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Dedication


To my mom—I’m sorry for going through my teenage phase as an adult during a pandemic. I love you. 

And to Lena, for the matzah brei. Спасибо (for everything).

    

    Content warning: Contains a brief description of past sexual assault (survivor’s experience is validated).
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Dead Fish Can’t Break Your Heart

Four hours. That’s how long I’ve been in the car with my mom.

We spent the first three arguing, but for this last one we mixed it up and sat in the most uncomfortable silence imaginable.

Even the windshield wipers are on edge. They’re traveling through their arc at an alarming rate, but it’s no use. The snow started when my mom and I gave up on talking, and it hasn’t let up since.

So I almost jump out of my seat when she says, “What does that sign say?” in a panicked voice, leaning as far forward as her seat belt will allow.

“Uh, which one?” It’s impossible to locate any identifiable shape through the whiteout.

“Never mind.” She puts on a pointless turn signal and maneuvers off the highway.

“Mom, what are you doing?”

“I’m pulling off I-95,” she snaps. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

That shuts me up. Well, that and the fact that I don’t want to distract her, lest we die in a car wreck.

We’re in a more residential area now, and the snow’s coming down even harder than it was a minute ago. It streams toward the windshield in well-defined flakes illuminated by our Subaru’s headlights.

And that’s when I see her.

“Mom—”

She’s crossing the street. A girl, wearing a red beanie and a puffy coat.

All of my muscles tense and I press my foot into the matted rug as if I could hit the brakes from the passenger side and stave off tragedy by sheer force of will.

My mom glances over at me. She clearly hasn’t noticed the girl, and she picks the worst possible moment to rehash the argument we’ve spent most of the car ride having: “Are you sure this internship is what you want?”

She’s not stopping.

“Mom!”

We’re going to hit her.

“MOM, WATCH OUT!”

“FUCK!”

The girl must not have noticed us either, because she turns her head in shock and stares right at me.

Time stops.

We’re going to kill her.

And it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t been terrible to my mom this whole car ride, she wouldn’t be so angry and distracted. And if she wasn’t so angry and distracted, we wouldn’t be on a collision course with an actual, very-much-alive (for the moment) human being.

To be fair, I can’t account for the blizzard, but at least 85 percent of this is my fault.

Because, of course, after all the shit I’ve been through this past week, I might as well add murder to the list too.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” my mom had asked earlier in the trip, somewhere along the monotonous factories of the New Jersey highway. She looked at me for way too long before turning back to the road.

“I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t like the idea of you spending Christmas away.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said again, teeth clenched.

“You’ve never been away for Christmas. Do you realize that? Never.”

“We don’t even celebrate Christmas,” I said to her, but it felt pretty unnecessary considering the sheer quantity of Jewish guilt she’d been laying on me the entire car ride.

“All the same, Shani, it’s the holidays.” She swerved a bit into the lane next to ours as she spoke, and a lime-green Mazda honked at us. She flipped them off.

“Is it, though? Like, is it really the holidays?” The brightly colored car sped past us. “Hanukkah’s over, and it’s complete bullshit anyway. It was invented by American capitalists so that Jewish kids could be included in the Christian hegemony.”

I was proud of myself for using the word hegemony.

“Is that what they’re teaching you at college?”

“No,” I said, pouting a little. “I’ve always thought that.”

“Yeah, you’ve always hated the eight days of thoughtful gifts I’ve given you.” She swerved again, but into the lane on the other side of her, which was very egalitarian, I thought.

“Okay, jeez.”

I sighed loudly and crossed my arms. I knew I was being childish and combative and all-around awful. But no matter what she said, she wasn’t going to convince me to stay at home in Queens for the holidays. My mom and I had been snapping at each other from the moment she picked me up from my first semester of college, just three short (but at the same time incredibly, unendingly long) days ago.

Maybe she would’ve understood if I told her why I was feeling this way, but I couldn’t do that.

If I was being honest, here’s how I wanted to respond to my mom’s request: “Sure, yeah, I’d love to stay home for the holidays. But, now that you mention it, the thought of being in our apartment for winter break makes me want to rip all my teeth out, one by one.”

For the three days I was home, all I did was avoid my mom’s gaze and respond to her perfectly reasonable questions with one-word answers. I had reverted back to being a petulant child.

Because the thing no one tells you about going away to college is that even if your first semester beats you to a pulp and leaves you with no faith in humanity, it doesn’t feel better to be at home. The couch no longer remembers your butt, the floor creaks in places it never used to, and your mom will switch the mug cabinet with the plate cabinet (which you’ll fight about, of course, because you’ll take any excuse you have to be shitty to her).

