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Dedication

For Edmund,

who always asks the right questions





Epigraph

I’m afraid you’ll have to take up art. Art is the only work open to people who can’t get along with others and still want to be special.

—Alasdair Gray, Lanark: A Life in Four Books
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One

I ENTERED THE YEAR OF MY DISGRACE AT ROCKAWAY BEACH. I WAS thirty-five and divorced for the worst reason, a reason that had imploded my career and the lives of pretty much everyone around me, a reason that had even made the newspapers. This was not good, especially for a reporter. The first thing they tell you when you begin your training is never to become the news.

Together, Joe and I had saved toward the down payment on a brownstone in Brooklyn, where we hubristically imagined we’d deposit three healthy, glowing kids. It was a brownstone that existed only in our minds: a spacious stoop on which to enjoy our morning coffees, tall windows and dramatic doorways, palatial ceilings with cornices. We’d get one for a song in Brownsville. We’d volunteer for local initiatives. We’d feel conflicted about gentrification. It was the ethically dubious New York transplant dream.

Then I embarrassed us both, irrevocably, on the world stage. We split the meager cash we’d accrued fifty-fifty, the same way it went in; avoided divorce courts; filed for a quickie separation. An entire world, painstakingly built by two people, ended with all the ceremony of a two-pump fuck.

Instead of taking my half of the cash and doing anything sensible with it, I’d gotten myself a mortgage on an ugly, salt-caked little place in a nondescript high-rise two blocks from the sea in Queens. On the fifth floor of six, I had a slice of an ocean view off to the left, only partially obscured by a down-at-the-heels bodega whose flashing sign perpetually announced GREAT BREKFEST. The floors creaked incessantly, and although a realtor had promised hardwood floors underneath smoke-laden, graying carpets, I hadn’t bothered to pull them up to check. The kitchen was small but functional; two bedrooms faced each other at the back, equally depressing, with once-white walls.

On the day I moved in, it was mid-February, peak season for winter depression and desolate self-pity. Nobody was on the beach, not even Lycra-clad joggers with branded water bottles or drug dealers who hadn’t yet graduated to blacked-out SUVs. I unpacked at sunset and pretended to myself that I liked it. Why wouldn’t I like it? A sliding door led out onto a worn, grimy rectangle of balcony that I soon realized blew sand and debris straight inside, with wind so freezing that it made me gasp. Below me, a pregnant woman passed by the building in a coat that made her look like she was being eaten by a caterpillar. She stopped at the corner of the street for a moment and put a protective hand over her huge belly. I rolled my eyes. Like, yeah, we get it, you had sex recently.

What if I leaned so far over the balcony I fell? I shook the flimsy-looking railing, with its half-peeled white paint, and it shuddered a little. Maybe it was structurally unsound. Maybe one day I’d balance myself on it to yell bitter insults at pregnant passersby, lose my footing, and plummet to the sidewalk below, smashing into a thousand red watermelon pieces. Everyone who currently hated me would have to come to the funeral, and in death I’d be absolved of my sins. People would leave trite messages on my social media pages: Gone too soon! Fly high, little bird! (A little insensitive for someone who ended their life in pieces at the bottom of a tall building, but still.) They’d memorialize my LinkedIn page. My mother’s small-town friends—the type who get a grief boner every time someone dies and gives them something to talk about over dinner—would send her flowers for weeks. She’d find a new spot for each bouquet and tell my sister the house had never looked better.

As I stood there contemplating the details of my own funeral with some satisfaction, another gust of wind displaced some papers on top of the unpacked boxes in the living room, and I decided today was too cold for my untimely demise. I braced my foot and pulled the stiff sliding door closed behind me.

My friend Ellie had promised to come over the next day and help me to screw the various parts of the easy-assembly bed together. There was no point trying on my own; I lacked a sense of coordination and couldn’t even ride a bike until I was seventeen. Ellie, on the other hand, was my pragmatic counterpart, the yin to my yang. She knew a Phillips screwdriver from a flathead and a fuckboy from a marriageable man—that’s why we’d stayed friends for so long. If I did meet my maker falling over the balcony while yelling insults at pregnant women, Ellie would turn up at the funeral and say something magnanimous yet unapologetically honest, like, “Natasha was my best friend and a shining star. And she died doing what she loved: making other people feel bad to avoid addressing her own insecurities.” The gathered masses would nod and agree, respectfully and mournfully, that I really should have done more therapy.

So, no bed frame tonight. I flipped my new mattress off the side of the bedroom wall where the movers had left it, grabbed a sheet from a box marked “Linens,” then pulled out a thin comforter my husband and I had never used because he hated it. It had an aggressively fecund-looking purple flower print. Now that I saw it through different eyes, removed from the joking context of my marriage—“Honestly, I love it!” I’d said to Joe as he went on a comedic rant about its demerits—I realized I hated it too.

My phone lit up with an incoming call while I was crouched by one corner of the mattress, attempting to pull the sheet taut. Mom. The only person who called me these days. I picked up and paced around the darkening apartment as I told her about how great the place seemed, how easy the move was, how well I was doing. She wanted to make sure I was still planning to visit. “So we can keep an eye on your mental health,” she reminded me brightly. I imagined her sitting in her living room in Nantucket, eyes on the deck, perhaps an early deer nibbling at the apple tree, a veritable Garden of Eden from which I had exiled myself.

“Yeah. I haven’t booked my flight yet, but I will.”

“How about you do it before you go to bed tonight?”

“I said I will.”

We talked about how I might decorate, where I’d put the big lamp and the small sofa. There weren’t many options. I’d brought her to see the apartment just after I’d put in the offer, and since I was already committed, she was uncharacteristically polite. Pinching her lips, she said, “Well, you could probably do something with it.” Then, “Maybe you can rent it out as a vacation spot later.” She’d minded her words but hadn’t bothered to disguise her tone.

After we’d exhausted the back-and-forth about furniture over the phone and I’d poured myself a suspiciously cloudy glass of water from the kitchen sink and announced I really was going to bed, she got around to saying what she really wanted to say. “Have you heard from him?”

“Which one?” I said, with a vague laugh.

