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			Dear K,

			What if?

			“Εγώ ο θάνατος.

			Εγώ η μνήμη, ανήμερη.

			Εγώ η θύμηση της τρυφεράδας του χεριού σου,

			εγώ ο καημός της χαλασμένης μας ζωής.”

			“I, death.

			I, memory, savage.

			I, the memory of the tenderness of your hands,

			I, the sorrow of our ruined life.”

			—Marina (Rena Hadzidakis)

			“State of Siege”

			To

			Love

			Like

			Venus
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			She still had some time before meeting him. Alita busied herself wandering the museum’s classical wing. This section of the Metropolitan Museum of Art—really, all artifacts of the Greco-Roman world depicting human bodies—had a haunting quality Alita was never able to shake, on account of long-ago words from her mother. During a childhood visit to this museum Alita had asked her about the statues’ origins, a sensible question for a little girl immersed in a hall of endless, naked stone bodies. Her mother answered this way: Statues are people who have died. Perhaps her phrasing worked for adult ears. But not so for a child. What Alita’s child ears heard, her mother speaking like the tongue of the priestess Pythia (sparse in words but full of story) was: When you died, your skin calcified into stone, you were displayed naked with floodlights, exposed and exhibited in a mansion of stone death, a mute spectacle to a passing parade of people. You were worshipped but not touched, and you yourself could no longer feel. Worse yet, this condition was something that could be shared: If you felt the coldness of the stone of the statue—if you touched the stone of anything that the statue was pedestaled upon and felt its coolness—you would become a statue, too. Alita actively avoided touching her skin to the museum’s stone walls, its stone stairs. Alita did not want to become a statue.

			The statues on display depicted young adult bodies in their aesthetic and reproductive prime. Males had chiseled muscles incongruously paired with adolescent-sized pubic patches—the sexual tastes of ancient Greece. Marble in the form of fleshy women, with orbed breasts and hair thick, curled, and full of life. Like Alita’s, now. She was that age, too. For vanity’s sake, sure, life could take her now, have her installed there in all her youthful glory. But she didn’t believe in such myths anymore, despite the uneasiness she still felt. And neither did her mother, for her mother denied ever telling her such a thing in the first place when Alita asked her in adulthood.

			She had one hour until meeting Jean. Calculating the time it took to walk across the park, plus the subway ride downtown (her device flashed the estimation): She had these twenty-five minutes to spare. What would she tell Jean? This was less a question than what he’d tell her, and, even more, why she felt compelled to meet him.

			The statue she stopped in front of was a Venus derivative, part of a special exhibit on loan from Greece and at the Met for a limited time. The head was lopped off, as were the arms and much of the legs, leaving just the vital torso, pubic area, and thighs. Whether a barbaric act of vandalism against the female pagan or a natural consequence of being weathered by time, the divine female was reduced to a triangle. But what a delightful triangle it was, partially robed in a sheer chiton draped over the breasts, erect nipples, a stomach that announced itself by the contour of the omphalos. Then: the delta.

			Here was where Alita’s thoughts left her. She was not so much visiting the museum as finding a place to park her physical body while the rest of her drifted through the netherworlds of calculated, adult decision-making—in her, often in the guise of dreaming. But a body she did have, even if she denied it at the moment, and she ought to have noticed that while she wished to penetrate the embodiment of love—the puzzle she was trying to crack at this moment—the statue’s chiton actually crisscrossed in straps against the chest, separating the breasts into two compartments, more military badges than free-floating orbs inviting human hands to caress or mouths to suckle. This was Alita’s grave, mortal mistake: to assign to the body flesh rituals that also opened her heart to men, when really, she was born under a different star, constructed for a life where men were but tools in a military game, not something to give enamored permission to mount her.

			The Romans merged sexual allure with the victories of violence, and all might have been well, and would have been well for Alita, if women were worshipped in this complete way. Forgotten, too, was how the gods inhabit epithets, as well as possess claims to their own exclusive children.

			Alita looked up at the museum clock, wondered where the twenty-five minutes went, and set out to meet Jean.

