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For my mother






WAKE UP!




HIGH UP IN Unit 7763, each night slid in like an oil spill, filling the hours with sludge and shine until it seeped into another day. Bo was carrying on a long solitude here, stranded in the studio apartment she rented, one island among hundreds in this building, in a city inundated by rain, so saturated it could be called drowned.

The rain had kept on for seven years. It slowed some days but never stopped. Overnight, it seemed, the city had transformed into a rainforest. Vines that ran from roof to ground sucked up the water and sent out shoots and tendrils. The skyline brightened from gun-metal to green, softening the sharp edges. A steward on Tamalpais, she imagined, must have seen the sudden verdant thumb of land to the south, dividing sea and bay. Below, streets transformed into rivers, and the rivers blew out windows, tore doors from their frames, widened into buildings through the new openings. The water took down statues and leveled groves, carried entire families away. People fled or drowned—or moved to higher ground, where they relearned how to live in the city they’d known as home, a place the rain had claimed.



Today the quiet was punctured by ringing. Her cousin Jenson had chartered a boat, in part for her overdue evacuation, and it was scheduled to depart in two weeks. He’d been calling at least daily from British Columbia with reminders: the boat would leave at noon sharp; she should bring only the essentials; anything else could be replaced up north. She listened until he was done recording his message.

Everyone she knew had left by now, gone to Greenland or Siberia or Maine—inland, north, overseas, wherever there was an opportunity. In their messages, they asked, with the patronizing concern of the secure, how she was doing, if their family homes were still standing, when she might move or at least try to visit. They sent birth announcements and exhibition announcements, video footage of cities that had risen in just a few short years, the occasional rumor of looming water wars where they lived. Mostly they avoided mention of the refugee camps that now lined the routes of migration that had emerged following mass displacement, the river towns engulfed by monsoons, the unprecedented temperatures that had evaporated reservoirs, fried vegetation, and filled the morgues. Bo was embarrassed not to share their urgency to leave. They implored her to find a better, safer place, and she assured them she was making plans, tried to see what they saw, but couldn’t.

An electric hum pitched down and a moment later the power went out. Silence. With both hands, she lifted her preferred plate from a shelf and set it on the counter noiselessly. The swells of uncertainty paused as she pulled a few dry nubs from the mycelium wall in her kitchen and arranged an ascetic meal on the cobalt-glazed ceramic. The flowers on the trim contrasted with any food: the mushrooms, a potato, a broccoli stalk, or a halved egg, wreathed in blue. She chewed and swallowed. Then, with absolute care, as if handling glass, she washed and dried the dish and returned it to its place. A tarry feeling returned, starting low, in her legs, and as it filled her she felt soothed by its familiarity, like molten night pulling her to the floor.



When the sky began to darken, she forced herself up to the roof. The last two years, her twice-weekly trips to the market had been tiny anchors to the world. Life was going on outside. She’d make herself walk the aisles, trying to appreciate feeling, not just hearing, the rain. And she’d buy food—even without much appetite, she had to eat.

The rooftop economy had emerged in densely populated sectors as the flooding had worsened. Nimble street vendors were the first to move their operations up, followed by small businesses with storefronts. Together they pushed the city to expedite relocation permits and build bridges to replace the wrecked roads.

It didn’t take long for everything else to follow them up. The school district cordoned off areas for recess and after-school programs. The parks department put on movie nights. Talks, concerts, and community meetings took place under the shelter of portable bandshells. But even then, there was a sense that it wouldn’t last. Activity had diminished steadily, as expected, especially in the last two years, and only a third of the vendors remained now. Still, everyone left moved along the roofs, by necessity and for pleasure, for groceries and exercise and socializing, and to get from one place to another.

By habit Bo made her way to the citrus stand, past commemorative murals and cairns, her arm shielding her face from the drops. Her favorite vendor stacked his table with glowing glass jars, a wall of sun against the gray sky. An illusion of bounty. When his greenhouse lemons ripened, he preserved them in salt and oil. He sold them throughout the year, but she rarely bought any; mostly she just came to look.

“Slice some up if you have a pigeon to roast,” he’d suggested on her first visit, “or nibble on a sliver if you’re craving something sharp.” He talked just the right amount, as though sensing correctly that she was unaccustomed to people. Today he said nothing when he saw her but pointed at a basket of finger limes labeled HELP YOURSELF. She chose one and nodded in thanks. She pushed herself to continue and bought several bundles of spinach from the next table over. It wasn’t much food, but she could stretch it across a few meals before it went bad, delaying her next errand. As she made her way back to the elevator, she estimated she wouldn’t have to leave her apartment again for three days.

In the vestibule, she did her ritual scan of the bulletin board, noting any new flyers of the missing and checking for the laminated photo of her mother she had posted two years earlier, just after the big storm. Plain lined face, easy smile, gray pixie cut—it was still there.