A pause. “Your husband, Natasha, obviously.” She still referred to Joe in that austere way, as if she had a leg to stand on where relationships were concerned.

“No, I haven’t heard from Joe,” I said, conversationally de-husbanding him, and his name hung between us for a second like the crack of a whip.

“Don’t even tell me if you’ve heard from the other one,” she said eventually. “I don’t want to know. I’m just glad I never got a call from his parents.”

THE NEXT TIME MY PHONE RANG, IN THE WHITE SLANT OF THE NEXT morning, it was the junior news editor of the paper. Mere weeks ago, this chinless, self-important man hadn’t been above me in the newsroom hierarchy, but today he was more than glad to let me know that times had changed. We were no longer equals.

“You’ll take a digital card from the list, follow the link, and rewrite the story so it’s different enough that we don’t get accused of plagiarism,” he said, his boredom seeping through the phone. “If someone’s been killed, confirm with the local police. If someone’s been arrested—”

“I know the basics, thanks,” I cut in.

“Just making sure,” he said, after a pause. I could imagine the smile spreading across his self-satisfied face.

Under the terms of my “reduced return,” as it had been euphemistically termed by HR, I was expected to do the job of a junior news reporter for the morning. If all went smoothly, I’d get the chance to continue with the demotion full time. It was supposed to be better than being fired outright: better for me—a person who needed a job to live—and better for the paper, a show of capitulation to the social media rabble who still called for my head daily.

I logged in and cast my eyes down the list of digital cards assigned to me. They’d already been given prospective headlines.

Gory Scene When Friends Check on “Beautiful” Prom Queen in Deserted House

Last Words of College Student Stabbed While on the Phone with His Mother

Beloved “Talking” Puppy “Deliberately Run Over” by Psycho Neighbor

Asteroid Hurtling to Earth Could Wipe Out All of Humanity

The Corn Snack That Some Psychologists Say Can Get Rid of Your Anxiety Forever

I considered that imminent apocalypse was probably the most urgent, so I clicked on the card about the approaching asteroid and found a link to a story from a site called 911BigNews. The copy read like it had been written by a bot, but there was a college astrophysics professor quoted (“My job is basically to make sure the space debris that naturally surrounds us doesn’t cause disaster. And this one, in terms of our solar system, is very, very close”) who really did work at the University of Texas, according to their staff directory.

Despite myself, I felt my pulse quicken. Very, very close? I pulled up the CNN home page to see if there was anything about humanity’s impending doom. I trusted CNN. CNN would tell me if the world was about to end. I scrolled past news about senators arguing over universal childcare and nope, no asteroid news at all. Presumably this was one of those “only missed us by ten thousand light-years!” stories that told the reader she wasn’t about to die in a fiery hell in the thirteenth paragraph. Besides, if the apocalypse was coming, it probably wouldn’t be announced first by 911BigNews, a website whose current top story was “DOES ELON HAVE A SECRET CYBORG SON????” Underneath another article on their home page entitled “What It’s Like When Your Girlfriend Cheats with Your MOM” was the article about the asteroid. I had to assume that, if the editors of this site really believed we were all about to die, they might have bumped up the headline, at least above Oedipal love triangles.

Once, I was given space to pitch my own ideas in meetings where people listened like I might have something important to say. Now I’d been kicked back down into the news aggregation mine, where poor saps straight out of college rewrote barely legal, un-fact-checked stories so the site could rake in ad clicks. The money for all that expensive reporting has to come from somewhere. Got a problem? Let me know when you’ve come up with your own profitable news model. I couldn’t really complain. Everybody knew I deserved this.

Just a year ago, I’d been packing my bags for London and drafting the requisite social media announcement: Some personal news! Over the moon to say I’m moving to London next month to start a multiyear stint as the paper’s senior UK reporter. I’ll be reporting on our precarious geopolitical moment—and also getting the chance to interview all the fascinating British celebs you’re curious about, from Phoebe Waller-Bridge to Prince William (okay, that one’s a stretch, but a girl can dream!). Let me know which British issues you want to hear more about! So many exclamation marks it makes me cringe now.

“I’m the one who’s taking the big leap of faith here,” Joe had joked as we loaded up our suitcases on the uneven floor of our Crown Heights rental. “You already come from a rainy island, while I have a high baseline expectation of vitamin D.” I was a transplant to the city from a tony part of Massachusetts; he was a San Diego native whose parents and sister still lived by the beach. Every winter, he’d moon over photos of his sister hiking in the sunshine in a T-shirt and jeans, and I would cajole him into learning to love the snow, repeating that East Coast mantra: “You just need the right shoes!” He’d never quite taken to duck boots.

On the plane to London, we’d hit turbulence above Ireland, and Joe had taken my hand. He knew I hated rough air. “Just think,” he’d said, “we’re only an hour away now. I bet we’ll be able to review some restaurants. I’ve heard the French food is incredible.” When that didn’t calm me, he’d offered: “Or we can go to a terrible Mexican restaurant and talk about how much fresher the guacamole is at home.” This effort made me smile. Joe knew I loved being obnoxiously opinionated in public.

Within six months of that flight, I’d shown him how wrong he’d been to expend any effort on me at all. And now I lived with the consequences, starting with 911BigNews.

I shot an email to the astrophysics professor at the University of Texas and waited for a reply while I wrote up the parts of the asteroid story that made any sense. Asteroid will come closer to Earth than any other space debris in the past ten years. Anxious readers shouldn’t worry, however, as it’ll still pass us by at a cool 4.7 million miles.

Twenty minutes later, I got an alert from the paper’s internal messaging system that the junior news editor had written me: Everything okay?

Yes, thanks! Think I’m getting the hang of the workflow.

I wondered because it’s taken you a while to do that card.

I looked at the clock. Thirty mins?

We’re aiming for a quick turnaround here.

Sure. Just waiting for the academic they quoted on 911BigNews to get back to me and confirm.

Not necessary. An asteroid isn’t going to sue us.

Oh right. I sat on the floor of my shitty apartment, the wind intermittently rattling the balcony doors, feeling like I couldn’t move. What was the next action again? Eventually, I typed out: What do you want me to do?