			…

			He had chosen the closest thing left to a tavern. Its occupants were not neighborhood staples—New York with its tenants of tourists. But the place had a healthy selection of drafts and did not stock exotic ingredients for prissy cocktails. Food was an afterthought. The grand exception to its lack of modernity was its bathrooms. Here, the establishment committed the indecent act of having dimmed lights, black-tiled walls, and a black toilet bowl, masking every public-bathroom sin committed and thwarting the savviest detective skills of anyone with a sense of hygiene, even Alita.

			Alita told the hostess that she was meeting someone, then scanned the room to find him. He was not reliable in carrying his device, so she didn’t bother to ask hers whether he was there. But he stood out among the twentysomething crowd, with his telltale salt-and-pepper hair and the violent jerk his body made on occasion, the legacy of a bad drug trip in another life. Then there was the way his face lit up when he saw her.

			“Hello, Jean,” she said, approaching the table. “It’s been a while.”

			He smiled, rising from his seat. “There you are, you little whore.”

			He hugged her. After a moment, she pulled away and sat down.

			“It’s good to see you, even in this gloomy place.” She laid her purse on her lap.

			“You don’t go out enough.” His smile was still there. “You look great. Really turned into the looker we said you would.”

			Alita’s eyes scanned the brief menu that had popped up on her device.

			“What can I get you two?” a waitress asked.

			Alita wasn’t sure how long she had been standing there. Not many places had waiters anymore. To be social, Alita ordered a beer, then waited to hear Jean’s customary order of seltzer and lime.

			“House red.”

			Alita looked up. “Jean, you don’t drink.”

			The waitress turned around and walked back to the bar.

			“Just a few sips. Doc said it does the heart good.”

			Alita crossed her arms against her chest. “And you gave him your full history when that came up?”

			“She didn’t ask.”

			Alita let it go.

			“So . . .” he began. “This guy . . .”

			“Him.”

			“Did you sleep with him yet?”

			She lowered her eyes to the floor. “No.”

			“What the hell is wrong with you?” Alita felt his annoyance leap across the table. “You’re not a virgin anymore. Put out.”

			Alita rolled her eyes, her finger tapping her left arm. “I was planning on getting to it this weekend. Today’s Friday. Don’t you believe in courtship?”

			“So, you came to ask my permission?” He leaned toward her, clasping his hands on the table.

			She was wrong to have come.

			“Go ahead. Bang his brains out.”

			“That’s not why I’m meeting you,” she said curtly. “I don’t need that from you. Anymore. I just wanted you to know about him.” She looked away.

			He leaned back again in his seat. “He sounds wonderful. Not like those young schmucks. What did you ever see in them?”

			Alita smiled, now leaning her body across the table, toward Jean. “Firm, strong, youthful bodies,” she answered. “Ravenous appetites.” She watched his eyes move to the glass of wine arriving at the table. Alita thought to change the subject. “How’s retirement?”

			Jean laughed, and at once the mood changed. “Splendid. Took a trip to Moscow. Dear God, they have superb prostitutes.”

			“Marvelous. I’m sure they’re great anywhere.”

			“Except . . . one thing bothered me.”

			“What?” Alita asked, looking up as she sipped through the beer’s froth.

			“They wouldn’t take my money. They wanted me to—get this—buy them shoes.”

			“Shoe shopping?”

			“Yeah. Shoes! Take my money, dammit. Don’t make me help you look sassy for your next damn john.”

			“Perhaps it’s the larger picture. Not just the money. The company.”

			He shrugged.

			“Kind of like how you like to invite me—”

			But he didn’t let her finish. “My doctor started me on Viagra.”

			“You, with the heart condition? Great doc.”

			“It’s okay if I take it once in a while.”

			“Like the wine?” She gestured toward his glass, half empty.

			“Yes,” he answered, clutching the goblet.

			The image was misplaced. And how sternly he had answered her, as if to remind her of her place. But he had no power over her place anymore, she reminded herself. She was a grown woman now.

			“Except,” Alita continued. “That, too, doesn’t take into consideration the whole picture.”

			“Death is no joke,” he offered, his arm outstretched and dangling from the top rail of the chair. He had an old-fashioned silver watch on (the kind with a dial and real metal hands), the hairs of his arm tucked beneath its band. “I’m not denying that. Been there twice, saw the River Styx.”