Back in her apartment, she laid the food out on a cutting board and played the new message that had come in while she was out: Jenson would ride down on the boat and make the journey back north with her. Those first months after the big storm, he’d begged her to return with him. He’d given her space, said he understood it wasn’t easy to leave home. But two years later, her doubts had curdled into paralysis. The situation was dire. Her inaction would be the death of her, he said. He had no choice but to decide for her, to come personally to escort her out.

Not much to do in these final weeks, little to pack, no one to say goodbye to. Now she flattened herself on the floor between the canvases stacked against the wall and the rusted toolbox that held her brushes and knives, paints and rags, lifeless things, none of it touched in over two years, none of it worth taking with her. The clawing inside subsided a little. She did her best to stay perfectly still.




THE NEXT WEEK, while she was assessing what to pack, a note slid under her door. I need help, it read. Three days a week, afternoons. Can pay in cash. Signed in a scrawl: Mia, Unit 5109.

The neighbor. For a couple of years, just after the rain began, Bo had been a caregiver for Ricardo, a man who had lived on the fifty-first floor. The old woman who had lived next door to him must have noticed Bo coming and going back then, mops and bags of produce and packs of adult cloth pull-ons in hand.

Patches of the woman’s life had come through the walls and windows as Bo had worked: the static from her Cantonese programs, wafts of frying garlic, tones of complaint. Bo had often wondered about her, how she’d come to live alone here, if she had any family, but when she’d asked Ricardo, he’d said he didn’t know much. He’d heard from another resident that she’d arrived in America as a young mother in the years following the Second World War, long before he was born. A supercentenarian, they called people like her. A handful of the very old—those who had survived well past a century—were known to live in units throughout their building. Advancements in medicine kept extending life expectancy, but around the world, especially in cities, the elderly found themselves abandoned by family to survive personal and regional crises alone.

Bo had stayed with Ricardo until his body had given up. She’d waited until the mortuary service had collected him for water cremation before going to the clay fridge, as he had directed, and locating his will, sealed in a plastic bag, deeding his remaining accounts to her. Not surprising, since he had long been alone, but she was neither family nor friend—just contracted labor.

It was enough to live on for a year, or several if she was frugal. This was what she’d hoped for since she was twenty: the money meant she didn’t need to find a new gig—she could simply paint. But she’d found that she struggled to create with that freedom; something had changed, requiring effort she didn’t know how to expend. She worked dutifully, made aimless, soulless marks while she awaited that elusive spark. As the months passed, her patience frayed and panic surfaced, coating her eyes and skin and everything she touched with a film of failure. She’d made a mistake. Her mother was right: she’d been given a gift but had wasted it. Clinging to the belief that there was meaning in the work, she’d insisted on staying to see it through. Then came the storm surge, then the long stillness that followed. The money shrank. The rain kept on.



She left the old woman’s note on the floor and attended to the plan ahead. She packed some clothes, set her suitcase by the door, and waited for the day when she would walk down to the dock. The note tugged at her like a magnet, but she tried to forget it. Two or three days passed, maybe another.

The idle, fearful years had made her mind loose. Without schedule or focus, the hours had scattered. Her grasp of time had dimmed; she’d lost all sense of how the day passed outside her apartment. She had the feeling that life was spinning away from her on a widening orbit.

As a child she’d noticed that each day followed the one before, like breaths. Her mother had hung two clocks in their home—buy one, get one—the first over the mantel of a fireplace that didn’t work, and the other in the bathroom as a reminder to keep their showers brief. From the table where she ate, studied, and drew, Bo could hear both as they marked the seconds, just a hair from synchronization, pushing time forward like a damaged metronome, drawing her attention to her own heartbeat as it picked up speed and turned into a forceful knocking rhythm that drowned out the clocks.

Now she sensed the days going by through slivers and swatches of light moving between the leaves that had draped her window ever since she’d stopped cutting back the vines. She sustained a vague memory of the satisfaction of operating on scripted time.

A former painting teacher of hers, a widow, reported in a letter that her own dark period had lasted more than three years after her beloved had died. Three years before she could detect tamarind in a marinade or eat with any pleasure. Three years in which she declined to trim her nails, instead either growing them into talons or chewing them down. The black dog—that was what she called it.

It didn’t help that the cycle of a year had distorted into a single interminable season.