The answer was curt. Set it live.

I uploaded my semiplagiarized words into the content management system, pulled a generic picture of an asteroid from the image library, and published the piece under the edited headline: “Asteroid Hurtling Toward Earth Is Coming ‘Closer Than Any Other Debris in the Past Decade.’” Within seconds, the card with my name on it had been taken off the list and moved into another area of the board marked AUDIENCE TEAM: TO TWEET.

What do I do if the professor gets back to me?

You can update if you want. But don’t let it get in the way of doing the next card. Lots happening today.

Cool, okay.

The list of news items to aggregate got smaller as a team of junior reporters like me took them, rewrote them, published them, and then grew again almost instantly as members of the audience team dropped in suggestions.

Serial Killer on the Loose?: Woman’s Body Found with “Mysterious Symbols” Scrawled on It

Toddler “Nearly Decapitated” by Pit Bull at South Carolina Farm

“I Served so You Could Insult Me”: Airline Told Breastfeeding Veteran to “Put Her Tits Away”

Backlash Against Gym-Goer Who Filmed Man “Raping” Her “With His Eyes”

As I hovered over a card on the list marked “Sorority Hazing Gone Wrong,” another message from the news editor appeared.

Hey . . . the one you wrote earlier has a bit of a weird tone.

It does? I’m sorry.

Yeah, try to avoid that.

Gotcha.

And can you go back in there and change miles to space miles? Gives it a bit more jazz.

Is “space miles” a technical term?

Readers aren’t stupid. They know what we mean.

I went back into the system and changed miles to space miles then picked up the hazing story, which was about a woman being sexually assaulted with a Corona bottle by a group of freshmen outside a sorority house in Kentucky.

What a metaphor for the 2020 pandemic lol, wrote the news editor. I didn’t know how he could possibly construe the story that way, so I just added a thumbs-up emoji to his message and moved on.

Two hours and five news articles later, I received an email back from the astrophysics professor at the University of Texas:

Hi Natasha,

Thanks for reaching out. That’s actually an old story and the asteroid passed by some time ago. If you’re interested in talking more, though, I’d be happy to set up an interview sometime this week. It’s fascinating what’s out there in the solar system, particularly the astronomical (no pun intended!) levels of space junk we’ve got floating around in our immediate vicinity . . .

I deleted the email and logged off for lunch.

IN THE EARLY AFTERNOON, I WAS HEADING OUT FOR A WALK WHEN I saw my upstairs neighbor Mrs. Konstantin near the entrance of the building, rattling her arthritic hands around the flimsy metal of her mailbox.

“Need any help?” I said cheerily. The only reason I even knew her name was that the realtor had knocked on her door on our first visit to ask for the spare set of keys she kept for the old guy selling the apartment. “Mrs. Konstantin,” he’d said. “This could be your neighbor!” She’d been dressed in the same ratty brown jacket she was wearing today when she’d handed over the keys, had looked me up and down and said, in accented English, “I don’t like noise.” I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and say: It’s nice that you’ve looked at me and deduced I’m the kind of person who might play loud music and have friends over and maybe even enjoy rambunctious, ceiling-rattling sex with my handsome boyfriend. But I just want you to know that there’s no danger of that happening. If you prefer quiet, beg the owner to accept my offer ASAP. I’m a black hole of silent self-loathing! I promise!

Today, my question to her hung in the air, and it took her a moment to acknowledge it. Then: “No, no,” and she gestured with her hand as if to shoo me away. Her little dog was with her, on a worn-out red leash. I’d assumed, from farther away, that it was a chihuahua, but up close I guessed it was actually a mutt. Some of the hair on its back had come out in tufts, and one of its teeth was definitely longer than the other.

“Aw, cute. I can walk her sometime if you want,” I said, pointing to the dog and then the door. I don’t know why I said that. I didn’t want to walk that ugly-ass creature, and Mrs. Konstantin definitely didn’t want me to either. She looked back at me in wordless horror, like I’d asked if she’d ever considered attending the annual Yulin Dogmeat Festival.

I shrugged it off, waved goodbye, and made my way past her in the narrow hallway, through the building’s front door, and onto the street. The wind was barreling along the sidewalks, disturbing candy wrappers and abandoned innards of deli sandwiches. As I turned to walk toward the beach, I noticed two used needles in the road next to a sewer grate. Lucky bastards, I thought. If only I had a drug habit. It would be such a better excuse for what I’d done. Sorry, everyone, I was on heroin! My friends and colleagues would’ve made a show of standing by me, “helping me through this,” and maybe I wouldn’t even have gotten demoted because, hey, I have a disease and that’s discrimination! Yes, if I was wise I really would’ve started street drugs before causing an international scandal, but I suppose the moment had passed.

When I reached the boardwalk, I sat down on a bench in front of the railings and pulled my sherpa coat around me. It had been an impractical gift from my mother, and it soaked up the salt air like a sponge, becoming damp and cold in seconds. Periodically, the wind would throw up a gust so powerful that it whipped sand into my eyes.

I’d heard that sea air was good for serotonin levels—another reason why I’d convinced myself buying the place was a good idea—so I sat there, freezing and breathing it in for a while. People in Manhattan pay twenty dollars an hour to sit by a salt lamp in a basement room and you get this for free, I told myself. When I watched my tiny square of shoreline the day before, I’d imagined myself a poignant and solitary figure in my own internal movie, taking a walk down the beach and perhaps crouching over a divot in the sand to pick up a tiny shell. Instead, my sneakers became caked with heavy, wet sand as soon as I ventured from the bench to test a foot off the boardwalk, and I retreated back. I couldn’t even properly satiate my own self-pity.

“Nobody feels sorry for you,” Joe had said when I was packing up my stuff in London.

“I know,” I said, pushing a shoe into the corner of the suitcase.

“This decision was yours alone. You just forced me to react to it,” he added. I nodded and folded a shirt. “And you’ll lose your job, probably, too.”

I looked back at him carefully. “They haven’t decided that yet.”