And all of my anger—all of it—is because of Sadie.

Sadie had told me she loved me on a Thursday. I’d been too anxious to tell her that I loved her before then, because I thought three months was too soon. We started dating two days into first-year orientation, and I knew I loved her, well, two days into first-year orientation.

All semester, we had a perfect routine: we’d sit in her dorm when her roommate wasn’t there and watch Netflix. We mostly stuck to crafting-based competition shows, though we also watched all the movies in the “LGBTQ Movies” category.

Well, except the ones where women had sex. It would be too awkward to watch other people doing something we had thus far been too scared to do.

Or at least that I’d been too scared to do.

But even when I was just sitting with her, watching TV, my neck hurting from leaning against her shoulder, I felt a tug at my chest and I knew it was love.

I was all the lesbian stereotypes in one and I didn’t care. They were stereotypes for a reason. I pictured our wedding, rustic and small. Neither of us would wear white, and all the guests would leave saying things like, “That challenged my conception of what a wedding is and, frankly, what it should be!”

“I don’t really believe in this,” Sadie had said to me on the Thursday in question, “but I just thought you should know.”

“Know what?” I asked, looking up at her from my well-worn spot on her shoulder. I knew what she was going to say would be serious because she had paused Jeopardy!

She stared straight ahead as she said, “That I love you.”

I immediately told her I loved her too

But after that I was stressed, because if we were in love, then the next logical step was sex. And seeing as I had never done it before, I felt like I needed to prepare.

So I Googled some unhinged key words on a very private browser. I even cut my nails short because I knew that was something queer women were supposed to do. But when the time came for us to have sex, none of my preparation mattered. Because . . .

Oh god. This is so embarrassing.

Okay. We had sex for the first time a couple of days after we said “I love you,” and, as it turned out, it was also the last time. That Sunday, she texted me that we needed to talk, and an hour later we had broken up. And two hours after that, I was heading home for winter break.

I can’t think about this right now. I’m going to vomit.

The worst thing is, I’m not even mad at Sadie. If she were here in the car, I’d probably beg her to take me back. Because I’m pathetic, and she was the first girl I ever dated.

I didn’t tell my mom about Sadie, so she must think I’ve been sad and angry for no reason. I had planned on telling my mom about our relationship over winter break, but now that we’re broken up, there’s no point.

I’d have to tell her that I was dating a girl, and that I like girls, and, oh yeah, now that you mention it, the aforementioned girl and I are no longer dating because something went horribly wrong seventy-two hours after we said “I love you.”

“You can stay, you know,” my mom had said yet again later in the car ride.

“What?”

“It’s not too late. I’ll turn the car around right now.” She’d demonstrated her commitment to this statement by sharply turning the steering wheel to the left. She was met with a chorus of honks and had briefly removed both hands from the wheel for maximum flip-off ability.

“I really can’t,” I’d told her in a flat voice that I hated hearing coming out of my mouth. “I need to do this internship.”

“You don’t need to do anything.”

“Well, I’m not going back to New York. This is an amazing opportunity for me. Do you know how many first-years have ever gotten into this lab?” When she didn’t answer I said, “One. Just me. I get to study fish evolution with the best paleoichthyologist in the entire world. So, no, I’m not staying home.”

She was silent for a moment, and I thought I’d won until she said, “If you’re going to study dead animals, why not dinosaurs? Everyone loves dinosaurs.”

“Oh my god, Mom. Literally stop.”

She was never going to get how big of a deal it was that I got this Smithsonian internship. Dr. Charles Graham is the most famous paleoichthyologist—someone who studies extinct fish and their evolution—in the world, and I get to work with him for a month. Of course, being a paleoichthyologist makes him less of a celebrity than, like, a vaguely Instagram-famous cat, but still.

And, okay, fine. Doing this internship is about more than just working with Dr. Graham. I lost myself this past semester; the person I was for the first eighteen years of my life disappeared.

From the moment I started dating Sadie, she became my single focus.

But that’s done now. I’ve decided that I won’t be dating anyone ever again. Relatedly, I’m also never having sex again, because sex ruins everything. I will do neither. I’ll be the Jewish version of a nun.

Working in the lab will be perfect. I can focus on dead fish. Dead fish can’t break your heart. They can only teach you about the world and what it means to exist in it. Also, they’ve been extinct for millions of years, and in that way they’re extremely lucky.