			“You’ve told me that story already. Don’t repeat.”

			“Worth repeating. Anyway, with Viagra I can—”

			“I’ve seen the commercials. Jean . . .”

			“Will you please stop calling me by my name?”

			“Only if you start calling me by mine.”

			They stared at each other, neither responding to the spar.

			She had had enough. The game was old, she had no use for it now, there were no lessons to extract, reconnaissance notes to take from the great enemy. Except one—perhaps the reason she came, despite how profoundly stupid it would be to trust anything coming from this source in that regard, and despite her having picked up the smallest hints that his life was spiraling out of control and sliding away from hers. He had confirmed this to her now, at the table. Maybe she really did come seeking permission.

			“In all your stories,” Alita pressed. Because now, why not simply ask? “Do you know what’s missing?”

			“Besides the obvious?”

			“Love.”

			His response was quick. “A story your ovaries invented to trick you into spreading your legs for motherhood. Come, darling. You’re grown up now.”

			“Jean!” Alita slapped the table hard.

			“What?” He looked into a corner of the room, speaking to the air. “It’s too late for me. Numbed by the years, and probably the numbers.” His eyes returned to her. He raised his finger, shaky with a slight tremor, and pointed straight at her face. “You’re young. You find it, you hold on to it. Tight.” He leaned back in his chair as his body succumbed to a soft, involuntary jerk. She had gotten so used to them, it was just a part of him.

			Alita leaned back in her chair, too, considering if she was really there. Had she heard right? He’d acknowledged that love existed. It had utility. It was not a myth, or a guise, but an integral part of life. “We’ve been having this argument for years. Now you say this to me? What’s changed?”

			“The years are adding up. And I finally realized you aren’t going to sleep with me.”

			It had been a ten-year card game, and now the cards were laid out across the table. His cards, to which she ascribed more of a universal tarotlike quality than a simple paper game of jostling mathematics. She had told Jean about him. She gained a sense of peace. It seemed that they were done. If that were true, it meant she had grown up, was in control over her own life, and was of the age so worshipped and on display at the museum. But alive.

			Alita looked up at the clock behind the bar—another relic. “I have to go.” She stood up, resting her purse on the table. “He’s waiting for me.” She opened the purse and began to pull out her device to pay.

			“Keep it, darling,” Jean said, waving his hand. “It was my pleasure.”

			“Money well spent.”

			“Sleep with him.”

			“I will, Jean. But not for the reasons you would.” She leaned in and pecked his cheek.

			“Here,” he said before she walked away. “Bought you these.” He rustled a black, compostable deli bag that had been sitting on the floor beside his chair. From it, he pulled out a bouquet of white daisies and handed them to her.

			She looked at them, then him.

			“You know I love you, right?” he asked her.

			“Yes, Jean. I do.”

			Alita left Jean with his drink, turning away to walk into what had become the summer night. It would be the last time she would see him—the color of the flowers told her that. As did their conversation. Now she knew fully what she had to do.

			2

			Alita Melusine stole my son from me on a balmy summer night. I’d always told him to find a woman like the sister he never had, and what does he do but bring home Ishtar. All those years of good studies, the best schools . . . he might complain how I took him from his friends when we moved to a better school district, but a mother does what is best for her son. Of course I noticed which girls were giving him the eye. Friends are one thing.

			Family! Family comes first, blood, and not the antagonist who stirs the hormones. Family is where your allegiance should be, good son. But after all the years he spent following the track I set up for him, the vixen trapped him. She’s a beauty, no doubt—the most lethal of nature’s creatures are. Of all the horrible qualities I attribute to her, it is her mouth that is most abominable. She has no shame in opening it, as I’m sure it is with the other end, too. It is the problem of these New York women, I warned him . . . Get a wife like a sister! Educated, but knowing that her place is by the side of her husband, leading the household. Educated to show she is a professional, sophisticated enough to snag a husband of the upper class, catch his eye while studying in the university library. But to open her mouth? And this one, I hear, strays in the clubs.