A couple of minutes went by as I continued to pack under his gaze. Then he sat down at the kitchen table and started to cry with great, ugly, unrestrained sobs. Garbled, incomprehensible words came out of his mouth, and it was only when he repeated himself that I could understand what he was saying: “Why did you even do this?”

It was a conversation we’d had over and over again during the preceding forty-eight hours, and we both knew there wasn’t anything more to add to it. Four salient facts sat on the table in front of us, like unwelcome condiments: Our marriage was over. It was my fault. He had ended it. Neither of us wanted it to end.

I knew better than to take the bait again, but I knew I owed him some acknowledgment. “I mean, I told you why . . . in terms of not knowing why myself,” I tried, but he got up off the chair he’d been crouched on, told me to shut up, and left, slamming the door childishly behind him. Joe had never been childish; he’d always been the steady wooden beam in the house of our marriage, the one standing wryly in the corner of a party while I regaled our new British friends with exaggerated tales of American life. He could hold his own in conversation, but he was also careful to support me when I wanted to take center stage, never one to cut in and chide me for telling lies. “Well brought up,” as my mother, and indeed any mother, would put it.

Digging my nails into my fingers against the cold on Rockaway Beach, I realized that one day Joe would go home with some other woman and her mother would call him well brought up too.

Despite his humiliation and broken heart, I maintained that Joe had gotten the better end of the deal. Of course he loved me, but he hated me too, and that hate would be his saving grace, guiding him through the slimy, cloying darkness of our divorce and pushing him up for clear air at the other side. I was left without any of that self-righteousness; I had not been wronged, I was not the victim. I was left with myself as punishment, along with the unbearable knowledge that I really did wish him well. When my plane hit turbulence flying back into JFK in January, as I sat next to a sleeping teenage boy with a beanie pulled over his eyes rather than the man who used to be my husband, for the first time I felt no fear. I had nothing left to lose.

ELLIE STOPPED BY AS THE AFTERNOON CRESTED INTO EVENING, THE sky above the sea slowly mottling into spores of sunset.

“This is pretty bleak,” she said, gently kicking the baseboards with her foot to test their strength. Ellie was one of the few friends I had retained after the divorce, first, because she’d always belonged to me—we met in college, sitting together in Deontology 101—and second, because she didn’t shy away from saying what she really thought. Other friends, mortified by my behavior, melted away rather than ever associate with me again. Ellie called me at 4:00 a.m. London time, and we spoke through the early morning hours about what had led me to self-destruct so spectacularly. (“Though really, I wouldn’t say it was self-destruction,” she said, when I offered that explanation. “You destroyed someone else, and I think we have to be honest about that.”)

Now, eight months pregnant, she inspected the apartment with a wrinkled nose. She pointed out the blossoming mold behind the kitchen cabinets and the flakes of lead paint peeling away from the window frame in the living room. “Better wash my hands after touching that,” she muttered, wiping bits of debris from her hands onto the shirt straining over her belly.

Ellie had a no-nonsense approach to furniture construction that echoed her no-nonsense approach to life. When she saw my bed frame, she literally rolled her sleeves up and got to work. I sat on the floor beside her, a useless, beached blobfish, handing over screws every so often or propping up a wooden leg while she tested the slats under the mattress.

“Did you not get self-conscious, with him being that young and all?” she asked, when the bed was fully made and we sat together on the dirty carpet, me cross-legged and her in a wide, weirdly gymnastic pose, legs out either side of her bump.

“A bit,” I said. “But then I figured he didn’t have as much experience as me so it wouldn’t matter.”

“What was it like, then? Did he act all grateful?”

“Ellie, come on.”

“No, I mean it. I want to hear it. Do you know how irritating it is to be the size of a whale and horny all the fucking time? Just give me something to remind me of single life.”

I shot her a look. “I am not doing that.”

“Just tell me. Did you really not go all the way?”

“I already told you everything.” I got up, looked out the window from my bedroom down at the bodega. The neon lights of GREAT BREKFEST weren’t on yet. Two disheveled men in the street below looked like they were having an argument, one pointing at his compatriot with an accusing finger, the other unsteady and clutching a filthy sleeping bag. I looked back at Ellie and said, “I sucked his cock. That’s all.”

“Yeah, but was it big?”

I thought about it, my head to one side. “I guess it was average. It wasn’t really about that.”

“What was it about? Power?”

The question unnerved me, so I shot back: “Let’s talk about you. What’s it like to screw with a full-size baby in between you? Do you worry Jake’s going to touch it with his wiener?”

She threw a pillow she’d just wrestled into a sham at me. “You’re a sick fuck.”

“That’s what they say.”

“But for real, though, it’s weird. Jake can’t really bring himself to do it anymore. Every time we get going, the baby gets jazzed up and starts to kick . . .”

“Oh, fucking hell.” I put my head on the heel of my palm. “I really wish I didn’t know that.”

She shrugged. “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.”

I TOLD MYSELF THAT AFTER ELLIE LEFT, HUGGING ME GOODBYE IN her familiar-smelling sweater at the entrance to the A train, I’d take myself out for dinner, sample the local delicacies. I’d try to make my life nice. In reality, all I found was street after street of fried chicken shops and the occasional Ukrainian diner that couples looking for something “off the beaten path” tried on a fourth or fifth date so they could call themselves adventurous. As soon as Ellie disappeared back toward Park Slope, I realized I didn’t want to eat sad pierogies in a booth by myself near the sea, my solitude reflected back at me by oversize windows in the darkness. This wasn’t a fucking Noah Baumbach movie. So I retreated back to the apartment—taking the stairs because I didn’t trust the ancient elevator and securing the worn yellow deadlock behind me once inside—and ordered Vietnamese food on an app.

Thirty minutes later, brisket pho on my lap, I sat on my newly made bed and scrolled with one finger through social media. My laptop screen was the only illumination in the room; something creaked repetitively in the walls, but otherwise there was no sound. I’d seen a small cockroach in the bathtub earlier but elected not to do anything about it. I knew that small cockroaches were the worst-case scenario: their presence pointed to a nest, a mother with hundreds of cockroach babies, while a big cockroach was usually just an isolated adult dropping by. I hoped the cockroach family would realize soon enough that my cupboards were bare and move on. I didn’t want to have to take decisive action against them.

