

This early, the East River takes on a thin layer of translucence, a bright steely skin that appears to float over the river itself as the water turns from its nocturnal black to the opaque deep green of the approaching day. The lights on the Brooklyn Bridge go pale against the sky. A man pulls up the metal shutter of his shoe repair shop. A young woman, ponytailed, jogs past a middle-aged man who, wearing a little black dress and combat boots, is finally returning home. The occasional lit-up window is exactly as bright as the quarter moon.

Isabel, who has not slept, stands at her bedroom window, wearing an XXL T-shirt that reaches to the middle of her thighs. The ponytailed woman jogs past the man in the dress as he fits his key into the lock of his lobby door. The shoe repair man pulls up the steel grate, preparing to open his shop. Why does he open so early, who could possibly need shoes repaired at five A.M.?

The first tentative signs of spring have arrived. The tree in front of Isabel’s building (a silver maple, which, according to Google, is “messy and shallow-rooted”) has produced hard little buds that will soon burst into five-pronged leaves, unremarkable until a strong enough wind flutters up their silver undersides. On a windowsill across the street, a bouquet of daffodils stands in a water glass. The winter light which has, for months, been still and pale, seems to have quickened, as if the molecules of the air itself are newly activated.

Early April in Brooklyn might be spring by the calendar, but true spring—its hints of greenness, its awakening of stems and shoots—is weeks away. The buds on the tree are still just tight little nodes, waiting to crack open. The daffodils in the window across the street mean only that you can buy them at the corner market, that they’ve started arriving from wherever it is they grow.

Isabel turns from her own window to check on Dan, who is still deeply asleep, breathing heavily, as childlike in slumber as a forty-year-old man could possibly be, his mouth slackly open, his white-blond hair bright in the shadowy room.

Imagine being able to sleep like that. Isabel begrudges Dan his talent for slumber but is grateful for it, too. During the hours Dan and the kids are asleep, she—for whom sleep is rarely more than a skittish, dream-flecked attempt at sleep—might as well be alone in the apartment, immersed in her own waking dream of nightly solitude, marked only by the green LED numerals on the kitchen clock.

She sees the owl when she turns back to the window. It seems, at first, like an outgrowth of the tree branch on which it roosts. Its feathers are an almost perfect match for the dusky, variegated gray-brown of the bark. Isabel might not have seen the owl at all were it not for its eyes, two black-and-gold disks no bigger than dimes, blazingly attentive, utterly un-human. It seems, momentarily, that the tree itself has chosen this moment to inform Isabel that it is sentient, and watchful. The owl, small, about the size of a gardening glove, seems at first to be looking at Isabel but, after Isabel has adjusted herself to its gaze, is clearly looking only in Isabel’s vicinity, staring not only at her but at the room in which she stands—at the bedside table with its unlit lamp and its copy of last month’s Atlantic; at the wall behind the table with its framed photograph of the kids, a professional black and white in which they are disquietingly innocent, docile-looking versions of themselves. The owl aims its unblinking feline eyes at everything on Isabel’s side of the window glass, does not appear to distinguish between Isabel and the lamp and the photograph, does not comprehend or care that she is alive and the rest of it is not. She and the owl remain briefly in place, eyes locked, before the owl flies away, so effortlessly that it seems not to beat its wings at all but merely to consent to flight. It arcs up, and vanishes. There is, in its departure, a sense of abdication, as if its presence in the tree outside the window had been a mistake, an unintended opening in the fabric of the possible, quickly and efficiently rectified. The owl seems already to have been a waking dream of Isabel’s, which would make sense, given that she was not able to sleep at all last night (she can usually manage a few hours), that another day’s difficulties are about to roll in (Robbie still hasn’t found another place to live, Derrick isn’t likely to give up on the reshoot), and that soon she’ll be compelled to join it all, to muster the most convincing possible manifestation of herself, a person who can do everything that’s required of her.