			Oh, I know the art of seduction as well—but it has a far different goal than of that Ishtar. To think that, when in the throes of my objection, when she traveled from Babylon with Kaveh to visit me, the wench actually said to me: Would you rather I wear a burlap sack? Her words betray all the disrespect and contempt she has for me.

			Did Kaveh leave her then, when she said this to me? Did he rip at her clothes, tear them into rags to shame her? I would have even tolerated it if he had raised a hand to her—I AM HIS MOTHER—how could he choose her over me? She poisoned his mind. The only explanation as to how a son so obedient all his life, who tended to my every wish and moment of crisis, could suddenly, upon landing in New York, abandon his family for something he could easily relieve himself of with a prostitute. Instead, he called me that balmy summer night to say he was in love.

			3

			In the two weeks that followed their meeting in the tavern, Alita didn’t answer Jean’s voice calls. She let her device pick up, stood still when the beep allowed him to speak, and listened. Her device never allotted him enough time to finish; he left his words for her to listen to as a deposited, one-sided, and unfinished conversation.

			The frequency of the calls and the length of the messages told Alita he was on some type of manic high. His words confirmed this. Things about “call girls.” He mentioned a Russian again. Did he bring her over, or was she local? He continued on with absurd requests for Alita to help house one of them, just for a while. In one message, he praised Alita’s foresight—this message, Alita saved—detailing how his doctor echoed her concern about mixing the Chinese herbs he was taking with the cocktail of heart meds and Viagra. She believed, or chose to remember it this way, that his last message to her ended with: You were right.

			There were many reasons Alita didn’t answer his calls. She could feel these reasons fluttering inside her, angry, but mostly it was that she didn’t want to tell him how her night with Kaveh had gone. How a man, when in love, replaces anonymous groans with the syllables of your name. Alita had felt like a long-awaited promise finally delivered to him. For the occasion, she had purchased a cream-colored negligee; her visit to the museum had left an impression. Though, later, she’d learn that he had other preferences.

			The night before the act, Alita had dreamed of her bedroom adorned with glass pillar candles outlining the perimeter of its walls, an audience of souls waiting behind them for the consummation of the relationship. Jean would likely laugh at the fantasy of her psyche and say a lay is a lay, not some spiritual experience. She didn’t want to share that moment with him more than she already had by mentioning Kaveh even existed.

			But amid the anger, the protectiveness she felt toward this new relationship stirred a somberness. It was the real reason Alita had not answered Jean’s calls: She wanted to remember him as she’d left him. Offering her white daisies with a smile. The words I love you. There didn’t seem a more peaceful way to say goodbye to someone meaningful, forever.

			She’d dreamed of him soon after those flowers. Clutching his chest in his bed, the walls of his room splattered with his blood. It was a violent death, all that blood, but it had erupted from inside of him. She cried when she woke up, and in a few weeks her device beeped with the news.

			…

			Alita gazed into the mirror, wondering what to add next. Pencil lines of onyx framed her eyes. Her eyelids gleamed with gold. Her matted eyelashes were the splayed feathers of a peacock’s tail. Her lips, of course, were glossed, a modest pink for both Jean’s memorial service, which she’d attend in the early afternoon, and then the dinner arranged to meet Kaveh’s mother. Two birds with one stone, and the occasions weren’t all too different in mood.

			For Jean, she would not be among the crowd adding testimony to his unique mark on life. There were no public words she wished to summon that would truthfully categorize what and who they were to each other. She’d listen, mentally add the testimonies to his never-ending chapters, perhaps one day process them to complete his personhood. Just as she’d do with Claire, because all signs were pointing to a tumultuous relationship.

			When Kaveh expressed his desire to introduce her to his mother, Alita was silent. She gazed at the fine cup of his steaming macchiato, his gentle hand softly cupping it, as it had her breast the night before. She took in his sweet, content smile. His handsome face. A still life of bloomed and realized love. And the fantasy that she could ever have anything to do with his family, the solitary mother.

			Alita gazed past the froth and foam covering the tiny brown sea of his coffee, a second shot after a long night of tender lovemaking. She knew that at the bottom lay fine grains of sugar, and a final gulp would strip this sweetness away to bare the cold, white bone of porcelain.