Just to press on the bruise, I decided to methodically make my way through the online presence of every man I’d ever slept with. Chopsticks in one hand, I shuffled myself into position on a couple of pillows to get properly comfortable for this masochistic investigation. Ben from middle school was married with two kids, I learned, as I popped a noodle into my mouth. He’d gone to seed and had a dad paunch now, but he looked pretty happy. Daniel, my college fling, had moved to Australia and mainly posted shirtless beach pictures, looking way more cut than he’d been when I knew him. It seemed like he was dating a model too. I should probably take that as a compliment.

Paul, whom I’d met on a dating app, was also married—very recently, it looked like, and at one of those fake Elvis chapels in Vegas that seemed to be having a renaissance among “I’m quirky!” types. Still, multiple images confirmed Paul had also stayed legitimately hot, especially when dressed in a tux. I thought about masturbating but couldn’t work up the energy. Instead, I moved on to Zach, the one true claimant to breaking my heart. He’d done it with spectacular nonchalance, a year before I’d met my future husband.

I knew looking him up was a stupid idea, obviously, but I clicked onto Zach’s profile anyway. A close-up of his face stared blankly out of the grids of Instagram, overlaid with the words: Party animal (complete introvert & misanthrope) looking for a room in NYC, ASAP. Moving to pursue my lifelong dream of being an admin assistant. Let me know if you hear of anything.

He was still as attractive as he’d been six years ago, when he’d told me that he wasn’t actually looking for anything serious.

“It’s been ten months,” I’d said desperately, as if I could get him on a technicality.

“Yeah, no, you’re right,” he’d said. “I probably should’ve broken it off earlier.”

I’d cried in the shower, cried when I had sex with someone from an app to try to get over it, cried during a commercial showing a couple Christmas shopping together. Then I’d briefly, desperately, tried to convince him I didn’t want anything serious either. That led to an excruciating text conversation where he told me he was “into polyamory” but it was still better we didn’t see each other anymore, because I was “fundamentally too conventional for the radical reimagining of a previously monogamous world.”

Three months later, I’d met Joe and thrown myself into the relationship with the dedication and discipline of an amateur jogger training for a marathon. Hoping that sex would be a magical hormonal fix for my lingering feelings for Zach, I did it with Joe three or four times a day. And you know what? It worked. Anyone who says you can’t get over a man by getting under another one hasn’t tried hard enough, and maybe needs to switch positions. My affections slowly but surely transferred onto a man who actually wanted to be with me.

There was no way I could live with Zach. I knew that, even as I read his Instagram plea for a room in New York City. Well-established rules of time travel state that no matter how tempting, you can’t interfere with the past to try and fix the present. So instead, I screenshotted his post and sent it to Ellie, adding: Shall we go back to 2018? as a joke. Just a joke to underline how I would never even consider it.

Her response came in seconds. Don’t you dare.

I wouldn’t!! I replied. Then I closed my laptop and got up to pour Drano into the bathtub, apologizing out loud to the insects I hoped it would liquidate.

This is where you are at thirty-five, I thought to myself. Crouched on the filthy grout of a bathroom floor at Rockaway Beach, committing cockroach genocide and begging for forgiveness.





Two

OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, I REALIZED THE APARTMENT HAD A SERIOUS insulation problem: I heard the popping of pipes and the shuffling of my misanthropic neighbor above as often as the crashing of the waves on the beach. Mrs. Konstantin moved like the surf up and down her own apartment with her mutt in tow, tapping its nails on the floor so they beat out a bizarre little rhythm together: shuffle, bang, click-click-click, repeat. The woman muttered to herself, too, adding to that incessant percussion with a vocal accompaniment about the economy. The word “Reaganomics” floated down from the flimsy ceiling one day when I was in the bathroom, picking a pimple in front of the small mirror. And it was clear the noise pollution was a building-wide issue: The banging of a broom on my floor came every time I dared to move across the kitchen with my shoes on. Whenever annoyance rose in my throat at this cacophonous conveyor belt of neighborly bad feeling, I reminded myself that I had forfeited the right to judge anyone. These were my people now.

While tethered to another aggregation news shift, I kept one eye on Zach’s Instagram. His New York post had gotten a fair amount of traction, with lots of people I didn’t recognize—mostly women—commenting with emoji hearts and promises of: I have a cousin in the area, I’ll ask her if she knows anyone! They were all written in the noncommittally supportive language of the unbothered acquaintance, and I could tell he hadn’t thus far been successful in his search.

I moved on to his other accounts, scouring through them until I came to a tweet about taking his mother to a chemotherapy appointment. It was some wry comment about the American health-care system, illustrated with a clear bag of fluid marked CYTOTOXIC.

His mom has cancer, I texted Ellie. Don’t you think that creates a moral imperative for me to contact him? I have a spare room just sitting here.

You know what I’m going to say. It’s a bad idea.

A ping from the newspaper’s internal system reminded me that I still needed to write up a piece the audience team had tentatively headlined “Man Who Went Viral for ‘Screaming About Immigrant Ghosts’ on Plane Had Just Received Vaccine,” so I logged in to take care of it. An article I’d written the day before—“Pope Breaks Vatican Protocol by ‘Secretly Declaring’ His Super Bowl Team Through ‘Coded Gestures,’ Says Behavioral Analyst”—had an alert on it: twenty new reader comments, an unusual amount of engagement for a simple news piece. I scrolled down to read the comments.

“Trash”—two thumbs-up icons. “Boring”—one thumbs-up. “Maybe a bit of deflection from Natasha Bailey, drawing attention to OTHER PEOPLE’S lesser wrongs, no??”—five thumbs-ups. “Six months ago, Natasha Bailey wrote a VIOLENT piece about a young boy who she probably sexually assaulted. Still SILENCE from her editors. And now she’s writing this kind of shit? It beggars belief. Natasha Bailey should be FIRED, yesterday”—fifteen thumbs-ups.