And up until my mom pulled off the snow-covered highway, I was confident that my time in DC would be uneventful. The perfect follow-up to my semester with Sadie.

But now we’re staring death in the face.

And death is staring back, wearing a red beanie.

I’m about to be a murderer.

The car barrels toward the girl, and her neutral expression flips in an instant to terror.

My mom finally sees her and frantically tries to slam on the brakes. She pumps them over and over, but between the snow and ice, the car won’t stop.

Then there’s the thud.

The bump.

Not a hard bump, but still. A bump.

We bumped a person with our car.

Beanie girl disappears from view and I hold my breath, certain she’s dead. My mom and I are both frozen to our seats.

And then she stands up in front of the car, brushes herself off, and starts screaming.

I can’t quite make out all of what she says through the sturdy Subaru walls, but it sounds a lot like, “What the fuck are you doing?” and “Are you shitting me?” and “I could’ve died,” etc.

She slams her fists against the hood, yelling and yelling and yelling.

I’m transfixed.

She’s probably around my age, with big eyes and semitranslucent white skin that seems to glow in the light of the high beams. The whole scene is oddly . . . beautiful?

I shake the thought out of my head as my mom opens her door to check on our victim.

But as she steps out, the person yells, “What the fuck?” and slams her fist against the hood again. “Stay in the fucking car!”

So my mom closes the door.

The girl stomps away, but before she gets too far, she turns back to us. Then she looks me directly in the eye and flips me off.

My mom and I are silent for a moment.

“Well,” she says, clutching the wheel, “I hope not everyone in DC is like her.”
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Half-Century-Old Sex Ghosts

My mom and I don’t talk for the rest of the short ride to our destination. I thought she might bring up the fact that we almost vehicularly manslaughtered someone, but so far, nothing.

She pulls over onto a quaint residential street and turns the car off, but my heart won’t stop pounding. It’s been trying to free itself from my chest ever since we bumped into the girl.

The thing is, I’m sort of happy about the palpitations. For the first time in days, I’m not angry or sad. I feel—and I know this sounds terrible—exhilarated. And maybe that exhilaration isn’t so wrong, because the girl was fine.

Even so, I can’t stop thinking about her. The look she had on her face right after we bumped into her is seared into my retinas, the way her expression transformed from shock to fear to anger. When I saw that familiar emotion on her face, I almost wanted to help her. To get out of the car and walk her home. Make sure she was okay.

And, because I’m my own worst enemy, I also can’t stop thinking about how cute she was.

Which is horrible. I know.

Like, pull it together, Shani—you of all people should understand that we’re not going there.

You can’t go around thinking these things about every cute girl you bump into with your car. That would be anarchy. It’s no way to live.

“I think it’s that one,” my mom says, pointing to a house across the street. It’s square and ivy-covered, with three stories and a dark redbrick exterior dusted with snow like a holiday postcard.

For some reason, my mom’s simple comment flips the anger switch in my brain back on. I wish I could tell it to stay off, but the response comes out of me before I can help it.

“You think it’s that one?” I ask. “I thought you said you’ve been here before.” I wince at the words coming out of my mouth.

I’m not a terrible person.

At least, I don’t think I am. It’s just that it’s so much easier to take my anger about Sadie out on Mom than it is to do anything else about it.

“I have,” she says. “In the nineties.” She leans closer to the car window, as if that will help her to better identify the house. “Yeah, it’s definitely that one.”

I roll my eyes, knowing that I look like a caricature of an angry teenager and not caring.

The whole DC living situation was taken care of without my input. When I was deep in my Sadie-based fugue state for all of first semester, I didn’t worry about finding a place to live during the internship, because it no longer seemed important.

Even though my mom hasn’t exactly been subtle about wanting me home for winter break, she still found me a place to stay. She texted me a few weeks ago saying, “ur gr8 gma’s friend Beatrice lives in dc & said u could stay if u need 2.” (My mom texts that way because she thinks it’s cool. I don’t even know where to start with that one.)

While my mom grabs her jacket from the back of the car, I jump out the passenger side and run to ring the doorbell. A few seconds later, the door creaks open.

“Hi, doll,” an ancient-looking woman says.

I have to crane my neck almost all the way down just to meet her eyes. She couldn’t have been that tall when she was young, but now she’s absolutely minuscule, a product of gravity and time. “What are you doing out in the cold?” she asks, then grabs on to my arm with a veiny and very wrinkled hand. She drags me inside with unexpected force.