In the early days of rain, every change had stood out. Bo had been new to the building then, drawn in by the low rent and central location after almost eight years on the west side in a poorly maintained live-work studio that she’d outgrown but hadn’t known how to leave until it was condemned, the decision made for her. From her new apartment, she anxiously watched the city transform into something unrecognizable—unfathomable, at first, when for years they had known only drought and the threat of more drought. She drew daily, capturing the details, still believing the rain would end soon. Ceramic water-storage tanks filled and overflowed. Black rubber irrigation snakes secured to the perimeter of rooftop garden plots swelled and split. Farmers tried to adapt, sowing and harvesting according to this swing in the weather. Food supplies became unpredictable. People were robbed of their groceries. Sinkholes opened, like the neighborhood’s collective hunger on display in the street. Mouths to swallow a city up. Inside, thick runoff stained the walls and left deposits. Streaks of copper bled down sodden curtains. She woke to putrid smells carried up through the vents from the boiler room, the basement, the street: skunk, mold, sewage, fermenting garbage. The green that blanketed the city drank up the water on its millions of fingers, and what wasn’t absorbed poured down and ran into the gutters. She stopped running into other tenants on her floor and realized that most of the units had gone vacant. She watched as residents began to flee, the first of many waves of exodus, and still, the looping footage of floods on the news shocked her, no matter that she’d seen those very scenes on her own block.

The streets ulcerated into potholes in the months that followed. A moonscape. A city on a sheet of Swiss cheese. Even roads built with self-healing asphalt couldn’t withstand the deluge. Beneath the carpets of tar, the sand that held up the streets swept away in rivers of muck. Before it became futile, a contingent of concerned residents, the ones who appeared on local public broadcast feeds delivering grating, impassioned speeches on the neighborhood effects of this or that ordinance, organized to draw attention to the potholes. From the window where she’d set up her drafting table, Bo noticed the crude images, the kind found in high school bathroom stalls, drawn around the holes in spray paint. She began to work neon colors into her own paintings, using an airbrush. Then she watched as a crew of people—cloaked from the drizzle in rain ponchos, armed with bouquets and hand trowels—theatrically filled each new, still-small hole with potting soil and planted hibiscus blooms. She tried to track their campaign, searching community board posts for updates and staring down at the street each day. Finally, she was rewarded. When a particularly large pothole went untended by the municipality for over a year, they threw a birthday party for it, added streamers to the orange tape that bordered the current edges, dug forks into a cake piped in frosting. Alone in her apartment, watching through binoculars, she pounded her fist on the window and cheered along with them.

Things were lively, then less so. She stopped seeing inspired displays, then stopped even hoping to see them. Her work stalled out. In a season that ran so long that other kinds of seasons were recalled with the quality of folklore, there was little room for festivity or ritual. Property minders across the city gave up on the battle with mold, wood rot, and corroded pipes. Structures played out their destiny toward collapse. Four years into the rain, her building’s super had finally fled, and piece by piece, bolts, seals, and fixtures came undone. More units went vacant. The elevator and roof were serviced, but everything else fell apart, unless the remaining residents kept it up themselves. All her friends left the city, then her cousin and uncle, too—she and her mother had declined to join them.

At what point had the destruction become so commonplace it barely registered? One night, about two years ago, the sidewalks were clear enough that she could walk to her mother’s apartment for Sunday dinner. There was too much food—her mother hadn’t yet adjusted to cooking just for two—and neither had much to say. Bo reported on unremarkable tidbits from the week, her mother half-listening, on occasion interrupting to gripe about the price of melons or to mention another business that had closed. The streets had transformed into rapids by the end of their meal. The water tore sidings from structures and battered drainage pipes into angry, jagged sculptures. They watched from the window for a few moments before her mother said, “Guess you’re staying on the couch again. Help me clear the plates.” That night, wrapped in sheets that smelled of her mother’s detergent, she’d slept for ten hours straight.



Not long after, just before the storm. She’d been getting ready for a show, her first in a while. Jenson had come to town for a work function where he would be recognized for his achievements in his field. Bo hadn’t finished her paintings, so she’d skipped the event and the celebratory lunch that followed, choosing instead to work. Her cousin had been pissed, but not surprised. He’d accused her of being selfish. Her mother had disapproved, but still had dropped by with food for her that morning on her way to the ceremony. “It’s important to show up for these kinds of things,” she’d said as she left.

She was there, then not. She had left the lunch and then never made it home. The water had charged in with unusual force that afternoon and the lower routes still in use had been obliterated.

Jenson had stayed six months after that. He’d rented a temporary apartment in her building and left when he saw that Bo could get herself to the roof for food. And she had kept herself fed, if little else. Certainly she hadn’t tried to paint. There had been times in the past when painting had been the thing that had made her feel most herself, useful even. Now it was hard to imagine something more frivolous and meaningless. She’d chosen a painting over her own mother.



In the beginning, Bo and Jenson had searched every day. It had seemed then like everyone was looking for someone. The city had urged residents to seek high ground and stay put, but search parties formed and braved the flooding anyway. New flyers crowded the missing persons boards. Rumors of sightings fed tenuous hope. More disappeared while searching, swept off their ankles by swift-moving water.

A person could wash away. That was permanent, a fact made clearer each day. But the false starts—the familiarity of a woman’s sloped posture, the overheard voice she swore she knew from birth—ignited tiny flutters inside, led to dreams more real than any waking moment. This meant, Bo was certain, that her mother was alive.