AS FEBRUARY LOLLOPED TO ITS DULL END, I GOT ON THE PLANE BACK to Nantucket. Perhaps I should have felt embarrassed, retreating to my family home in my mid-thirties because Mommy had told me to, but I’d lost all sense of personal shame.

I landed on the island during a late-afternoon rain shower on a Friday; it was a few degrees colder than New York and the humidity increased the chill. Mom picked me up in her battered SUV. “You look tired,” she said, as she opened her arms to embrace me.

“Thanks a lot. I’m fine,” I replied, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. I planned to stay only a week, so I hadn’t checked any luggage, instead overstuffing a duffel bag I’d had since college. Mom took a sideways look at it as I threw it in the back seat and said, “Didn’t you have anything better?”

“Who am I here to impress?” I responded and put my feet up on the dashboard.

We drove past the usual stores on Main Street, the houses of childhood friends I’d once regularly haunted. As was her habit, my mother pointed to each one: “There’s Lily’s place. What’s she doing these days?” and I answered, without emotion, “We never stayed in touch.” After we’d done the same routine for three in a row, she turned to me and said, “Maybe that’s your problem. Staying power.”

“Keep your eyes on the road,” I replied.

“You need to be able to accept criticism.”

“Thanks for the feedback.”

“You and your sister both, you know, you’ve always lacked that little bit of . . .” She paused to pull into our driveway. “I mean, you’re both smart. That much was obvious from a young age. Do you know that biology teacher, Mrs. Clay, she said to me about Miriam, she has a natural talent for the sciences. Very similar to what they said about you with humanities. No doubt I had two smart girls. But the staying power, I think it’s something both of you need to work on.”

I exited the car wordlessly, laden down with my impractical bags. It was gray on the island, small spots of white only occasionally filtering through a blanket of low-hanging clouds. Mom continued her lecture on resilience as we made our way up to the front door of the wood-paneled house.

“Are those lights new?” I asked to change the subject, pointing toward a new constellation of fairy lights by the front door.

“Oh . . . yes. I got those because I thought I might start renting out one of the bedrooms. If people arrive at night, I want them to be able to see.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said, simply because I thought a steady procession of guests through the door would disturb my sister, and that gave me a twinge of satisfaction.

I loved Miriam in the way every woman loves her sister: a complicated way. She was twenty-nine, six years younger than me, and had never really bothered to leave home, with the exception of two attempts at college that had flamed out pretty quickly. Miriam was not troubled by the fact that our mother had spent her rapidly dwindling life savings propping up her failure to achieve any notable qualifications. She’d moved back into her childhood bedroom after the second college didn’t work out and occasionally took a shift at one of the seasonal ice cream shops on the island, claiming that she was “working on a novel.” In a way, I admired the way Miri had so conspicuously given up on life before it began, while I flailed away like a fish keen to please the line it was hooked on.

“Well,” said Mom as soon as we got inside. “Glass of wine on the deck?”

“Not really the weather for it, but sure.” I left my duffel and backpack in the living room and went to the kitchen to grab two glasses. “Is there a bottle in the fridge?”

“I’ll get it.” She waved me out of the way and bent down to grab a bottle of Pinot Grigio from the cabinet. “It’s cold in here anyway,” she added, “but I’ll bring some ice if you want it.”

“I’m not fussy.”

I walked quickly across the living room to the back door that led out onto the deck, to deny her the gratification of knowing I’d heard her retort: “That’s news to me. I better bring the ice!”

As we sat on the deck in our jackets—the deck was Mom’s pride and joy, and we were going to see it on every possible occasion, even if we both silently and stubbornly froze—we talked about Miriam as a way to avoid talking about me.

“She’s finding her footing, you know. I’m proud of her. It looks like things are falling into place. She’s seeing a nice boy on the island,” Mom said, swirling the wine in her glass.

“That doesn’t count as a career.”

“Oh, Natasha, come on.” She sighed, then added, “Not every woman gets a comfortable life through hard work. Sometimes other avenues—”

“Mom.”

“She’s a very pretty girl, Tasha. I mean, I looked just like her at her age. If a nice man can take her under his wing, I would celebrate that. She takes such good care of her hair.” Miriam’s hair had always been a subject of fascination and pride to our mother. I was shockingly pale with frizzy but flat hair in an unreflective dark brown; my sister’s rich mahogany mass of glossy curls fell down her back like she was a fucking Disney mermaid.

“You got along fine without marrying a rich man,” I said. “Maybe have a bit more ambition for Miri.” What hung in the air was the truth: Mom managed because she was the only one left with the Bailey name, the recipient of a free house and a very healthy inheritance. She’d made sure to piss that away so we couldn’t sit around doing nothing like she had—or at least both of us couldn’t. Truly an act of astonishing benevolence.

“Oh, your grandfather would much rather I had married well,” said Mom. Both my grandparents had died before I was ten; they existed in my memory as friendly blurs. “Lucky I didn’t care much about his approval.”

“You didn’t?”

Mom looked over my shoulder at the trellis, her eyes following a bird I could hear rustling within it. “You know, Natasha,” she said, “I brought you girls up to be free from the pressures I had foisted upon me. You’ll never know what it was like being raised as the daughter of Big Deal parents. It was a life of crushing expectations. When I told my father I wanted to go to art school, he said only one thing to me: ‘What a terrible waste.’”

“Did he have a point?”

She looked at me sharply. “No, I don’t think so.”

I pressed on. “But do you feel like you fulfilled your potential?”

“He wasn’t worried about my potential, Tasha. He was worried about his reputation. He wanted a daughter who went to law school or became an MD.” She sipped her wine, put the glass down delicately, her eyes still trained over my shoulder, and added: “Well, that’s not entirely true—what he wanted was a son. But failing that, he wanted a respectable daughter who kept the money pouring in. Just below that on the list was marrying well, and I didn’t even manage that.”