The house has low ceilings, like it was built in the 1800s, when the general population was half the height it is now due to scurvy or some other old-timey ailment. It’s perfect for this woman, though, who beams at me from the base of an ornate wooden staircase. She’s barely taller than the handrail.

“Now, who are you?” she asks with a bark-like laugh. “I’m thinking I probably don’t know you, but if I do, you can slap me across the face and say, ‘Beatrice, you old bag, we met thirty years ago.’ Though by the looks of you you’re no older than what? Twenty? Twenty-five? Still a kid, obviously. And before you say, ‘Beatrice, I’m a grown woman,’ let me tell you that anyone under fifty is a child and that’s the truth!” She laughs again and takes a huge breath.

I’m not quite sure what to say to that, or whether she really did want me to slap her, so I say, “Uh, I’m Shani.”

“Speak up, doll.”

“I’M SHANI.”

“Well, there’s no use screaming.”

“I’m Shani,” I say again, trying to find some midpoint that this woman—Beatrice—won’t find offensive.

“That’s nice, doll,” she says, and at this point I’m certain she’ll never call me by my name and will simply refer to me as “doll,” which is more than fine. “And why are you here, might I ask?”

I clear my throat. “I’m staying with you for a month?”

She reaches up to grab my shoulders in a motion so fast I’m worried she might be possessed. “You’re Sandy’s girl? I should’ve known with that hair!”

The hair she’s referring to is black and thick, with loose curls flying any which way they please. Everyone in the Levine family shares this trait. Mine is cut short (a decision that happened, like, two days after I realized I was gay) and puffs out around my face like a lion’s mane. “How is that old bag? Goodness, why didn’t you say something sooner?”

I don’t have the heart to tell her that Sandy, our one mutual connection and my great-grandmother, died more than a decade ago.

But luckily, I don’t have to, because at that moment my mom stomps in, knocking snow off her boots.

Beatrice lets go of my shoulders and stops cold. “Is that little Rachie?”

“Auntie Bea!” my mom says, squeezing Beatrice so hard I’m worried she’ll break her.

I’m surprised to hear my mom call her “auntie,” considering I’ve never met this woman. It’s always weird to confront the fact that my mom had a life before I was born.

“I have to get the others down here,” Beatrice says. “Oh, they’re going to be thrilled!” She takes a deep breath and shouts up the stairs, “Come meet the new doll who’s staying with us for a while,” as if she’s running an off-brand American Girl doll motel and I’m the lucky eighteen-inch newcomer.

My mom had told me other girls lived here, but I haven’t had to fully process that fact until right now as they bounce down the stairs.

They’re both around my age. One of them is wearing an American University T-shirt and has dark brown skin and long box braids put up into a bun on top of her head. She puts her arm around Beatrice, who beams up at her. The other girl sits on the bottom step and nods my way. She has freckled white skin and bushy blond hair pulled into a low ponytail.

“Angels, this is the new doll,” Beatrice says, not using a single name to introduce me to my roommates.

The girl with her arm around Beatrice’s waist must’ve been thinking the same thing because she says, “I’m Lauren.”

“Tasha,” the girl on the stairs says in an accent I can’t quite place.

“Shani,” I tell them.

“Are you here for school?” Lauren asks. “I know there’s a ton of spring semester transfers to American, and lucky for you I run a transfer orientation that you’ll love. In the fall we do a cookout, but no one wants to stand around a grill in January, you know? So I was thinking about a potluck. But the last time we had one no one brought a single vegetable.”

When she’s done, I wonder briefly if speaking in monologues is a prerequisite for living in this house, or if it’s just something Beatrice and Lauren bond over.

“I’m not transferring,” I tell her. And then add, “Sorry,” because I feel bad for throwing a wrench in her potluck plans.

“Well, you can still come to the dinner if you want to bring a crudités platter.”

“Doll, let her breathe!” Beatrice squeezes Lauren and then wraps her fingers around my arm with her viselike grip. “Breathe, doll!”

She seems serious, so I make a big show of gulping down a lung full of air and loudly exhaling.

“Ha! And she’s funny. You’ll fit in perfectly around here.”

Tasha has her head in her hands, and Lauren looks over at her and snorts with laughter.

“Now that we’re all acquainted, do you dolls want to tell her the rules?” Beatrice asks after she releases me.