A week after the storm, the waters had receded enough that they could wade knee-high through the neighborhood as they searched. An encampment that had formed at the top of a hill the previous year was gone. It had housed a family who’d come from the outer neighborhoods to be closer to the markets but who hadn’t been able to afford the vacated apartments. The wind during the worst of the storm had undone the stakes on their tents, and they’d lifted into the air like geodesic balloons, neighbors had reported. The mangled masses of nylon had floated away, impaled by poles and split planks as they moved with the currents. Everywhere, trees had been stripped of foliage, their branches now full of nests of clothing, plywood, even a two-seater electric car.

Several blocks from her mother’s building, Bo saw a small figure with gray hair sleeping on a pair of seats in an old bus shelter. The glass wall behind the person had shattered, though it hadn’t fallen, and someone had made an X with caution tape, two rippling yellow bands a temporary stay for thousands of ice-green pebbles. The panel glimmered. At some point the fractures would be too much, the sheet would fall, the glass gravel would disperse and disappear into the water. But for now it held, a brittle sea-colored backdrop protecting the sleeper, who, through the angled rain, resembled Bo’s mother napping.

“That can’t be her,” Jenson said. “Can it?”

They crossed a shallow pond and approached, and Bo placed her hand on the person’s shoulder. Her heart thudded louder than the rain.

The person’s small body spasmed, and right away Bo knew it wasn’t her. The pallor of the skin, the yellow of the hair instead of the gray she’d imagined, the manner of fright—all wrong.

It was a child, no older than eight, bundled in a man’s wool coat, eyes bright with fear. He drew a whistle from under his shirt and blew and blew, the sound so shrill and forceful that Bo thought she saw the shattered wall start to falter. She backed away, pulling Jenson with her, shouting, “We’re leaving! We’re leaving! Be careful of the glass.”

Countless others had disappeared in that storm and few were ever recovered, it was true. But in that space of the unresolved, a tiny hope remained. Even as she reported her sighting and the location coordinates to the search boards, pushing away the unlikelihood that the child would be reunited with his family, she thought: Someone missing could be found.



Then came the eerie quieting. The unending rain muted the soundscape, and Bo began to long for the very noises that used to anger her, the intrusions and clamor of lives playing out in every direction—if not expletives shouted in congested thoroughfares below, then the shrieks of tires doing donuts at a sideshow. If not sirens and construction, then the sound systems of other artists at the live-work studios or the lonesome mockingbird rehearsing its repertoire of mediocre songs: alarms, miscellaneous beeps, the calls of other species. She tried to lose herself at the easel, but the silence seemed part of her now, dampening her thoughts and slowing her hand. Soon the blank canvas turned gray with dust and the paint tubes she’d left open dried up.



Then the nightmares, on repeat. They broke her sleep into short fits, image after image of her mother dying. A raft thrown over the edge of a waterfall. A hurricane lifting her body and swallowing it. A flash flood that carried away a row of prefab cottages, including one with her mother locked inside. None of these versions were far from the likely truth, she had to admit: like thousands of others trapped on this peninsula, her mother had almost certainly drowned.



Yet some residual belief lingered, the hope that she might still return. Jenson, sensing it, called it a delusion. He was right. Habituated to the rain, few had taken the storm warnings seriously, carrying on with their daily business and adjusting to each new disruption without thought. In hindsight, though, the unprecedented deluge that had taken her mother had been a tipping point for everyone but her. After that, no one doubted that worse would come, even if no individual storm since had been as singularly destructive. They realized they were on their own—half a decade into the rain, disaster response had been defunded into nonexistence. Most people, if they had means, found a way out.

Now Bo was utterly alone, with no friends to call on, and still she wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet, not on short notice, not on someone else’s terms. But here was Jenson at her door, all the way from Canada, practically shouting orders: “No more sulking around. Time to go. We’re leaving in two days. Get it together. I came all this way.”

“I’m packing.” She gestured at the suitcase by the door, Mia’s note still beside it.

He assessed the apartment, clearly displeased. “It looks exactly like the last time I was here.” He went to the corner where she stored her painting supplies and old work. “You’re not bringing any of this?”

“What for?” she said.

He pulled a small portfolio from a stack and held it up. “Are you serious?”

“You said to pack light.”

“You can make new stuff, I guess.” He looked like his father then, steady but tired. “I don’t get why this is so hard for you. Explain to me what’s left for you here.”

He waited, but she had no answer.

“Just finish packing, okay?” he said, pointing vaguely around them.

“Yep,” she said, and she meant it.

But then he left, and an unsettled feeling came over her. She crouched to pick up the note from Ricardo’s neighbor. The few messages she received at this point were electronic, but this one, handwritten and delivered to her door, was unmistakably a missive from this world. She’d been alone, thought herself invisible. But somehow someone had found her.

And strangely, startlingly, needed her.