The owl has disappeared. The jogger has jogged on. The man in the dress has gone into his building. There’s only the shoe repair man, who has turned on the shop’s fluorescent light, a light that does not radiate from behind the glass of the shop’s window, does not offer any added illumination to the street. Isabel has no idea whether the shoe repair man, to whom she has never spoken (she has her shoes fixed in midtown), opens so early because he’s escaping some ongoing domestic struggle or if he’s merely eager to revisit his rectangle of light, because he takes pleasure in turning on the blue neon sign that says SHOE HOSPITAL (Isabel really should start taking her shoes to him, if only because he thinks of his shop as a shoe hospital) and in reactivating the three-foot-tall mannequin in the window, a sun-bleached … ​fox, raccoon? … ​that sits at a cobbler’s bench, raising and lowering a miniature hammer, which, now that the shoe repair man has switched it on again, now that the SHOE HOSPITAL sign blazes gas-blue and the animal has resumed its labors, will do as an announcement of the start of the day.




If Wolfe were real, he’d be the elusive figure at the heart of the story. He’d be the animated, friends-encircled guy you fail to meet at a party, the athletic-looking stranger glimpsed as he strides off the B train, the prince whose kiss might fix everything if he were able to find you, comatose in your glass casket, deep in the woods.

Wolfe’s 3,407 followers all feel more or less the same about him. He’s one of those guys who appear not only to be getting what they want but to want what they’re getting. Wolfe’s followers Like his chronicle of his own dailiness. They Like his sable-stubbled, off-center beauty. He’s both fabulous and obtainable, a regular guy with the volume turned up a little, the lights on full. He’s the handsome-ish man who’ll follow through, who’ll stick around, who sees it in you, that … ​youness that seems to escape the notice of others, or fails to hold their interest, over time.

Wolfe is fascinated by your gorgeousness of person. He’s thirtyish. He’s ready to commit. He doesn’t need to be the prettiest person in the room, though there’s nothing he can do about the fact that, more often than not, he’s the most magnetic. He emanates. And yet, he’s innocent of vanity. He’s hot for now—he benches two hundred, has no idea about the way water beads in his curls when he steps out of the shower, doesn’t clock the boys who clock his pecs and abs in the locker room—and nurtures no pre-regrets about the future, when he’ll be nearsighted, a few pounds overweight, a good doctor who attends faithfully to his patients while awaiting tonight with you, just you, which is all he desires, all he needs.

His followers Like it that he’s a pediatrician, one year to go on his residency, working at a community clinic. They Like that he lives in Brooklyn with his roommate, Lyla, and with Arlette, their recently adopted beagle-and-whatever mix. They Like the implication, never directly stated, that he’s had a few boyfriends who didn’t quite work out and that he’s waiting now to fall in love but is in no particular hurry about it. He is cheerfully virginal, for all the beds he’s been in and out of. It’s impossible to say how many of his followers are in love with him, how many of them are convinced that, were they to meet, they’d prove to be the person for whom Wolfe is so patiently waiting.

That’s a too-large question for this early in the morning, when Robbie still has to read more than a dozen essays by the members of his sixth-grade history class about how the Indigenous people may have felt when Columbus sailed in.

Thinking about Wolfe’s first post of the day, Robbie brews the coffee, pops a Paxil and an Adderall, pauses to orient himself under the square of brightening gray sky that shines through the kitchen skylight, a jerry-built addition on the part of some previous resident. It does admit more light into the attic apartment, but it also leaks, despite every effort to seal it. Even now a single droplet of water, bright as the sky itself, trembles at the skylight’s lower left-hand corner. Dew, condensation, whatever. It hasn’t rained in weeks.

The whole apartment is subject to incursions by water: the bathroom faucet that will not stop dripping; the line of dark inundation that collects, even in the lightest of rains, on the floor under the sliding glass door, which offers access to the fire escape and was surely the work of the same well-intended, if unskilled, former occupant. If Robbie were more prone to morbid romanticism, he might consider all this unstoppable seepage to be a vestige of the grief suffered by the attic’s original inhabitants, who would have been Irish girls come to America in flight from the famine only to find themselves vying for jobs as housemaids—girls who’d been sought after in Dublin, girls of whom it had been said, In another few years, she’ll have her pick. Girls who were now expected to be grateful for two damp rooms in the attic of a row house in Brooklyn.

