of a man who’d learned that careful was the only register that paid.

      “I think I want what you have,” he said. “Staff in two, principal in five. But I keep wondering if I should be looking outside. The seniors above me aren’t moving. Dmitri isn’t moving. You’re the one with the runway, and it’s yours, not mine.”

      “It’s not a single-lane road.”

      “It feels like one some days.”

      I drank my water and thought about how to say what I was going to say. “Stay through the Apex ship. Get your name on it the right way. After that, look. Looking isn’t leaving. The looking is the leverage even if you don’t use it.”

      He nodded slowly and went back to the salmon.

      The phone buzzed under the counter.

      Lunch update. I am eating a salad I do not respect.

      I smiled at the counter. James caught it and didn’t ask.

      Jasmine

      The office smelled like the coffee Patrice insisted on, the good stuff from the place on Ralph David Abernathy, not the pod machine she pretended to tolerate. I came in at nine forty because I’d taken Imani to school myself, which I did the mornings after Devon’s weekends. She needed me to and would never say so.

      Marisol had the new mockups for the credit union spread across the long table. Jared was on a call in the booth with his headphones on, doing the chair-spin he did when he was winning. Nonso lifted a hand from his desk without looking up from his screen.

      Tomeka came to my door at ten-fifteen with her laptop already open.

      “Launch day for the East Lake spots is Thursday,” she said. “I want to walk you through the cuts before I send them to Brittany.”

      We walked through them. Two thirty-second cuts, one fifteen, the radio bed she’d worked on with the kid out of Clark Atlanta who was about to be too expensive for us. The work was good. Tomeka knew it was good.

      “Send them,” I said.

      “Already in her inbox.”

      “Then what was this?”

      “You like to be asked.”

      She closed the laptop and kept her hand flat on the lid. The real thing was coming next. My phone rang before she got to it. Angela Boyd. Sutton Memorial.

      I held up a finger. Tomeka mouthed, “I’ll wait,” and didn’t leave.

      “Angela.”

      “Jasmine, hey. You have ten minutes?”

      “I have however many you need.”

      “Just ten.” Paper shuffling on her end, the second-cup-of-coffee tone in her voice. “We’re finalizing the NYC expansion. Board signed last week. We’re opening the partnership office in June, and the patient outreach piece for the New York market is its own animal. Different demographics, different community partners, different press. We want to talk to you about it.”

      “About the campaign.”

      “About Reeves doing the campaign. The whole NYC build. I told them I wanted you on it before I told them anything else.”

      I let the pause sit. Outside my door, Marisol was laughing at something Jared had said, and Patrice was telling them both to take it down a notch.

      “Angela. I’m flattered. You know I am.”

      “I’m not asking you to say yes on a phone call. I’m asking you to think about it. We’ll have a real conversation in two weeks. I just wanted it in your head before it’s in a deck.”

      “It’s in my head.”

      “Good. That’s all I needed.”

      We talked another four minutes about the East Lake creative, because Angela always asked about the other work. Then she was gone.

      I set the phone down. Tomeka was still in the chair, watching me with the patience of a woman who’d heard the whole thing through one side of a conversation and assembled the rest.

      “Sutton NYC,” she said.

      “The whole build.”

      She stayed exactly where she was.

      “Jasmine. We should be doing that work.”

      “Tomeka.”

      “I’m not saying it twice. I’m saying it once. We should be doing that work.”

      “It’s New York.”

      “It’s a flight.”

      “I have girls in middle school.”

      “You have a plane and a senior creative director and an account manager who’s been waiting three years for a reason to wear a real coat.”

      I almost laughed. I didn’t let her see me almost laugh.

      “I told her I’d think about it.”

      “Then think about it.”

      She got up. At the door she made the half-turn she did when she had one more thing and wasn’t sure she’d say it, decided against it, and left.

      I looked at the phone on my desk. I looked at the calendar on my screen. I didn’t open the texts.

      Marcus

      The app’s chat window dropped the latest message below the keyboard if you tabbed away and came back. I’d lost the same line of hers twice that afternoon and had to scroll. By Wednesday evening I was on the couch with a bourbon, the laptop closed on the coffee table and the phone face-up on my chest, and the third time it happened I sat up.

      Logistical question.

      Go.

      This app has a UI problem, and I am tired of fighting it. You want to move to regular text.

      I watched the three dots come up. Go away. Come back.

      Yes.

      One word. Then, ten seconds later:

      404-555-0163.

      I read the number twice, then once more, and copied it into my contacts the slow way, with one thumb, and put Jasmine in the name field and nothing in the last name field, because the name on the screen was the right amount.