The day of her departure, she sat by the door of her apartment. Jenson was waiting for her on the boat at the pier, calling every few minutes. Her body rattled at the incessant ringing, at the urgency in his voice, which notched up with each message. Where are you? The manifest had her name on it, but they would leave with or without her. Stop being stupid. She’s not coming back. Seriously, time to go.

She stared at the note beside her suitcase, its trembling script.

When the clock struck twelve, the ringing stopped. Her cousin left one more message: Wake up!

She opened the door and felt her decision slip into place.



The elevator doors glided open at the fifty-first floor. She walked toward the end of the hall, past Ricardo’s old apartment, and arrived at a door with a line of locks running down one side. A rectangular button glowed with pink light. “Hi,” she practiced. “Hello.” She pressed the buzzer, which triggered a recording of raucous bird chatter that stopped only when the last of the dead bolts had been undone and the door swung open. The old woman stood a head shorter than Bo and gave off the musty medicinal smell of great-aunts.

Bo had seen her around the building, fussing with her plants on the balcony or shoving her way through shoppers on the roof while dragging a cart full of produce, but she hadn’t ever been this close to her. The woman’s perm resembled a bleached broccoli top. Her cardigan was the same color as her skin and looked like a mass of inexpertly woven cobwebs. Her arms, soft lumps, pushed against the sloppy lace, and her bosom melted into the rolls and dips and pockets of the larger landscape of her body. A pale jade pendant of the goddess Kwan Yin rested on her belly. Her blue-tinted feet bulged from a ratty pair of house slippers.

A weak greeting escaped Bo’s throat.

“Finally,” the old woman spat. She looked Bo over, unimpressed, but opened the door wider. “Do you want the job or not?”




THE SHIFTS WOULD be Monday and Thursday, and maybe an hour or two on Friday. The tasks were typical—clean, cook, shop—but likely to increase, Mia explained. Her legs had started to trouble her, curtailing the scope of her daily walks on one of the building’s partially enclosed staircases, up to the rooftop and back. Delivering that note to Bo’s door had almost been too much, the return walk more strenuous than she’d expected.

“My knees locked up a few times in the stairwell,” she said. “By the time I reached my front door, I felt like I’d aged a decade in a single afternoon.” Her legs had been bothering her for over a year, and her doctor had been pushing to insert sensors, which would transmit live data to his office and “help him help her.” A few months earlier, during an especially painful flare-up, she’d finally agreed. As soon as he saw the reports on the locking events and her generally reduced speed and strength, he’d called to prescribe yet another new pill and prohibited her from being on her feet for more than a half hour at a time. “Not that I follow orders,” she added. “Anyway, I need some help around the house, that’s all, and all of my friends are dead and my family lives far away.”

“I can help,” Bo said, removing her shoes and selecting a pair of guest slippers from a bin by the door.

It was unexpectedly easy to step back into this role. When Bo notified the central agency that she had a new client, the representative was able to reactivate her account in seconds. “Glad to see you working again,” he said. “It’s been about four years, it says here.” Then, upon waking on the first morning of the job, she felt immediately that the day had shape. For five solid hours, she’d be expected somewhere, her time put to use. Her malaise began to ebb, the certainty a relief; even as Mia blathered on unsolicited, Bo felt it. Jenson meant well—he’d helped her a lot, especially in the last two years—but this was where she belonged. She was meant to stay.

Even though the layout of Mia’s apartment was identical to Ricardo’s next door, entering the space was jarring: the messes and powerful odors, all the details of someone else’s living. Lightbulbs would need to be replaced, rugs beaten and washed. The answer button on the call machine near the kitchen was filthy. In the main room, heaps of bedding covered a set of folding chairs. A cabinet housed what appeared to be teapots, vases, and plastic knickknacks, though the glass was too clouded with oil and dust for Bo to be sure. The only accessible furniture was a reclining armchair with deflated stuffing and a worn sunken seat. She glanced into the kitchen and saw a red square that hung in diamond orientation on the wall, with gold trim bordering an embossed Chinese character in calligraphic script. The priority was to set up a clean place for food preparation and storage. She would begin there.

“What did your neighbor tell you about me?” Bo asked as she slid on gloves and began to scrub at the sticky gray layer that had accumulated on the grout near the sink.

Mia monitored Bo’s progress from beside her, holding on to the counter for balance. “He said that you are a decent enough cook.”

“Did he,” Bo said, amused.

“And he said you are an artist who takes on support services assignments when you need the work.”

Bo paused her scouring. She was surprised that Ricardo had been attentive enough to describe her in this way, but by now, she felt a great distance from that identity. She hadn’t painted since her mother had disappeared. Art, she’d come to feel, served no purpose in a time like this. It belonged to another world, one she’d left behind. Her drive was gone, her practice abandoned—for the best. She felt increasingly certain about this, reassured even, leaving behind a trivial pastime.

