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PROLOGUE

It was Whitney’s idea that I come stay with her in Chicago for the summer. We were

drunk, slumped against each other on a bench in a 4 am bar, surrounded by lesbians we

had just met. One of them was a large blonde woman in a black beanie and leather

wristband, who went by Peach Tea or Peach Tree or something I couldn’t keep straight.

She was trying to go home with us, or maybe just with Whitney. Probably with anyone.

“You want another beer?” Peach Tea was getting ready to offer me her Miller

Light. She had already plied Whitney with IPA and gifted me a pilly pair of fingerless

gloves I didn’t want.

“Aneesha won’t drink that,” Whitney answered for me.

 Peach Tea shook her head and set it front of me anyway. Then she leaned

towards a smaller girl beside her and they headed for the bathroom.

 “I think they’re going in there to do it,” Whitney whispered.

“Pretty sure,” I said. “I think she’s given up on us.”

“I like this,” Whitney said with cheer. “Come stay with me this summer, it’ll be

like before.”

I looked into her squinty green eyes and laughed. “Like before?”

We had once stumbled into the top floor of a leather dungeon called

Jackhammer—it was the only place still open—and were propositioned by a grey-haired

woman with in a vest, before our drinks were even poured. These things didn’t happen to
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me without Whitney, and it took me a while to understand why the woman kept pointing

at her apartment across the street. At the time, I decided it was because Whitney and I

looked good together, our boyish styles balanced: my hawkish hair and tight jeans, her

red nails and loose flannel. Though I’m sure, even on our better nights, we just seemed

young and drunk and out of place and it was always so late.

“We’ll see,” I said, patting Whitney’s knee.

“Why?” She was starting to get angry now. “Come on, Aneesha, what do I have

to sell you on? I’ll be a full-blown accountant with a miserable office life. Hang out with

me afterwards! Where else are you going to go?”

Whitney said this last part like an insult, but it came off as the most reasonable

part of the equation. Where else would I go? I was in grad school in gloomy Portland,

OR, attempting to master the art of writing and pretending not to be terribly lonely. I

couldn’t remain there. I didn’t want to stay with my parents. I was on winter break and

had elected to visit Chicago in December. Certainly not for the weather. Under the silver

beer lights in the bar window, the summer began to blossom in my head. I felt the crisp of

sweat and sand dried on my skin. “I could get a bike for cheap and go to the beach and

spend my days at the Edgewater Lounge.”

“Yeah, that awkward waitress with the black hair,” Whitney said. She winked at

me in a botched fashion that looked, for a moment, like she might be going to sleep.

“You and her have a good conversational thing going on.”

“It’s just that you and her have a bad one. You always start talking at the same

time. Every time.”
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“Yeah,” she said. “Okay, so it’s settled then. You, here, summer.”

I had agreed then, knowing that I could always change my mind. But the idea had

been planted and I knew it would happen. I got stuck easily on half-baked plans like this,

always making excuses for the fun I wanted to have. A responsible person would spend

the summer acquiring an employable skill or building publishing contacts. I, however,

would write, day-drink, bike around, make friendship bracelets, go swimming, visit

museums and stay for free at Whitney’s.

Whitney pushed the end of a beer towards me and began making plans for pizza.

“You don’t want to catch up with Peach Tree in the bathroom?” I asked. “I’m sure

it fits three.”

“Shut up, she bought us beer.” Whitney eased off the bench. “Now let’s get out of

here before someone follows us home.”

We hastily threw on our layers and scurried out onto the snow-packed sidewalk.

The air was so fresh and frigid I felt like I would cough up glitter. I shoved my hands in

our pockets and we both ran screaming towards the train.