I try to keep my face neutral, but I wasn’t expecting this. I haven’t had anyone tell me what to do or how to live since I left for college this past summer. Sure, there are rules in dorms, but those are more . . . light suggestions than actual requirements. Almost everyone drinks, smokes, burns candles, and has an illegal pet or two.

But when a woman as old as Beatrice has rules, you can’t not follow them. Disappointing her would be like disappointing my (great-) grandma. And honestly, I want rules. I want someone to tell me what to do, so I don’t fuck up like I did for the past three months.

So I listen carefully as Lauren says, “We’re quiet late at night, we take out the trash when it’s full, we clean up our messes in the kitchen,”—all of this feels fair, expected, even—“and no boys allowed in your room, ever.”

I almost laugh out loud at this last one. But instead of doing that, I adjust the rule in my head, changing it to “no girls allowed in your room, ever,” and feel good about it. I want to be cloistered away for the next month, and now there’s a mandate saying it must be so.

“That all makes sense.”

“Fantastic, doll,” Beatrice says. “Why don’t I show you to your room?”

She climbs the stairs, taking them two at a time, and I hurry to catch up.

But I’m distracted by the art on the staircase walls. There are crosses and portraits of saints, along with some Christmas decorations—garlands, candy canes, a couple of wreaths. I start to worry that she’s really religious and that, even though she was friends with my great-grandmother, she’ll be disappointed that I’m Jewish.

But then I get to the top of the stairs, where there’s a beige quote block with bold capital letters that says, “ALCOHOL: BECAUSE NO GREAT STORY EVER STARTED WITH SOMEONE EATING A SALAD,” and I feel significantly less uncomfortable.

When my mom and I get to the second-floor landing, Beatrice is waiting for us by an open door. “This is your room, doll.”

It’s much bigger than I thought it would be: there’s a king bed, two dressers, two nightstands. Two of everything.

“It used to be my master bedroom, back when my husband was alive.” Beatrice plops down on the edge of the bed.

I sit beside her. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be, doll. He died fifty years ago.” Beatrice gazes wistfully around the room. “We made so many good memories in here.”

“I can tell,” I say, because this seems like the kind of thing you say to a nostalgic old woman.

“All six of my children were conceived in this room.”

I lurch off the bed and stare at my mom with wide, disbelieving eyes. She stares back at me with the same, our disagreement temporarily forgotten.

“Where do you sleep, Auntie Bea?” my mom asks quickly. “Since Shani’s staying in here?”

“The attic,” Beatrice says. “I haven’t been able to fall asleep in this room since my husband died. But I’m glad it’ll be put to good use.”

My face gets hot. It certainly won’t be “put to good use” in the same way it was when Beatrice and her husband conceived their six children here. Remember: Jewish nun.

But, oh my god. I need to burn the sheets.

“Well, I think I’ll help Shani get unpacked now,” my mom says in a way nicer voice than she’s used with me all day. I get the feeling we’re both just waiting for Beatrice to leave so we can fight again. “Thank you for your help, Auntie Bea.”

“Of course, doll. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

And with that, Beatrice ascends another flight of stairs to her attic bedroom.

My mom turns to examine the dresser and the family photos that definitely contain at least some of the kids who were conceived in here.

“Holy shit.” My mom grabs a framed invitation and holds it close to her face.

“What?”

She turns it around to show me, and there’s a photo of Beatrice when she was young. Her skin is smooth and her dark hair is pinned up in a fancy, old-fashioned way.

“Why ‘holy shit’?” I ask. “Just Beatrice when she was young?”

“No, look at what it says on the bottom.”

I lean in and read: Please join us in celebrating Beatrice Mancini’s 90th birthday!

“She’s ninety?” I ask, in awe.

I just watched this woman bound up a flight of stairs two at a time. It seems impossible that she’s nearly a century old.

“No, read the date of the party,” my mom says.

I move closer to read the smaller text on the card.

The party happened more than six years ago.

“She’s ninety-six?” I practically scream.

“Isn’t that wild?”

I nod, then look around the room, now even more interested in Beatrice.

“She met your great-grandma at college,” my mom adds. “Just goes to show that the people you meet in college can be friends for life.”

My mom tries to hold my gaze, but after that last comment my anger comes streaming back in. My college experience has been less “friends for life” and more “ex-girlfriends who’ll make going back to college for spring semester a waking nightmare.”

My mom doesn’t know that, though. She doesn’t know anything. And I can’t blame her for trying to get something out of me, even if that’s not going to happen.

“Can we just unpack?” I ask.

“Sure,” my mom says. “Fine.”