Robbie is the latest in a line of people who, unlike the long-dead Irish girls, have considered this cramped, dank warren to be a lucky break. Which of his more recent predecessors was the optimist who, in an attempt to admit light, did not fully anticipate the rain and sleet of Brooklyn winters? Who else (it has to have been someone else) painted the place a murky orange-brown that’s been painted over in white but that remains, like the saddest possible haunting, on the bit of wall behind the cabinet under the kitchen sink. Did that denizen come before or after the one who punched the leaky skylight into the ceiling?

And now here’s Robbie, a schoolteacher who makes sixty grand and survives in a New York where you can’t rent anything livable for less than three thousand, minimum, a New York where, if you’re lucky, your sister bought the top two floors of a brownstone and offered you the attic for less than she pays on the mortgage.

You’re lucky until your luck expires. You’re lucky until your sister wants the apartment back.

It’s time for you to create your own luck, then.

The Adderall is kicking in, which is fortunate, given that last night Robbie watched five episodes of Fleabag instead of reading the remaining essays, still piled on the kitchen table.

He’s able to put off reading the essays because the school is closed for a few hours this morning while its walls are tested for asbestos. It’s widely held that the asbestos was removed from the walls more than twenty years ago, but someone recently noticed that any record of the removal seems to be missing from the files, along with all other records of the year 1998, and so a team of people in what Robbie imagines to be hazmat suits are drilling into the walls for asbestos that probably isn’t there, unless the walls were not really checked—unless the “missing” records never existed in the first place, and everyone has merely assumed it was taken care of.

As Robbie takes an essay from the top of the stack, he does his best to delay worrying about whether he and his students have been sucking invisible black fishhooks into their lungs every Monday through Friday.

He’s picked up Sonia Thomas’s essay. Sonia is a contemplative red-haired girl whose tale of having been adopted from Romania at the age of seven is, apparently, fictitious, offered as the story of her origin for reasons no one comprehends and no one has yet inquired about.

Her essay’s opening line: “We thought that that man in the big boat was bringing us magic.”

Robbie puts the essay down. He’s not ready yet. He considers eating a Cheeto. He’s struck by that which he, which most people, know already: there must be some intricate series of barely visible connections, a subterranean network that connects those ships appearing on the horizon to slave auctions, to Lewis and Clark first beholding the Missouri River, the War to End All Wars, the Chicago World’s Fair, the Depression and the New Deal, another war, the rocket belts we were supposed to be wearing by now, random shootings in supposedly undangerous places (schools and movie theaters, village greens, the list goes on) as people die trying to cross a border into a land where they hope they’ll be able to be servants or gardeners, as ever more inhabitable planets show up at unfathomable distances, as Robbie himself worries over losing the apartment that once imprisoned those long-dead Irish girls.

He hopes neither his nor Sonia’s lungs are studded with microscopic carcinogenic hooks. He wonders if he should try getting back with Oliver. He wonders if he’s brought about his own doom by teaching in a zero-budget public school where it’s all too possible that tests for asbestos were never really conducted. He wonders if turning down medical school was a mistake, after all. He wonders if he should reconsider some of the apartments he’s seen already. What about the one-bedroom in Bushwick, which had high ceilings but only that single porthole of a window? Was he too hasty in rejecting the “mini-loft” (so advertised) because it shared a bathroom with the mini-loft next door?

Maybe Wolfe needs to embark on some kind of adventure. Get away for a while, hit the road. Wolfe lives, after all, at the eastern edge of a vast continent host to farmhouses afloat on seas of corn, to mountains and forests and all-night diners where someone will call you honey as they refill your coffee mug. His followers must want him to go out into all that. Some of them, at least, must want to know that he’s out there, in motion. He might cross paths with you. You might prove to be the one he’s been waiting for, all this time.

Who isn’t hoping for a magician to arrive on their shore?




When Robbie starts downstairs, from his place to Isabel and Dan’s, he finds Isabel on the stairs, sitting with her knees pressed together and her arms wrapped around her knees, as if to make the smallest possible package of herself.

“Good morning,” he says. From two treads above, the top of her head is her most prominent feature. Her hair is still sleep-tangled, the part gone ragged, showing white zigzags of scalp.