			He drank the last of his drink.

			“I would be delighted to meet her,” Alita lied. “But only if you understand one thing.”

			“What’s that?” he asked, still smiling.

			She felt pity for the world she would soon destroy. But only for him. “From what you tell me of her, I want you to consider that she might not like me. That we—she and I, that is—might not get along.”

			He laughed, his hand combing through his thick raven hair. She could envision him when it turned a distinguished salt-and-pepper. How handsome he’d look in a blue sports coat, a work shirt without a tie.

			“Utter nonsense,” he replied. “She is the sweetest, most loving mother I could ask for. Whoever I love, she would love, too.” He reached out and squeezed Alita’s hand. It was the first time he admitted it to her so directly. Used those words: what he felt for her, what he had always felt toward her when they were strangers in college, what Alita had known for years and smiled about as she enjoyed her life without reflecting the attention back to him. Until now.

			The core of his beauty lay in his absolute optimism. A gentle soul rooted in the security of faith. To Alita, it was his Achilles heel, but who was she to say that her upside-down outlook on life was any better? The contrast intrigued her.

			“I have had friendly bonds with many mothers of sons I’ve been in relationships with. Even the most wretched, undeserving ones. Somehow, I feel things will be different with us . . .”

			Finally, a cloud over his sunny demeanor. But not for the reasons Alita expected.

			“When you speak of others . . .” his voice trailed. He took a moment to forge his words. “It never really bothered me before to hear about a girlfriend’s past. About previous lovers. I’ve never felt this before with another woman. When you speak of your past, I feel . . .” He paused again. “Jealous.”

			Alita’s heart fluttered. His previous words—love with a direction toward her—had only stirred her attention, raised an eyebrow at their blunt disclosure. This was something else.

			“You’ve never felt jealousy before?”

			“Never.”

			It was now Alita’s face that beamed. Her lips parted in a satisfied smile. “Then you really do love me.” And moreover, she had the satisfaction that his heart was hers, she the template that all else would follow. He’d be a mirror to her, fixed on the moment when love was fresh, declared, and in the lovely image of her youth.

			…

			For both occasions—a funeral and meeting a potential de facto mother-in-law—it had made sense that Alita chose a black knee-length dress, pinstriped in red and white to break the mood. But here was where she made her first move, a middle finger to expectation and a declaration of selfhood: She had complemented the knee-length dress with black fishnets and open-toed shoes that showed off devil-red, polished toenails that a man on the train ride would tell her begged to be sucked. She wore a belt to highlight her hips. She left the top two buttons of her dress unfastened. Alita would remember the buttons for a long time after.

			Because shortly after meeting Claire, after receiving a bucket of tears welcoming “her new daughter,” Alita would feel the cold, bony fingers of her not-yet-or-ever mother-in-law reaching for what Alita first thought was her throat but turned out to be the buttons of her dress, which she fastened closed, up to Alita’s neck, with a smile suggesting she should be thanked for the gesture. Jean probably had more warmth for Alita, dead and lying in a coffin, than Claire had, alive with a beating heart.

			…

			After kissing Kaveh good night—thanking him for sitting through a memorial service with her for a man he’d never met, and whose significance to Alita he would never understand—and after meeting Kaveh’s mother for the first time and having her expectations met, Alita opened her closet and pulled out a large duffel bag. She didn’t even bother changing her clothes. She grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and a hand towel from the bathroom, stuffing them into the bag as she walked hurriedly out the door, into the night. The city was alive, dusk being its dawn, with people hopping out of their caves to live personae repressed by the machinations of existing as the ones and zeros of a capitalistic society structured around algorithms.

			She got off the train in Chelsea and walked the long, swank, postindustrial post–housing-projects avenues, toward the black box on a corner by the highway, a reincarnation of the once-­upon-a-time Rox.

			Everyone still called it that. Its legacy on the block ran deep. Nobody knew the club’s real name, and the new owners seemed to work this well by making sure its throwback pink-neon sign was minuscule. Everyone dismissed the sign as a nostalgic Energizer Bunny advertisement, and not the real name of the building’s latest incarnation.