After a few awkward minutes of hanging clothes my mom asks, “Do you want different sheets or something? I could buy you some.”

“What? No. Don’t do that,” I say, even though I had been thinking just moments before that I’d like to set the bed on fire.

And my mom says, “Just trying to help.”

And I say, “You don’t need to.”

And then there’s more silence.

It takes a little while, but once we’re finished unpacking my mom sits down and sighs. “I need something to eat.”

I shrug. “Fine.”

“If you’re not hungry that’s okay, but I’m starving.”

“I said it’s fine.”

She shakes her head, then puts on reading glasses and scrolls through her phone for a minute. “There’s a café down the street that’s open late. We can walk.”

Even though it’s still snowing, I don’t fight her, and we trudge through the slush to a place called The Big Blue Dog.

When we get inside, I like it immediately. It’s warm and bright and smells like coffee—the three most important features of a good café. I start to think that I might actually feel like eating something after all, but then I look into the baked-goods display window and spot a giant carrot cake.

My stomach turns and bile creeps into my mouth.

I know this is an odd reaction to a baked good, but as with most things these days, the bile has more to do with Sadie.

On our first dining hall “date,” Sadie and I ate shitty pizza and then split a slice of carrot cake.

That was when I learned she snorted when she laughed, and that she was smart and gorgeous and—

My blood boils in my veins until all that’s left is a concentrate of cells and rage. The once-cozy café is now a hellish nightmare, and I want to hurl my fist through the glass display and smash the carrot cake to bits.

“Shani,” my mom says, getting my attention.

“What?”

“The young man asked what you want.” She points to the kid standing behind the counter. He looks like he just finished puberty an hour ago—gangly, pimply, dead in the eyes.

“Nothing,” I say to my mom. “I’m good,” I tell the kid.

“Come on, you gotta have something,” my mom says, and the kid nods a little too vigorously along with her.

“Stop it,” I say through my teeth, as if my mom is the one embarrassing me in front of this poor kid who has to work in a snowstorm, and not the other way around.

“She’ll have an apricot Danish,” my mom tells the teen barista, and he puts on gloves and grabs the pastry.

“I won’t,” I mutter.

But once my mom pays and we’re sitting at a small table by the window, I immediately take a bite of the Danish.

“Last chance,” my mom says after a minute.

“What?”

“You can still come home.” She takes a sip of coffee from a large mug with the titular Big Blue Dog on it.

“I already told you I can’t,” I say, but the restorative Danish bite must’ve flipped the anger switch off, because it comes out sounding more defeated than anything else. “I’m doing the internship.”

“If you change your mind—”

“I’m not gonna.”

She holds up a palm. “I know, I know. But if you do, I’ll come get you.”

I don’t know why she’s being so good to me. I wish she’d be as mean as I’ve been to her so that I could feel okay about how I’ve been acting.

After a minute, my mom says quietly into her own Danish, “I’m not looking forward to being alone for the holidays, you know.”

I stare down at my lap, full of guilt, and see that I have a text from Taylor—my best friend since diapers—giving me an excuse to continue avoiding my mom’s gaze.

TAY: hows dc?

ME: cold and snowy

also i’m staying in a 96 y/o woman’s bedroom

TAY: with her? ;)))

ME: lol ew no get your head out of the gutter

but i can’t talk rn

w my mom

i’ll text when she leaves

Texting Taylor can sometimes be an ordeal because I can’t look away from my phone for even two seconds. She only likes to text people when she has their full attention, and in return she responds right away. We’ve been talking way more since Sadie and I broke up. I hate myself for ever letting my friendship with Taylor slide—someone I’m so close with, we’ve had simultaneous stomach flus on more than one occasion.

I love that messaging her demands my full attention. I’ve missed the drama of it all.

But I can’t focus on that conversation right now, because my mom’s still here, and she drove me all this way, and I’ve repaid her by being the worst daughter in the history of daughters.

“You’ll have Mikey,” I say finally, pretending that this is an adequate response to her saying she’ll be alone for the holidays.

“He’s going to Florida with his girlfriend.”

“Mikey has a girlfriend?”

“I know,” she says. “I was surprised, too.”

Mikey is my mom’s weird cousin, and the only family we have in New York City besides each other. And it appears that even he has somewhere else to be over winter break.

My mom sighs and stands up. We put our plates and mugs away and walk back to the car.

“Tell Beatrice it was nice seeing her,” she says when we reach our snow-covered Subaru.

“You’re not coming in?”

“I think I’m just gonna go.”