      Before I texted, I walked my glass to the kitchen, poured the last finger of the bourbon, and bought myself ten minutes washing the two dishes in the sink that didn’t need washing yet. I dried them, put them away, came back to the couch, and opened the new thread. The clean, blank, factory white of a thread with no history on it.

      Marcus.

      I sent it and watched the bubble go blue. She wrote back inside thirty seconds.

      I know.

      I laughed once, out loud, in the apartment.

      Testing the channel.

      Channel confirmed. Sound is good.

      The app was a hotel. This is an apartment.

      There was a pause. I watched the dots come up, go away, come up again.

      That’s a real sentence, Marcus.

      I read the thread again. On the app every exchange had carried avatars, timestamps, suggested replies, the reminder that strangers were trying each other on. This was an ordinary text thread, the place my mother and my sister and my children and my radiator repairman reached me. She was in there now.

      Same to you.

      Same to me what.

      That’s a real sentence.

      The dots again, long enough that I set the phone down on my thigh and picked up the bourbon and put it back down without drinking.

      Good night, Marcus.

      Good night, Jasmine.

      I read the thread one more time, locked the phone, and sat with the streetlight on the kitchen tile and the radiator clicking. Her number was in my phone. I hadn’t asked for that, except that I had, an hour ago, in writing. I was smiling. I let myself notice it, and turned off the lamp.

      The thread was there the next morning when I unlocked the phone for the weather, one line above my mother’s Sunday Bible verse.

      I didn’t write to her until eleven.

      Working theory. The good ideas come between ten and noon. After that it’s just typing.

      She wrote back at eleven-twelve.

      Mine come at six in the morning, and I resent every one of them.

      Six.

      Six.

      That’s not a working theory. That’s a confession.

      Don’t tell anyone.

      I went into a meeting, came out, and the thread had one new line.

      Update. The salad I did not respect has been replaced by a salad I tolerate. Growth.

      I almost typed back. I stopped. I looked at the phone a long second, at the small mic icon next to the keyboard, and pressed it before I could think about pressing it.

      Tolerance. That’s the move. You don’t have to respect the salad. You don’t have to love the salad. You just have to get through the salad. It’s a Thursday. Thursday is a tolerance day.

      I listened back. Twenty-one seconds. My voice sounded like it always does on a recording, nothing like it sounds in my head. I almost deleted it. I sent it, set the phone aside on the conference table, went to get water from the kitchen, and didn’t look at it for fifteen minutes. When I looked, she hadn’t written. I went back to my desk.

      Jasmine

      The voice note came in at four-eighteen while I was in the car line at Zora’s school. I had the phone on the dash for the map. The notification slid across the top. Marcus. Audio message.

      I waited until Zora was in the back seat, buckled, on her tablet with her headphones, and we were at the second light to play it. I held the phone to my ear like the speaker would tell the cars around me what I was doing.

      His voice. Slower than I’d built it in my head from the texts. A little of the Jersey in it. Thursday is a tolerance day.

      I played it again at the third light. I played it again in the driveway, with the car in park and Zora already out and gone through the front door. I sat a minute. Then I went inside.

      The house did its evening. Dinner. Homework at the table for Zora. Imani on the phone in her room with the door closed in the new way that wasn’t the bad-door-closed but the thirteen-door-closed. I cleaned the kitchen and poured a glass of the red that was open on the counter, sat on the couch, pulled up the thread, and pressed play one more time.

      Thursday is a tolerance day.

      I turned the phone over on the cushion, screen down. I picked up Sue Monk Kidd from the side table, opened to the bookmark, and made myself read. I read for an hour. I didn’t pick up the phone.
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            Eight Hundred Miles

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus

      I was on page eighty-something of The Underground Railroad for the third time and not retaining a word. I put the book down on the coffee table, picked up the phone, and looked at the thread. Twelve days of it now. It scrolled a long way.

      The last thing she’d sent was at nine-twenty. The salad situation has stabilized. I have made peace with the salad. I’d written back, Peace is the goal, and that was an hour and a half ago, and now it was almost eleven, and the apartment was doing what it does at eleven on a Thursday, which is nothing. The radiator. The hum of the fridge. A siren going up Water Street and fading.

      I put the phone down. I picked it up again. I typed Can I call you and looked at it, deleted the period off the end, deleted the can, typed Would it be weird if I called, deleted that. I set the phone on the arm of the couch, screen to the cushion.

      I thought about the voice note. Twenty-one seconds in a conference room, a week ago now. She’d never said anything about it directly. She’d written back forty minutes later about a salad, and the salad had been running between us ever since. I’d taken that as her saying something about the note without saying it.