Weeks later, in my drafty North Portland house, I hunched over the immense desk

where I wrote. I had found the desk on a street corner, missing its drawers, the fake wood

finish, peeling at the corners. At the time, I was charmed by the character this sterile

piece of office equipment had acquired in its demise, but now it only increased the

feeling that I was some harried, useless bureaucrat. Piles of my unfinished stories

collected dust in its far corners. I spent the rest of the damp winter and spring, gazing out
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of the sliding glass doors beside me, watching the weeds grow up high around the deck

and waiting to return to the sharpness of that cold Chicago night.
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JUNE: THE RETURN

Tuesday

I hurtled out of the sliding doors at Midway and was greeted with the wet, sloppy kiss of

Chicago in summertime. It caught me by surprise, the thickness of the air, the way my

flannel stuck to my arms, my hair to my forehead, and I had to put down my bags to peel

them away. The heat and humidity opened me up and I felt time melting away. I was

stuffing my shirt into my backpack when a sharp “Hey” cut through the rumble of cars. A

familiar green Prius pulled to a stop in front of me. There was Georgie, a carefree elbow

perched on the window, turquoise sunglasses sliding down her nose. “Aneesha, you’re

here,” she said.

“I am.”

 “I’m getting out,” she said and I waited for her to pick the right break in traffic.

Eventually her door peeked open and she darted around to the sidewalk so we stood

facing each other. It had only been six months since I’d seen her last, but I was happy to

find the best friend I remembered: dark hair lop-sided, toes slanted off to the side, still

towering above me. Something about Georgie’s posture reminded me of an elegant

chicken. We looked each other over and nodded; hugging had never been a regular part

of our rapport.

“You’ll have to let me pluck your long, blonde face hair,” she said.

“Go for it. Nobody except you even notices.”
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She smiled. “You can really only see it when your right side is backlit from

below.”

 “Such a shame, that’s my favorite lighting scheme.” I put my bags in the

backseat and we pulled away from the curb.

 “So you want to go get a hot dog?”

“I said we’d have lunch with Richard. I hope that’s okay.”

She sighed. “I don’t mind. I’ll prepare myself. I feel bad. I’ve cancelled our last

couple Two Person Bookclub meetings. I just didn’t want to go.”

The strip malls of the South Side slid past the window and I momentarily wanted

a fry sandwich from Harold’s Chicken Shack.

“In other news, you staying with Whitney for the summer is a hot topic. Are you

sure you don’t want to stay with me?” Georgie asked.

“At your parents’?” Georgie had just finished her MFA in poetry and was

temporarily living in her childhood home. The Summertown’s three-story townhouse in

Andersonville was known for being lively and full of strange, international guests.

Georgie had written me pages and pages of letters, detailing each and every annoyance of

residing in a space over which she had no control.

“Alright, good point. But, for the record—”

 “I know you think it’s a bad idea, but, for the millionth time, Whitney and I are

good friends.”

“Ugh, fine,” she replied. “I am still so neutral about her.”
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We drove in silence for a while longer until we turned on to Lakeshore Drive and

the buildings of downtown sprung up around the bend. Every time I saw the Sears tower,

like a giant remote control, and the flat, diamond face of the Smurfit-Stone building, I felt

I had finally arrived. I didn’t even particularly like downtown, but the skyline had a

certain grandeur, like entering into the middle of a bustling, elegant party. I rolled down

the window to let the hot breeze blow in.

Georgie did the same. She yelled something to me through the roaring wind.

“What?” I asked.

“Fun!” she cried. “I think we’ll have fun!”

“You?” I screamed back. “You hate having fun!”

Georgie had professed, on a number of grumpy occasions, to be averse to fun.

Though it wasn’t entirely true, she did prefer to work anxiously and meticulously, even

on pointless projects, like sewing new armpits into her old t-shirts, than to simply relax.

 “Maybe I’ve changed,” she said. “Maybe I like fun now!”

Georgie’s hair was a short lion’s mane dancing around her face and her loose grip

on the steering wheel made me certain we’d have fun together.

*

At Tank Noodle, Georgie and I sat across from Richard. He hummed to himself as

he flipped the pages of the menu. “Oh, I don’t know, I’m not married to the spring rolls,
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but I do feel that they are a good warm weather choice.” He looked up at me. “You know

what, doll? You’re the guest so you choose an appetizer, I trust you.”

“Since when are you the boss of lunch?” Georgie asked.

Richard waved a hand at her. “Oh, you’re around all the time, Georgie, and I

know you’ll pick those crispy wonton things.”

“Those sound fine to me,” I said. “Pick whatever you want.”

“Thank you, I will,” she said, leaning towards him indignantly.

But Richard had checked out and was watching the street through the window.

“Do you think it’ll rain today?” he asked.