			“Alita . . . what up, girl?” the bouncer cooed as he untied the red rope to let her pass through. “Rocking the fishnets . . .”

			“And why you letting her in first,” she heard a woman’s voice call out from somewhere in the line.

			Actually, Alita was a regular, not a tourist on an excavation, an expedition to explore New York City’s ancient cultural history. Alita smiled; fishnets were a dime a dozen here. She walked the long tunneled ramp to pay her admission. There was a short line inside, which meant the system had to be down. She looked around to scan for familiar faces, regulars like her she’d seen for years but were still anonymous. A few she’d spotted at the memorial, but in keeping with the privacy they practiced at the rink, they had kept to themselves. A tall muscle-head walked up the ramp behind her, flanked by two blondes with horse-length hair and a vampire brunette. Not a hair on his arms or chest, and Alita gathered there wasn’t hair anywhere else on him, either, and here was where any possible attraction to him ended for her. She watched the receptionist wave him and his crew in. Alita stared at his own oversize duffel bag—all the dancers traveled with their own props—then watched him disappear to the back rooms, where she knew he’d finish coking up to numb his body to all the male hands that would later tug at his jockstrap, slip fingers into his thong—twenty for a feel, one hundred for digital penetration—­while in a drugged daze he’d gaze at his female cheerleading crew, who did everything to convince his psyche that he was still really heterosexual.

			The line suddenly became alive and snaked in toward the skating area. Alita voiced her device to wake up and instructed it to pay. A retro–carnival-like ticket flashed on her screen. She skipped the rental area and entered the arena of booming twentieth-­century disco music. Her entrance.

			She found a free bench, sat down, and opened her own duffel bag, its contents different from what the dancer carried. She pulled out her roller skates—the four-wheel boot-skate kind—and from inside them extracted a pair of white cotton peds. She slipped them on her feet. Holding the tongue of her skates—gold, like her eyes—she sank her feet in, making sure her socks didn’t bunch. She carefully tugged at the pink laces until her feet hurt, and with her polished fingernails tied a bow, then a knot. She threw her bag into a locker and hiked up her dress into a mini, freeing the movement of her thighs. She clicked her device onto her combat-style garter belt. She rolled herself toward the dance floor, feeling the wheels of her skates free themselves from the drag of carpet gravity as she launched onto the smooth wooden dance floor. In a basic stride, she joined the counterclockwise current of the skate circle to warm up and find her groove.

			There, in the music, she was lost. In a good way, another plane of existence that might as well have been outer space. It was as if, by moving continuously, she was free of the rules of the three-dimensional universe. No binary entries of “yes” and “no” or scales of one through ten, like the data analysis demands of her job. There, at work, she was as misplaced as anyone. Here, she could forget about Jean’s memorial service. She didn’t have to accept him as dead. No, he was alive to her still, especially as she skated. He was too full of life to be dead. She’d listened to mourner after mourner—women—their ages declining in succession, to the point that Alita had cringed in her seat, worrying what story would be shared, what line crossed. Jean’s daughter had ignored Alita, no doubt because why would she think Alita was any different than the line of dubious females who adorned his life? Did her father really simply wine and dine and theater Alita, send her care packages of condoms and ridiculous dental dams overseas, all this for a woman he wasn’t, well, at least fucking? Alita was used to accusatory eyes. They’d fallen on her all her life, even at despicable ages. Certainly anyone as beautiful as Alita couldn’t control herself.

			The music cleansed her of such reminders. The smooth movements of her skates had her flying through another realm. She’d need a few more rounds to completely unwind—there was the matter of Claire, Kaveh’s mother. Indeed, she was everything Alita had expected. Alita might have hated her job, but she was good at data analysis, at what pictures data points painted. Insecure, house-trapped, one of those women who make the mistake of believing you infinitely own what you push out of your pussy instead of settling for the rights of possession of those you welcome into it. No, there would be no love for Alita from her, and so no love from Alita. She could see it: The woman was so preoccupied with the thought of losing her son that any woman who dared take her place would be cast a villain.

			Alita let out a sigh. So far, it was not her problem. But she was aware that one day, it could be her problem. She shelved it for now.