      I typed it the way I’d have said it out loud if she’d been in the room.

      If you’re still up, would you want to talk on the phone?

      I read it and sent it before I could read it again. The three dots came up almost immediately. She was on her phone. She’d been on her phone.

      Yes. Then, two seconds later: Give me five minutes.

      I wrote Okay, and that was it. I put the phone on the arm of the couch, got up, and went into the kitchen. I didn’t pour another bourbon, because I was already on my second, and the rule was two, and the rule mattered more on the nights I wanted to break it than the nights I didn’t. I drank water instead. I stood at the sink and looked at my reflection in the dark window over it. Forty-one. Beard fine. Eyes tired. About to call a woman in Atlanta I’d been texting for twelve days, a grown man in his kitchen at eleven at night with his hand wet from the faucet, working up to a phone call.

      I went back to the couch and picked up the phone. Four minutes had passed. I waited the last minute out, because she’d asked for five and I wasn’t going to be the man who called on minute four. At minute five exactly, I almost waited another one so I wouldn’t seem like I was watching the clock, and then I thought, she knows you’re watching the clock, that’s why she said five, and I tapped her name.

      It rang once. It rang twice. She picked up on the third, and I heard her breathe before she said anything, and then she said, “Hey.”

      Soft. A little Atlanta in it, the vowel held half a beat longer than I’d have held it. The voice that had been mostly text in my head for twelve days, and was now a voice.

      “Hey,” I said back.

      And then neither of us said anything for what felt like a long time and was probably two seconds.

      “This is strange,” she said.

      “It’s strange.”

      “I have been talking to you for twelve days, and I don’t know what to do with my mouth.”

      “Say anything. I’ll go second.”

      “That’s a coward’s offer.”

      “It is.”

      She laughed, and it was the one from day six, the one she hadn’t edited out, and the first ninety seconds of the call were over.

      We talked about nothing for a while. The book she wasn’t reading. The book I wasn’t reading. A thing that had happened at her office involving a printer and a man named Jared that she told badly on purpose and then told again properly because I asked her to. I told her about Priya and the grain bowl and the fixed order she ate things in, and Jasmine laughed at that one longer than it deserved and said she’d be thinking about the order of the grain bowl all week.

      Somewhere in the second half hour she asked about Maya, and what she asked was what Maya was like. I gave her the short answer. She waited. So I gave her the second one, the drawing on the counter, the cat with the sunglasses, the map of a place called Velora with a mountain labeled do not climb. I hadn’t told anyone about the drawing on the counter. It came out because she’d left room for it.

      “Do not climb,” she said.

      “That child knows something.”

      “She knows several things.”

      The quiet came then, and neither of us reached for anything to put in it. Five or six seconds of it. I was the one who moved.

      “Jasmine.”

      “Mm.”

      “I’m in New York.”

      She didn’t answer right away, and when she did, her voice hadn’t changed. “I noticed.”

      “I want to say the thing out loud so it’s not sitting under the rest of it.”

      “Say it.”

      “I expanded my radius that Sunday night. All the way. Not to five hundred miles. Off. And I don’t have a reason. I wasn’t looking for a woman in Atlanta. I was on my couch, the app ran out of people, and I moved a slider.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s the whole story. There isn’t a better version of it.”

      “I know there isn’t,” she said. “I’m not even mad about it.”

      “You could be.”

      “I could be. It wouldn’t be an efficient use of my evening.”

      I laughed. She let me.

      “Eight hundred miles,” she said.

      “I know the number.”

      “I looked it up the first Monday.”

      “So did I.”

      “Of course you did.”

      For twelve days a text had always turned right about here, one of us reaching for the joke that changed the subject. Neither of us reached for it.

      “I’m going to say the practical thing,” she said, “and I want you to know I’m not saying it to end the conversation.”

      “Go.”

      “I have two daughters in middle school in southwest Atlanta. I have a firm with six people on the payroll and my name on the door. My mother is ten minutes from my house, and she’s sixty-eight. I’m not a woman who’s going to be able to be casual about a man in another state, because I don’t have the hours to spend on something casual, and I’m too old to pretend I do.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s not me asking you for anything.”

      “I know it isn’t.”

      “Your turn.”

      I looked at the ceiling. The radiator clicked and didn’t stop clicking.

      “Jordan is twelve, and Maya is ten, and I have them every other week. That’s the whole architecture. Everything else in my life is built on top of it. My job’s in Midtown. My sister’s in Maplewood, my parents are in
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