“This late?”

“I’d rather get home tonight.”

“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”

For the first time all day, I don’t want my mom to leave. I want to throw myself onto the hard, snow-covered ground and grab her ankle so she can’t drive away, like I did when she dropped me off for my first day of preschool.

But I don’t tell her to stay or that I want to come home. All I say is, “Try not to hit someone this time,” and my mom smiles weakly.

She gets in the car and turns on the engine, but before she leaves, I knock on the window, and she rolls it down.

“Love you,” I say.

“I love you, Shani.”

And she drives away.

When I’m back in my room, I text Taylor again.

ME: ok i’m here

reporting to u live from the ~bedroom~

TAY: cute

send pics

ME: absolutely not

TAY: just one???????

i wanna be able to picture where ur staying

ME: fine

I take a selfie of me flipping Taylor off and send it.

TAY: [image: image]

hot

ME: ur the worst

anyway

ok lol so this might be a weird q but can you check in on my mom this break?

i think she’s super sad about me leaving

TAY: . . . yeah . . . she’s the super sad one

ME: uhhhh what does that mean???

TAY: i’m just saying

u just went through a breakup

and now ur spending the holidays alone

maybe i should check up on YOU??

ME: first of all rude

and you literally don’t need to bc i’m fine

i’m never gonna date anyone ever again

so i’ll never be sad like this again

so everythings fine

TAY: love that healthy attitude

ME: it might not be healthy

but am i wrong?

TAY: yes??

there are so many hot and kind girls out there for u

u just gotta find them

ME: i don’t wanna find them

i wanna shrivel up and die

TAY: :(

well don’t do that

but also next time you have a gf don’t disappear on me

My heart sinks when I read that text, because I know she’s right.

We were in constant communication when we left Queens late in the summer to go to our respective schools. She sent me pictures of the wall over her twin XL bed plastered with Polaroids of the two of us. I sent her photos of campus so she could imagine herself at school with me, and screenshots of my class schedule so we could plan our FaceTimes accordingly.

And then I met Sadie.

ME: i know im the worst

i’ll never stop being sorry

i’m a trash person!

TAY: that was not the takeaway

ME: well it doesn’t matter

i’ll never disappear on you bc

i’ll never date anyone again

TAY: never date anyone again

right of course

ok but like what if there’s someone in dc

ME: there’s 700,000 someones

TAY: not what i mean

and did you just google the population of dc

ME: yes obvs

anyway

can we not talk about this anymore

just check up on my mom maybe?

TAY: i’ll get coffee with her or something

ME: love it

but make sure she gets oat milk

she’s lactose intolerant lmao

TAY: aw you do care

ME: only about her poop!

TAY: gross

ME: ur gross

TAY: ily have fun sleeping in the sex dungeon

**i meant bedroom

ME: sure u did

Then Taylor sends a thumbs-up, which means she’s done with the conversation.

I sleep on top of the covers of my new bed that night, even though it’s freezing. I curl into a ball, trying not to think about the half-century-old sex ghosts haunting the room, trying only to think about how we’re never really touching anything, because there’s at least an atom separating us from everyone and everything we want to get close to.

By that metric, I’m floating over the bed. A bed that has no idea who Sadie is, and doesn’t care.

Somehow, despite the sex ghosts and the cold, I fall asleep.
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Ancient Creature of the Deep

When my alarm goes off at seven the next morning, everything feels like a mistake. The first seven o’clock of the day is not a time you should have to witness during a school break.

Why did past Shani think this internship was a good idea? Past Shani was a naive fool.

No. No, we’re not thinking like this. The internship is important.

And yet.

My mom’s refrain from yesterday plays on repeat in my head, a chorus of overbearing Jewish mothers chanting, “You can still come home!”

But the thought of sitting in my childhood bedroom for a month, stewing in anger and sadness, is worse than the thought of getting out of bed. So I do the latter.

My whole body cracks when I stand up, like it knows I’m living in a ninety-six-year-old woman’s house. I get dressed quickly and quietly, then head down to the kitchen.

It’s empty, which is a huge relief. I would do anything to avoid having to make breakfast-adjacent small talk.

I try to turn on Beatrice’s coffee maker, but the screen keeps flashing, “NOT READY,” followed by “BREW LATER” over and over, so I don’t even attempt to use the poor, unprepared appliance. Instead, I cut my losses, grab my bag, and walk through the quickly melting snow to The Big Blue Dog.