Robbie and Isabel do not much resemble each other. Isabel inherited their mother’s bright gray eyes under heavy brows, along with her bony jut of nose, which, in Isabel, is at commanding odds with the pugilistic jaw inherited from neither parent. She learned early on that if so-called beauty resided precariously in her, ferocity would do instead. I will be sought after, I will have boyfriends, I’ll be president of the senior class. She has, for as long as Robbie can remember, laid claim to her own singularity simply because she looks so unapologetically like herself.

In Robbie, their mother’s raptorish features—her aspect of a falcon transformed into a woman, someone watchful and hard-bargaining—were leavened by their father’s Anglo-Irish symmetry: his modesty of nose and chin, his milk-chocolate-colored eyes, his undangerous affability.

In high school Isabel cut like a blade through the foolishness of others, the jocks and the homecoming queens. Robbie was the less robust, the one with the delicate heart. There were the glasses he wore from the age of five (he’d rather not dwell on those baby-blue contacts he wore for a year, at twenty). Robbie was always pensive and inward (thanks, Mom, for calling it “brooding,” like Heathcliff, even if you intended to imply that Robbie was no Heathcliff and should start making more efforts in that general direction). Robbie was cripplingly aware of the insults that were genuinely intended by others and, worse, the insults he could imagine but was unable to hear. Robbie wanted desperately to be loved, which, as he sees in retrospect, was an effective method for guaranteeing that love would be almost universally withheld by everyone except the members of his family.

“Good morning,” Isabel says.

“Here it is. Morning.”

“How are the Columbus essays going?”

“So far, there are six who think of him as a vicious invader, three who think he invented America, and that that was a good idea. One from a kid who seems to think the assignment was about what Columbus was wearing.”

“What was he wearing?”

“Some kind of robe. And what sounds like a tiara on his head.”

“Nice.”

“It is. And yet.”

“And yet.”

“Lately I’ve been thinking about how much longer I can do this. I mean, I’ve been feeling more exhausted by it all. You have no idea what it’s like to be in a room with them, every day.”

“I know this. You know I know this, right?”

“Yeah, sure. But. Even the past week or two—”

She says, “I have to ask. Are you extra exhausted because you’re moving out?”

“I’m going to ask you one more time not to feel guilty about this.”

“Are you sorry about medical school?”

“No. I’m not sorry about med school,” he says. “And really, almost every other teacher seems to wish they’d done something else. Except Myrna.”

“Who’s unqualified to teach. Or, I suppose, do much of anything.”

“She should at least get a new wig.”

Isabel says, “I’ve been thinking more about Dad lately. Whatever Dr. Meer says about how he’s doing.”

“Well, yeah, Dr. Meer—”

“Did Dad tell you Dr. Meer mentioned taking a trip to Lourdes? Like, why not take a shot at miraculous intervention.”

“Which would probably be about as good a shot as Dr. Meer. Did you happen to notice that all the magazines in his waiting room are at least a year old? Did you notice the bowl of candy corn? From Halloween?”

“This is serious,” she says. “Do you think you could take it seriously?”

“Do you think I’m not taking it seriously?”

“No,” she says. “I know you are. Is there really a bowl of candy corn in his office? Maybe I’ve just refused to notice it.”

“Listen.”

“I’m listening. I’m absolutely listening.”

“I didn’t not go to med school because Dad wanted me to,” he says. “I would not be the better doctor who could take care of him now. Isn’t that a long-established fact?”

“You know how I feel about facts.”

“And maybe going to Lourdes isn’t the worst idea. It’d get Dad out of the house.”

“I saw an owl this morning,” she says. “In the tree.”

“The shitty tree in front of the building?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Not possible.”

“There are owls in Central Park.”

“That’s Central Park,” he says.

“All right. I dreamt that I saw an owl this morning. Did you post anything for Wolfe yet?”

Wolfe is, in a sense, an adult incarnation of the older brother the two of them made up when they were children—the big brother who defended them, who feared nothing and no one, who knew the languages of animals.

Isabel and Robbie called their imaginary brother Wolf. Robbie has never confessed that until he was six, he’d thought the boy’s name was Woof.

“Not yet,” he says. “I’m too deep in Christopher Columbus.”

“I like the idea of Columbus in a tiara.”

Robbie sits beside her on the third tread. He’s aware of her morning scent, pre-shower. A melony freshness, a hint of old flowers. They grew up with each other’s essences, but it’s been a while since Robbie has caught her so early, unwashed. He can’t help inhaling.