			The DJ transitioned into George Michael, her cue to join the vogueing in the rink’s inner circle. She’d washed off enough of the day to claim her goddess.

			“There you go, Alita.”

			“Took you that long today, honey? You have a bad day?”

			“Skate it off, girl.”

			They were too new to the scene to have known Jean. His travels had long taken him from the skating scene.

			Alita smiled, pressed her right toe stop against the floor, and swirled around. Her mouth caught a lock of curls that had swiped down from across her eyes. She slithered her body down to a crouch and, digging her red-devil nails into the holes of her fishnets, caressed her thighs as her hips sauntered her body back up to the whistles of the crowd and the heart-thumping music.

			4

			Just because I birthed one doesn’t mean I’m blind to the faults of men. It was a man, my father, who allowed me to attend university to become an astrophysicist, and a man, my father, who took it all away. He’d caught on, one day, that I’d been sneaking into my brother’s room to read his comic books. How I loved them. His concern had been, of course, my own transgression, not the fact that my brother had black-market contraband, or the state repercussions of owning such vices. This was what led to my profession, though. My father reasoned, my mother told me, that submerging me into the world of astrophysics was a benign solution to my deficit: predilection toward fantasy, the stars and math equations an isolated place, secure from groping male hands that might stir the maladies of female hormones.

			A professional! That is what I am. What Kaveh is and what he comes from. What can be said about this Alita? Lies, of course, if you ask her. I don’t care about her degrees. She specializes in documenting the sins of sex! Why should I believe what Kaveh says of her family? She’s not as good as we are. And I called her mother to tell her so.

			The first planet I sought to study—to appease my father and show gratitude that he had made things right—was Venus. It was really the only choice I had. A planet free of men. Hot on account of the carbon dioxide, with a layered atmosphere that rains down sulfuric acid. It has an abundance of volcanoes, its surface alternating between mountains, flat valleys, and impact craters. The details of fracture vary: novae, arachnoids, coronae . . . but whether it be star, spiderweb, or depressed circle, the fact remains she’s hit by a lot in her lifespan, and her body shows it. If Earth is life-giving, then here is her wanton, barren twin sister. Choked, soiled, smelly from the waste products of a long-lost alien civilization she welcomed into herself, raining acid instead of the showers of flowery spring. Volatile in emotions and destroying anyone near her with molten lava. The one thing Venus gets right, I admit, is that she recycles her crust. Burns it all down and gives herself a makeover. Because a true woman doesn’t wear the scars of life on her face. Just as I do not admit the shame of my son to anyone, and put on a good face. How is Kaveh doing? Blazingly fine! The best! Such a girl he’s met you wouldn’t find in the flowers of Eden. We are the image we project, utmost and first.

			This Venusian totality I speak of, though, is the type of woman Alita is. And though we all have the ability to become like her, it is better to strive to be her sister Earth instead.

			My thesis was rejected on account of my theory of Venus’s alien civilization. My father turned red when the panel disclosed to him why they were not awarding me my doctorate. He blamed the comic books as fueling such fantasy. And in that instant, comic books went from being my gateway to a world outside the house to a fateful return back, locked at home. He was never able to keep me away from them because he never bothered to keep my brother from acquiring more. It could have been worse for him and his morals: I could have taken a liking to the girlie magazines my brother kept with them, too. I never said this.

			I may have been wrong about the alien civilization, but I am not wrong about Alita. What kind of woman comes wearing holes in her stockings, the type strippers wear, to meet her potential mother-in-law? Her dress wasn’t fooling anyone with its length. Her body oozed from every seam—the buttons she boldly left open. To meet me? She greeted me with a basket of honey from different parts of the world. It was an original gesture, curious. Granted, honey is a rarity nowadays, with the bees all dying out. I tried to let my mind focus on that and not her shamelessness.

			5

			Alita tapped her nails on the hologram that was her keyboard. The rim, so that her movements wouldn’t register. She’d gone through twenty or so surveys, and already the responses were beginning to illustrate their pattern in the predictable shape.

			Have you had sex in the past three months? Yes or no (binary). (If yes) Did you ever use a condom when having sex in the last three months? Yes or no (binary). (If yes) How often did you use a
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