Even before her mother had disappeared, though, her painting practice had stalled. She knew she could manipulate paint and make marks and balance visual effects in a pleasing composition, but that feeling of tapping into the beyond, of reverberating with the unsayable, was gone. Whether plein air or portraiture, it was hard to see the point. She’d lost touch with old friends, lost confidence in her movements, lost conviction. Entire years were lost to her; it was impossible to distinguish one from the next. And while she’d been lost, her peers had been reaching and amassing and anchoring, building little empires, tucking firmly into systems that promised security.

Her friend Joey, for instance, who she used to share a studio with, had exhibited with such regularity that she’d earned an early retrospective at forty-two. A guy Bo had once dated was now directing relocation projects for communities that still had time to retreat. Jenson had bought an apartment with bay views that made visitors gasp, no matter the weather.

Bo understood that she’d missed something her peers hadn’t. She’d thought that she didn’t believe in safety, but now she saw that they had made themselves safe while she had woolgathered in their wake. One day she looked up from the privacy she’d guarded to find that her life had emptied; all her choices added up to nothing.

And still. And still, with the comfort of being no one to the outside world, she prized the night hours that belonged solely to her, before the light, when hints of who she’d been, who she still could be, flickered. Voices broadcast into her tiny universe from somewhere close but unknown, offering respite from the dark-cold of her mind. She listened to the hum beyond the rain. She dreamed of color. She learned to live with water. In those moments, she could say without hesitation not that she was a painter but that she was real—a body situated within a day, inside a nameable hour. Whenever she was unsettled by daybreak, and the doubt and anxiety that poured in with the light, she held to the hope of three o’clock in the morning ahead.

“I don’t do that anymore,” she said to Mia, returning to the grout. “I don’t paint.”

“Don’t paint?” Mia looked disappointed. She watched Bo scrub for a moment. “Well, he said that you’re dependable and thorough, most of the time. But you know, the way things are these days, it was a crapshoot whether you would respond.”

“How did you know I was still here?”

“I’ve seen you before. And the Tran children said you buy watercress from them. They said the not-young, not-old Chinese lady cut off all her hair.” Mia moved toward the small marbled diner table between the sink and a wall of disorganized shelves, the rubber soles of her slippers making a ripping sound as they peeled up from the linoleum. Every surface in the kitchen would need to be deep-cleaned.

Bo grazed her head with the inside of her forearm. For the last year, she’d neglected her hair to the point of manginess. When Jenson had informed her of his plan, she’d decided to shave it all off. It was a sloppy job, done without a mirror or the expectation of being noticed, though this morning she’d slapped some water on her head to tame a cowlick. The stubble had grown out and softened, and sometimes she caught herself touching it absentmindedly. It was comforting, like petting a cat.

“I didn’t realize they knew I was Chinese,” Bo said. “Some of my friends don’t even know that.” The section of grime she’d been working finally dissolved, and she felt a satisfaction too large for the task. She shook out a cramp in her hand and started on the next patch. Doing this detailed physical work again, even talking to a new person, felt strangely normal. Tomorrow she would feel the exertion in her arms, that forgotten sting of too much lactic acid.

The chairs that accompanied Mia’s table were upholstered in a glittery vinyl and had at some point been repaired with heavy-duty silver tape, which had curled and blackened at the edges. Mia dragged one out from under the table on its hind legs, making a racket as she pulled.

“Just because you’re lost in your own head doesn’t mean everyone else isn’t paying attention.”

Bo felt a flash of defensiveness at the overstep.

Mia moved a bag full of bags from the seat to the tabletop. “Anyway, I thought you must be Chinese because you look a bit like my great-granddaughter did when she was young.”

Bo turned to face Mia, who was seated now, framed by piles of clutter, clusters of pill bottles, balls of aluminum foil, and an assortment of used mugs. A clay pot served as the centerpiece, repurposed as a repository for assorted vertical tools: chopsticks with burnt tips, a back scratcher with tangles of dust between its tines. Her face had long lost its elasticity, but somewhere in the pouches and folds and tones, Bo saw features that reminded her of her own grandmother and the elders she and her mother used to visit during school breaks. They’d bring them oranges and pomelos, trays of chocolates, potted orchids. Bo would grow bored to the point of pain in their strange, smelly houses, in kitchens not unlike Mia’s, but when she’d ask why they were there, all her mother would say was “To pay respects.”

Mia slapped her hands on the table, startling Bo to attention. Her hair was oddly shadowed, and Bo realized clumps of dust had caught in it. She looked impatient, ready to issue orders.

“When you’re done with that section, I’m ready for my snack.”




LIKE ALL SUPPORT workers, Bo had been trained to coordinate medical appointments, manage prescriptions, change a disposable brief, adjust a patient’s position safely, and recognize warning signs of suicide. “As age expectancy and automation rise,” the trainer had said with palpable pride, “this—the care of people—will be the heart of labor.”