He says, “I’m looking at a place in Washington Heights this afternoon. It seems there’s a view of the river.”

“It’d be nice to have a view of the river. As opposed to the shitty tree and the Shoe Hospital.”

“I should have done this a while ago.”

She says, “Last night, Violet asked me what Nathan’s penis is for.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That boys are different.”

“Did that answer the question?”

“No. She was asking about its actual purpose.”

“That’s our girl. Five years old, and she’s ready for the facts.”

“Let’s say it was a reminder that they’re way too old to be sharing a room. I don’t know how Dan and I let it go this long. We’re such shitty parents.”

“No. You’re parents who’ve only got two bedrooms.”

“I keep thinking about that house in the country we were going to buy,” she says.

“We were kids.”

“We were going to have a dozen rooms, and a vegetable garden, and three or four dogs.”

“That was Ms. Manley’s idea,” he says. “You got it from her, and I got it from you.”

“She was the best fifth-grade teacher. Every child should have a hippie teacher.”

“With a romantic relationship to reality.”

“But people do move to the country. There are all those houses up there, at what I hear are reasonable prices.”

“And the next-nearest gay person would be, like, thirty miles away.”

“I’m sorry about Oliver.”

“Oliver would never have wanted to move to the country.”

Isabel says, “Why don’t we give Wolfe a house upstate?”

“I don’t know. Do we want that, for him?”

“Why not? He works so hard.”

“He’s needed by the children at the clinic.”

Isabel punches Robbie’s shoulder, playfully, as she’s been doing since … ​he can’t remember a time she wasn’t doing it. It is, has always been, a comradely gesture, but it is (has always been) delivered with sufficient force to be fleetingly painful, to suggest that camaraderie can contain an implication of rage.

She says, “I can’t believe you have him taking care of sick children.”

“He doesn’t dwell on it. He hardly ever even mentions it.”

“You would have been a good doctor.”

“Hey,” he says, “it’s not as if I’m a bad teacher. I’m just having one of those mornings. I blame it on Christopher Columbus.”

“You didn’t want to go to medical school. You didn’t start teaching elementary school only to spite Dad.”

“Then again, who doesn’t like the simpler story?”

“Do you think Wolfe gets along with his father?” she says.

“Wolfe is just some postings on Instagram. We’re making him up as we go along. He’s not a person. He’s barely even the idea of a person.”

“Am I getting bossy?”

“Maybe slightly.”

“Remember when I ate your whole birthday cake?”

“You were four. I was two. I don’t even remember this.”

“Mom told the story about a hundred times. It was the official house story about what we were like when we were kids.”

“Why are you thinking about this now?”

“I guess because I’m someone who eats other people’s birthday cakes. I’m evicting my brother. Things at work get stupider and stupider, and I go along with it.”

“How stupid is it right now?”

“Today I have to talk Derrick out of reshooting the Astoria piece, on zero budget. And there are some kind of rumblings about the queer families story. Which have yet to be revealed.”

“How about if I go down and check on Dan and the kids?”

“Would you? I wouldn’t mind a few more minutes alone here. There’s this neither-here-nor-there thing about sitting on the stairs.”

“Everything will be okay.”

“Yes. Absolutely. Everything will be okay.”




Isabel and Dan’s apartment was almost half finished when the children arrived and set about undoing it. Before Nathan was born—more than a year sooner than planned—Isabel and Dan had had the time and money to paint the living room walls an opalescent gray, to refinish the floors from glossy oak to an ebony-tinged matte brown so dark it verges on black, to buy the Italian armchair and the impeccably weathered nineteenth-century bookcases that had found their way to Brooklyn from Buenos Aires. But Nathan’s birth put a halt to renovations, and before Nathan turned five—when his destructive capabilities finally seemed containable, when Isabel and Dan had started shopping for new sofas and lamps—Violet’s conception deferred, for at least the next few years, any purchase of any consequence.

And so Isabel and Dan and the kids still live in the too-small apartment that was intended to be temporary, their starter apartment before real estate prices went into the stratosphere, before Dan and Isabel’s idea about eventually buying the ground-floor apartment was forestalled by the impossibly long lives of the ancient twins who’d lived there since before World War II and was then canceled outright when the twins were removed to assisted living and the ground-floor apartment sold immediately to someone who arrived with a suitcase filled with a million and a half in cash, so his son would have a place to stay during the summers, when he came home from Yale.