How noble of you, spending the family fortune instead, while selling animal paintings for pocket change, I thought but didn’t say. What I did say was: “Sounds like Grandpa was hard on you.” Her father was a lawyer who’d spent half his time helping evil corporations hold on to their money and the other half of his time assuaging his conscience through pro bono work for disabled veterans. A true American, a capitalist and a patriot. My grandmother lived in the beach house mostly full time while Grandpa shuttled back and forth from Boston; she wrote the gardening section for the local paper in Nantucket. But not for money, of course. That would’ve been vulgar.

“I’m just glad you girls didn’t have to live with that kind of thing. I worked so hard to make sure you had a different childhood,” Mom added, finally looking me in the eye.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said without emotion.

“You never want to acknowledge that I worked at giving you a wonderful life—a free life.”

“Mom, minutes ago you were extolling the virtues of Miriam marrying a rich dude. Sorry if I don’t exactly see how you managed to break free from Grandpa’s restrictive expectations.”

She pursed her lips. “He wasn’t wrong about everything.” Then she downed the rest of her wine in two gulps and tapped her fingers on the wooden table, returning to form. “The last few boys Miri’s gone out with,” she continued, “they keep breaking it off. She comes home and there’s tears, drama . . . It doesn’t make any sense, does it? With her looks? There’s got to be something . . . maybe psychologically wrong. Do you think there’s some issue she doesn’t feel she can talk about with me?”

“Maybe they’re just people whose relationships don’t work out,” I said, irritated. How many times did we need to state Miriam’s incredible beauty while I sat here, disgraced and average?

“I just hope this new guy sticks around. He’s got a chemical engineering degree, you know. They’d be a perfect fit.”

“What does Miri have to offer some guy with a chemical engineering degree?”

“Honestly, Natasha, you can be a real bitch sometimes.”

So there it was. We sat in silence for a few moments, then the self-pity began. “I don’t know what I do to deserve this,” she said, pouring herself more wine. “Two capable adult women, and all you can do is tear each other down, and me with you. You know, I remember the day I stood at your high school graduation, and thought to myself, my life is going to look a certain way in a few years’ time—”

“Okay, spare me the monologue,” I said. “It’s Miriam’s latest boyfriend not King Lear.”

“Well, sorry I don’t have a PhD in Shakespearean literature.”

“Neither do I, but that wasn’t the point.”

“Okay. Look, I just want us to get along.” She stirred the loose ice cubes with her finger. “That’s always what I want.”

“I want that too.”

She paused and swallowed. “So Joe hasn’t reached out at all?”

“I told you he hasn’t.”

“I was thinking about checking in with his mother. Nothing big, just an olive branch kind of thing. Oh, don’t look at me like that, Natasha, you know how much we connected at the wedding. It’s not just you who’s been hurt by this divorce, you know.”

I sipped my wine and said quietly, “Sorry for the inconvenience,” but she went on loudly: “I’ve never accepted this New York individualism bullshit. Like, ‘do your own thing and nobody gets affected.’ Be brave enough to own your mistakes, is what I say. Deal with the consequences. Something happens, everyone gets hurt. That’s the reality.”

“I am owning my mistakes, Mom,” I said. “Who else do you think is dealing with the consequences right now? I got demoted at work. I live alone. I’ve lost basically all my friends.”

“And he definitely won’t take you back, will he?” She paused with her glass halfway to her mouth, the bottle almost completely drained.

I looked back at her steadily. “I didn’t ask, and I don’t intend to.”

She shrugged. “It’s your funeral.” If only, Mom, I thought.

LATER, SHE CAME UP TO MY BEDROOM—A TIME CAPSULE OF MY LATE teens, with glow-in-the-dark plastic stars on the ceiling, a corkboard by the bed covered in Polaroids of high school friends, and a closet full of clothes that were just about coming back into fashion—with a freshly laundered set of towels and a cup of ginger tea. “Give me a hug,” she said, and put her arms around me. I reciprocated awkwardly. I’d long ago stopped letting my guard fully down around her.

“Look,” she said as she pulled out of the embrace, keeping an arm around my shoulder. “You know I love you more than anything in the world. I just hate to see you hurting. And I’m so glad you’re here. We’re gonna have a great week, the three of us.”

“Yeah,” I said, noncommittal. “I’m sure we will.”

“You know I can’t get on my high horse when it comes to men. We’ve all made mistakes. But the important thing is that we’re family and we’re here for you.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Yeah. I know.” She imitated my monotone back at me. “Chin up! Maybe tomorrow we can go shopping? Or get a pedicure? We can go down to Alberta’s and get that special hot chocolate too. Let’s make this whole recovery period fun. And be nice to your sister. She loves you too.”

“I always am,” I said.

She smiled. “I know you are. Mostly. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

She paused in the hallway while turning out the light and said again, “Love you!” before disappearing into the darkness. I put on my bedside lamp, pulled the sheets over me, and started reading about the world’s worst plane crashes on Wikipedia on my phone. Then I pivoted onto the r/IncelExit subreddit. Frustrated young men who used to be blackpillers and now wanted to rejoin society were swapping tales about how not being able to fuck supermodels had almost turned them into murderers. They vacillated between ranting about how hard it was being short or underpaid or having unimpressive jawlines and self-flagellating about how they’d almost become misogynist terrorists because of their own oppression. “I have an imaginary gf and Idk what to do” was the title of the latest post, written by a young man who had long concluded the best kind of woman was a life-size body pillow. There was deep reassurance in knowing that there were people out there who’d been, or still were, in situations objectively much worse than mine. At least I wasn’t about to plunge to my death in a fiery wreck or make a public commitment to bed linens.

Before I turned off the light, I clicked back onto Zach’s Instagram account, the male tragedies of lifelong sexual rejection still reverberating in my mind. Six more people had commented on his post about moving back to New York. One, a woman whose profile said she did “artful wedding photography,” and whose location was “Somerville, MA,” had left a series of kisses and a red heart. Another had said: I know why you’re really leaving lol. A final profile, which looked like it had been created for the express purpose of commenting on this post, had written: literally, fuck you. I guessed that she had literally fucked him.

In the morning, I checked and saw with a stab of vindication that the comment had been removed.