In her early twenties, Bo had picked up jobs doing deliveries, restaurant work, janitorial services, gallery installations—roles where employers viewed her as replaceable—to support her floundering creative practice, while her peers made their way toward expertise in sensible fields. She didn’t have a college degree, to her mother’s dismay, but she’d taken classes at City College and, after a few years of crashing with friends and subletting cheap rooms, eventually lucked out with a subsidized spot and a built-in community of artists at the live-work studios by the beach. When cash was really tight, she’d sold her plasma and videos of her bare feet. Jenson, who’d trained as a structural engineer, had risen quickly in his firm and on occasion transferred enough money to her account to cover a month or two of expenses so she could shut herself away in her studio for a while.

It had been Joey who’d suggested that Bo pursue nursing or caregiving. “You gotta start planning ahead. There are programs in the Bay, if you’re going to stay. It’s transferable. No matter where you go there will be demand, even if other jobs go robotic or dry up. And you can plan your schedule to accommodate your painting time.” At first Bo had found the pitch condescending, especially coming from someone whose paintings and parents paid the bills. Joey had moved here on a whim, to see what California was about, and had quickly found community and professional success. Then, fed up with the repeat flooding in her ground-level apartment by the beach, she’d flitted off to New Zealand. Bo was used to friends drifting in and out of her transient city, but with Joey she’d felt like she was being left behind. She envied Joey’s freedom, her seemingly charmed life. Maybe it would do her some good to follow her friend’s advice. She’d have to work regardless, so why not try a route that might leave room for other pursuits? She’d enrolled in a three-month training just after Joey had left.

So began her career in what she came to refer to jokingly as “attending to deaths.” The first year, in between her own projects, she’d tended to a procession of hospice patients, some of whom she’d never had a chance to talk with, and she learned firsthand what the trainer had described as “the great honor of being present and offering comfort and companionship at the moment of transition few of us can predict but all of us will encounter.” She sat at each patient’s side, absorbing what she could about their life, and hoped they sensed that they weren’t alone. But when a man she’d been assigned to care for died before she’d even arrived, his body cold and drained of color on the bed, she’d requested longer-term cases. She wanted to work with people she might actually have a chance to connect with.

There was a blanket fussiness with the elderly, but an ease of forgiving. Some held minor grudges, and others filled the hours with litanies of grievances. Her first charge was a man who cursed at her and insulted her cooking, admittedly lacking then, but after the first time he messed his bed and she switched out the linens with pleasant neutrality, averting her gaze all the while, he stopped with the verbal assaults and even once grunted in an appreciative manner when she helped him settle into a chair. She carried with her the trainer’s words: “Your job is to respond to needs. Ideally they would have family nearby or family who could take them in. But we are not living in ideal times and these are not ideal situations. You are stand-ins for family.”

Some families wanted to be there but couldn’t. Instead, they insisted on fastidious recordkeeping, checking meal logs and medication schedules daily, making demands and even accusations that created more work for Bo. But their remote micromanagement was effective: they helped maintain continuity of care and made it known that this person was beloved. And although Bo hated to admit it, this bent her perception of the patient. She understood even the most hostile person to be someone worth caring for, someone worth her best attention.

For a while she’d been one of two rotating twenty-four-hour caregivers for a matriarch with a sweet but undiscerning temperament; it was her son who was the problem. He was in his sixties and had never been employed. He lived with his mother for months at a time in between what he called international “business trips,” which sounded to Bo like extended beach vacations. Although he left all the work of caring for his mother to the hired help, she praised him for keeping her company in her old age, unlike her other children. He had an Asian fetish and used racist slurs with abandon and made lewd comments to Bo on multiple occasions, even shat with the door open when she was there on shift. But, awful as he was, he made his mother happy, which made Bo’s job easier. Eventually he went on a cruise to Southeast Asia during a flu outbreak and fell ill. The crew found him, reportedly “dead of a coronary” in his cabin, when they arrived at port. His mother’s brightness vanished. She died within days.

Ultimately, no matter the patient, Bo made a silent promise with each new job to uphold their agency and to listen well, to refrain from casting judgment and pity. There was dignity in order and cleanliness, and in the right silence. Despite the four-year hiatus since Ricardo’s death, the longest she’d taken between jobs, it all had come back when she’d met Mia. She was prepared to do this work. Maybe she could even do it well.



At first she worried they’d spend all day shouting back and forth at each other to relay the most basic information—What did you say? What?—a repeat of the circular, claustrophobic conversations she’d had with previous clients, who hadn’t been able to hear the high-pitched screech of a hearing aid battery going dead in their ear.

But to Bo’s surprise, Mia, who said she had once been deaf without hope, had excellent hearing, thanks to the aids implanted behind her earlobes. “Don’t shout. I can hear you just fine. The difference is that it feels like I think what you say rather than hear it,” she said. But the important thing was that she could listen and talk back—and she did talk back.