The same kid from yesterday is behind the counter, but the rest of the place is livelier. There are parents arguing with their toddlers over croissants, people wearing round glasses and reading giant tomes, and Christmas music blasting from the speakers.

I know that I complained to my mom about how Hanukkah isn’t a real holiday and how I don’t want to assimilate into mainstream Christian America, but the thing is . . . I fucking love Christmas music. I start listening to it in early November, before Thanksgiving. I know—I’m a monster.

It helps that all the best Christmas songs were written by Jews: “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” “Let It Snow,” “Santa Baby,” the one that’s like, “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire.” The list goes on. It’s incredible how cozy Christmas music can make me feel. I hate that I’m so into it, but that’s the point. It’s tailor-made to make you want to cuddle with someone (gross) and then buy overpriced gifts for them that they’ll never use.

When I walk up to the counter, the kid asks me what I’d like.

“Just a black coffee, please.”

“Where’s your mom?”

I look up from searching for my wallet in my huge jacket pockets. “What?”

“The woman you were with yesterday?”

“Oh yeah,” I say, still searching for my debit card. “She left last night.”

“Why didn’t you go with her?”

I can’t tell if this is something they taught him to do at barista training (“People love it when you ask probing personal questions!”) or if he’s just nosy.

“I’m living here for the next month,” I tell him, even though it’s truly none of his business.

“Cool, so I guess I’ll see you around,” he says, and his face flushes.

Oh shit—is this kid . . . flirting with me?

He’s certainly no older than fifteen, and more important, I’m gay. I’ve been forgetting this fact more and more in the days since Sadie broke up with me. It’s like I’ve regressed to the early high school, closeted version of me, the one who would’ve immediately texted Taylor if this boy so much as glanced in my direction.

I find my debit card and hand it to him, but he puts a palm up and says, “On the house,” looking too proud as he pushes the coffee toward me.

I grab it, then smile and thank him, hoping my smile says, “I’m an age-appropriate crush for you, and also I for sure like boys.”

Hey, if he wants to give me free coffee, who am I to stop him?

The Metro is right by the café, and I’m grateful for the relative warmth of the station. I get on a huge escalator, holding my free flirting-hormonal-kid coffee and feeling pretty good about myself.

The Metro platform is beautiful—vaulted ceilings, soft yellow light—it looks more like a movie set than a functioning public transit station. I’m so used to the pee-riddled, claustrophobia-inducing New York City subway that this feels almost magical.

I traced out my commute on Google Maps yesterday, planning where to transfer and where I need to get off so that I’d look like I’d been commuting in DC all my life.

It’s good that I don’t have to concentrate on directions, because I’m entirely focused on how nervous I am about the first day of my internship. I applied back in July, before I started college. Before I met Sadie.

When I got the acceptance email in November, I had forgotten I’d even sent in an application. It was like I’d had amnesia. Nothing before Sadie had mattered. And I had been convinced, right after she broke up with me, that nothing after her would matter either.

But it does. I keep having to remind myself that it absolutely does.

So, the moral of the story is that I’m going to do so fucking well at this internship that I’ll prove to myself and Sadie and the entire world that I’m moving on.

I am moving on.

When I was a kid, my mom would take me to the natural history museum in New York. I loved those days because they felt like time travel. Like we were entering a different world just beyond the white pillars: where fifty-foot sharks bit the heads off extinct whales; where animals that had been buried under volcanic ash for millions of years were unearthed so they could stand before us, whole and spectacular.

I’ve missed that feeling of awe, of seeing how many creatures have lived and died and been reborn over the course of our planet’s four-and-a-half-billion-year existence.

What I haven’t missed is the fact that natural history museums were founded to glorify empires and display specimens collected during colonialist expeditions. I didn’t know this when I was a little kid—I didn’t know much beyond “BIG BONES, WANT TO TOUCH AND/OR PUT IN MOUTH”—but I sure as shit do now.

But, at the bare minimum, the place where I’ll be interning—the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History—has a repatriation office devoted to returning objects to the communities they come from, and it’s made its collections and programs available online to anyone who wants to view them.

I spent hours on their website in high school looking at 3D images of fossilized fish and feeling like I was actively doing science. They’ve worked to make sure the museum isn’t an intimidating institution but a place where anyone who wants to learn and participate can do so.

It’s a work in progress, and maybe it’s naive, but I’m glad I get to be a part of this positive change, of making science accessible to everyone.

I’m standing outside the museum now, practically buzzing as I reread the instructions on the email I received from the internship
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