MIRIAM AND I WERE TECHNICALLY HALF SISTERS, THOUGH OUR mother had long forbidden us to tell other people that. She forbade us from saying a lot of things while we grew up, not under the threat of violence but rather of “breaking her heart.” That’s also why, when I was seven years old and watched her loading up the shopping cart with bottles of midrange wine, I got chewed out for saying the word I’d recently learned at school: “alcoholic.” Mom was functional, after all. And the worst things that came out of her mouth were not due to the wine so much as facilitated by it. She was just as capable of character assassination over iced coffee as she was over Chardonnay.

She was the mom who let us bring back beers to the house in high school, and the mom who picked me up from a night out gone wrong and rubbed my back while I barfed out the window of her car. She looked after our dog until he was a cancer-ridden mess and took him to the vet to euthanize him when I was at college, holding the phone up to his ear so I could sob my goodbyes. She’d packed up Miriam’s boxes for college, twice, and unpacked them at the other end, twice, while Miri cried about her own self-inflicted inability to get an education. She helped arrange the shipping of my possessions back from England after the divorce and reassured me that the public would move on from my cancellation, and I would find love again. In fact, her attitude during a crisis was almost always impeccable. The fact that she couldn’t sustain this leadership during peacetime was something we’d all stopped bothering to mention.

Miriam and I had names themed around men we’d never known: our fathers. Mine was Stan, a Russian immigrant who worked in construction: a great, pale slab of a man with wide shoulders and a kindly smile, at least according to my mother, who’d gone out with him only a few times in New York. She’d never told him she was pregnant. She had ideas about becoming a full-time artist and owning a studio off Union Square where she could paint in flowing skirts with a baby at her hip. That plan had lasted until I was six months old, and then she’d admitted defeat and moved in with her parents. Being old-school East Coast wealth, they plugged away at their own marriage to the end, obstinately failing to divorce while maintaining an existence meted out in separate bedrooms and separate vacations. My mother—their pampered only child, the free spirit whose freedom had come with too many downsides—got a fully paid-for nanny for me. Then Grandma passed away when I was three, followed by Grandpa a year later, and we moved to their old summer place on Nantucket with the inheritance, where Mom occasionally sold locally commissioned portraits of dogs and babies, and during the tourist months, paintings of exaggerated sunsets over the local beaches. This was her low-key rebellion against the gilded cage—not exactly Bolshevism.

Mom got pregnant again when I was five and a half, though I only remember it in snippets: pressing my hand on her expanded belly to feel a kick; telling my kindergarten teacher I was going to have a sister. Miriam’s father was Israeli: a long-haired, brown-eyed hippie spending the summer on the island with friends from some prestigious college, different from his preppy compatriots in their boat shoes and red shorts, hanging back from the crowd serenely with his guitar on his shoulder. Zeke. I didn’t remember his brief appearance in our lives, though apparently he’d built a sandcastle with me on the beach. He told my mother he was too young to have a child, and she agreed, and said she’d probably get an abortion. He didn’t return the summer after that.

I guess Mom’s choice of names for us was supposed to give us each a sense of history or legacy, some way of placing who we were. Natasha is the nickname for Natalia in Russian, where Sergei becomes Serozha and Nikolai becomes Kolya. It’s a language that frankly doesn’t give a fuck about the logic of its diminutives. A crash course in Russian nicknames had made reading Dostoyevsky easier as an undergrad, but it hadn’t made me feel any closer to a faceless man who worked on building sites all day, laying bricks and directing cranes, and then knocking up my mother. And honestly, it made me nauseous thinking about how quickly and easily Mom could throw away her own identity. How could she carry a baby for nine months inside her own womb and then name it for the culture of an absent father, as if she didn’t have anything to give us but incubation? Was her own sense of self so flimsy?

I LOGGED INTO WORK THE DAY AFTER ARRIVING IN NANTUCKET, pulling up the card list and the in-house messaging service, and opening up the paper’s curated news feeds, which allowed us to see what every other website was publishing every minute of the day. My cheap work-provided computer strained audibly under the pressure of loading all the ads on our site’s main page. Whenever the advertising team agreed to sell off another inch of space to a client, my laptop took another hit; today, it sounded like a jet engine taking off.

Morning, said the news editor on the messaging service.

Hi, I typed back.

School shooting yesterday. Could you do a bit of a social media trawl and write up the juicy stuff from grieving families etc? One of the other reporters was saying there’s a tribute from a sister somewhere with a good pic.

Can we use that?

Yep. Public domain once they’ve shared it on social. Plus the kid’s dead so it’s all good.

Cool.

I started gathering together tributes, scanning them for key words or headline-worthy phrases. Within fifteen minutes, I had a piece ready to go, with the headline: “‘Hope You Didn’t Suffer Too Badly, Bro’: Tributes from New Mexico Families Torn Apart by Shooter.”

In the group chat for reporters and editors, someone I didn’t know piped up: Should we say “disturbed” shooter?

Not sure, replied the editor. Do we have confirmation he was mentally ill?

Some school counselor claiming she was concerned.

How about “deranged”? someone else suggested.

Love that, said the editor. Has more texture. Natasha, can you jump in and change?

Sure, I said. I’m 90% sure all the tributes in here are real btw. A couple I couldn’t confirm.

Proceed until told otherwise, said the editor. At the end of the day, the message is the same. People losing kids is really fucking sad. And if you can get a pic up top of one of the moms crying or something, that’ll really hit home.

Is there one available in the pics system?

Should be soon. We have a photographer down there in NM outside the room where the parents are being told if their kids made it.

Wow, said another reporter.

Yeah, said the editor. Really tragic stuff.

Super tragic, I typed back.

“I brought you some fresh strawberries!” Mom barreled into my room without knocking, carrying a small bowl. As she set it on the desk beside me, she peered over my shoulder at my screen and said, “What even are those?”

“The pixelated corpses of children,” I replied flatly.

“Oh my God! Why? Is that for work?”

“No, Mom, it’s how I spend my leisure time.” I turned around in my wheeled chair and gave her a look that said: Please get out and stop invading my privacy, though it had never deterred her before.

She shook her head. “I just think working a job like that can get to you mentally.”

“Well, it can sometimes.”

“You got in all that trouble because of that job, and
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