Bo spoke sparingly—hardly at all in the last two years, only on rare calls or when errands necessitated it. She’d grown disturbed by the sound of her own voice leaving her body, too aware of the minute contractions in her windpipe and the precise control of breath it took to utter a word. To string words into a full sentence was its own small miracle of logic and rhythm and rules, which, if she paused to consider the construction, rendered her speechless all on its own. But with Mia, there was no need for pleasantries, none of the anxieties of mastering a particular tone for the situation. All Bo needed was to speak plainly and directly, as Mia did herself.

One of Mia’s recurring topics was her peers. She gave frequent reports on the remaining superseniors. “Those of us left,” she said, “are walking obituaries.” Bo pictured them scattered about the buildings like points of light plotted on a three-axis graph, dimming as they died. Failing kidneys finally stopped. Appetites fell away. Hearts twisted and clenched and went still.

Terry, the Russian baker who’d dyed his hair purple, was the latest.

“The Big D got him.”

“Diabetes?” Bo pulled a sheet from a heap of clean laundry and began to fold. Like most of Mia’s clothes, it was worn down to its fibers, and any color or pattern that once graced it had faded hundreds of washings ago. She made a mental note to check the boxes at the free stand for some replacements.

Mia’s upper lip twitched in disappointment. “No.”

Bo lined up the seams on a pajama top Mia liked to wear to bed. The buttons didn’t match and made the threadbare fabric look even thinner. “Dementia?”

“No.”

“Did he need dialysis?”

Mia’s face scrunched and reddened. “He’s dead!”

“Oh!” Bo said, her own face going pink, though she wasn’t sure how she should react. She set the folded garment by Mia’s pillow and patted it awkwardly. “I’m sorry to hear that.”



Through August and September, they adjusted to each other. Bo restored the apartment to a baseline cleanliness, and from there the maintenance was straightforward. She formed a routine based on Mia’s fluctuations in appetite and energy: laundry during her naps, administrative tasks when her favorite shows were on, meal prep when she was talkative. At some point during each shift, they ended up in the kitchen together, with Mia directing the conversation from the table and Bo attending to dishes or dinner.

One evening, while Bo was cutting up vegetables for the week, Mia asked, “Where is your family?”

“My mother. She—I haven’t seen her since the big flood two years ago.”

“Aiya. How tragic. You looked for her?”

“Yes.”

“For how long? Nobody found her?”

“No.”

“Everybody else?”

“Everybody else?”

“Your sisters and brothers?”

“Oh. My uncle and cousin moved to Canada. I grew up with them. That’s everyone.”

“Your family is too small,” Mia said, like Bo was personally responsible. “What about your father?”

“I never knew him. My mother raised me.”

Her parents had met at a neighborhood clay studio. As a reprieve from the third-grade classroom where she’d taught for years, her mother had enrolled in a pottery class that her father happened to be teaching. Bo got her creative talent from him, her mother claimed: “It certainly wasn’t from me.” That, most of her facial features, and the unmanageable curls in her hair. Beyond those traits, though, Bo had little sense of him. She’d gleaned that circumstances had been difficult for her mother as a single parent, at times excruciating. But by the time she’d grown old enough to see her mother as a person and not just a parent, her mother could remember Bo’s father with the peace of retrospection, as if looking back at her time on the moon. It was easier to speak lightly after surviving: “He just didn’t live in the same reality. He didn’t want a family. I had you to raise.”

Mia sniffed. “No father? Too bad.”

These sorts of questions were typical, likely not meant to be provocative, but Bo felt judged. She had the small family that she had.

She went toward the door to put on her shoes, a signal that their conversation would end there, but Mia just started talking louder: “I never met my father either. I only knew him by a handful of stories.”

Bo kept her shoes on but sat on a stool to listen.



Mia had never mentioned her exact age but said she knew she’d been conceived on a trip her father had made back to China in the early 1920s. Bo did the quick math—that put her close to one hundred and thirty.

Her father had lived in San Francisco, her mother had told her, though they were from the same village. Like everyone else, he’d come to America for the promise of good work. He’d been there when the big earthquake struck in 1906, and by chance, in the chaos, found himself next to a woman who’d died from injuries sustained in the temblor. He’d known her. She was an older woman who’d arrived in the 1880s, well known to anyone who frequented the brothels in Chinatown, including police officers and city officials, and—this was almost a miracle—she had papers.

Mia’s father recognized the opportunity before him. When the fires that followed the earthquake swept through City Hall, all the records were burned, everything ash beneath the building’s dome, which somehow had been spared. There was no evidence of who had been born here, who was related to whom. And so he wept beside this woman’s body and refused to leave—even as residents from other neighborhoods arrived and began to loot the wreckage, even when the National Guard troops arrived and began to loot as well—telling anyone who passed that she was his mother, and in this way he made claim to American citizenship.

No one knew the particular circumstances of how she had arrived in California some twenty years earlier, but likely she had been traded by her family in exchange for rice or kidnapped from the countryside by bandits and sold to a brothel owner in Chinatown. Famine made
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