The living room in which Isabel and Dan still live remains suspended in its neither-here-nor-there condition. Here, still, is the mocha-colored sofa Isabel bought from a thrift shop, years ago. Here is the patchy Guatemalan rug from Dan’s old place on Avenue B, and the massive “Spanish-style” coffee table, like a pirate ship moored in the middle of the room, given by Isabel and Robbie’s father in a fit of what he called downsizing after their mother died but which has proven, over time, to mean that he merely intends to live in an ongoing state of mourning, with fewer furnishings and brighter lights. He has not, since he became a widower, bought a lightbulb less than 75 watts, as if he needs the brightest possible light in order to properly see his own solitude.

Isabel and Robbie should call him; it’s been a while.

In the living room, Robbie searches for an image from Wolfe’s folder (#wolfe_man).

Wolfe is not some hyperbolic, studly fantasy. Wolfe’s decently handsome, dark-eyed face is that of a stranger lifted from Depositphotos. His roommate, Lyla, is, in reality, an effortlessly fashionable Black woman whose Instagram name is Galatea2.2. His apartment is an amalgam of three different places. His dog was recently adopted from a shelter by someone called Inezhere.

Robbie hopes he’s not doing harm, not only by pilfering the posted photos of strangers (he’s amazed that he hasn’t gotten caught yet) but by rearranging them into someone who doesn’t exist. Or, rather, who exists as a garnering of other people’s specifics.

The Frankenstein association is inevitable.

Wolfe, however, is the idea of a person, not a violation of formerly living tissue. He’s not going to come to life mortified, lost, desperate for connection. He’s not going to drift away on an iceberg into a frigid sea. He’s a fantasy—a sweet and relatively minor one—shared (as it turns out) by 3,407 others.

There can’t be any harm in that, can there?

Robbie chooses a photo, sends off today’s first post:


Image: A field in Vermont, or possibly New Hampshire. Photos like this are easy to find. Robbie’s got a half dozen or more in the folder already. This one depicts an expanse of blindingly green grass presided over by a tree sprouting thumbnail-sized white blossoms. In the foreground, the upper right-hand corner of the side mirror of the car from which somebody called Horsefeather took the photograph. It must be from another year, it’s too early for this much greenness and blossoming so far north, but Robbie doesn’t worry about verisimilitude. Wolfe is a fictitious person who lives in a fictitious world of shifting time and precarious seasons. His followers seem not to notice, or to mind. Robbie, in collecting images for Wolfe, must have anticipated some pastoral release for him, liberation from his own happiness, even if the scenes of his escape are not always technically possible.

Caption: Road trip! One day only. It’s all crazy with spring here couldn’t miss that.



It’s greeted immediately with eleven Likes.




Dan stands at the kitchen counter, cracking an egg into a bowl. He is, as always, true to type: the former rock and roller as portly, magisterial forty-year-old, a missing figure in art. The Greeks favored muscular middle age for men, warriors grown all the more formidable as they aged. It seems, after that, that the depiction of middle-aged men skipped the intervening centuries (even Michelangelo preferred younger guys) and went directly from their heroic Greek incarnations to the rancid pink man-cakes of Francis Bacon.

A figure like Dan is missing from the collective agreement about male comeliness: the guy grown stocky and slightly, voluptuously soft, a figure more devoted to affection than to fighting, more troubled by systems and savings than the gladiatorial ring; a man taking his first steps in the general direction of mortality, which, as far as Robbie is concerned, requires more fortitude than the conviction that, with enough exercise and cosmetic work, you can keep looking like you’re thirty-eight until your eightieth birthday.

Dan wears gray sweatpants and an ancient Ramones T-shirt. A circle of unconcealed scalp offers itself from the back of his platinum head—peroxide is his only remaining insistence on his former life. Who could blame him for wanting to retain a vestige of his youthful magnificence? How does anyone recover from having looked, at age twenty, like a seraph out of Botticelli?

Dan’s hair aside, though, he’s grown dutiful, prone to unwavering devotions. He’s had the anger
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