“Maybe later?” I turned back to discuss smoothie options with Georgie.

“I sure hope it does,” Richard said. When I looked up, his face had melted into a

leer and I followed his gaze out to where a girl in a flowy, blue tanktop was unlocking

her bike. “Because she is something, and I would love to see her shirt, soaking wet,

flapping in the wind, maybe get a little wrestling—”

I stopped listening after that because she was cute, the smoothness with which she

stepped onto the pedals, the bounce of her hair. I didn’t want to imagine any of the

scenarios Richard might possibly construct, the disaster, the calamity of him befalling

her. She rode away and I admired the tiny flexes of her calves.

“Don’t give me that look, Georgie. Aneesha is thinking the same thing,” Richard

was saying when I tuned back in.

They were both looking at me expectantly. I wanted to vehemently deny that

Richard and I shared any of the same thoughts, because I was never hoping for a



9

thunderstorm to suddenly render a woman naked. But it was essentially true. “What?” I

said instead.

Georgie threw her hands in the air. “It’s not boner hour, you guys, get it together

so we can order, I’m starving!”

“Oh, Aneesha, I’ve missed you,” Richard said. His pinhead was plastered with a

smile. He had a long, sharp nose and a gentle chin, which only accentuated the girth of

the grin.

“Oh, Richard,” I said and, I did feel a sudden wave of affection for him, “you

always bring out the worst in me.”

Georgie shook her head. “I guarantee Aneesha wasn’t thinking anything as nasty

as you were, Richard.”

“That is an unfair assumption with absolutely no proof,” he said. “Just because

she’s a woman she’s less crude? Give women some credit.”

“It’s not a man/woman comparison,” I said. “It’s a you/me comparison. I once

heard you say aloud that you wished you could smell a girl’s bicycle seat. I had never

once thought of that.”

Richard laughed. “That is pretty disgusting, huh?”

“Case closed.” Georgie shut her menu and placed it at the edge of the table.

Richard reached for my hand. “Well I hope that doesn’t prevent you from taking

our baby seriously this summer.”

 Last year Richard had started a running joke that, since he wanted a child but

would never be prepared to father one, he would generously supply his sperm to me and
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my hypothetical long-term partner. “Lesbians are the most intentional parents,” was one

of his favorite aphorisms. As if I wanted a baby at all, let alone one with his DNA and

with a woman of my own choosing, who, based on my past, wouldn’t be fit to mother a

succulent.

“I will never have your baby,” I said gently. “But thanks for the consideration.”

“Just think about it. I like the idea of my son with your hair. So spiky, I like that.

Georgie? Maybe if you and Wanyu break up, you’ll consider it?” Richard asked. “We

could expand the Two Person Bookclub.”

“We’ve been over this, Richard. When the time comes, I’m adopting my baby

from China.” Georgie ushered over one of the ladies in camouflage to take our order.

“We’d like to start with the spring rolls, please,” Richard interjected.

“And the fried wontons,” I added.

Richard rolled his eyes. “Fine, yes, and the wontons too.”

When we had placed our order Richard put his palms flat on the table. “Well now

that we’re all back together, what’s the plan for later?”

Georgie shrugged. “I have trivia questions to write.”

“Drinks tonight?” I offered. I wanted to check in at the Heartland, see

“I would adore that, doll.”

Georgie said she’d have to think about it.

Richard pulled out his phone to answer client emails and I wondered what it

meant that I was friends with him. We drank at the same bars and looked at the same

women and he wanted me to have his baby and that was all very disconcerting.
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*

After Whitney finished work, she met me at her new apartment building. She was

wearing a navy blue blazer with a silky salmon blouse and I felt an unexpected surge of

pride at how smart and professional she looked.

“Your outfit is great,” I said.

She tossed her curly hair and pointed down to her brown top-siders. “The lesbian

short-cut to business casual.”

We hugged and I noticed the small amount of space she filled in my arms. “This

is the new place,” she said, pointing upwards. “What do you think?” It was a red brick

building with arches above the windows, old-fashioned streetlamps and short posts in the

front, as if somebody might want to hitch up a horse. I found Whitney’s placard in the

shiny, silver callbox, “Ash/Wilder.” Ash was the boyfriend. Whitney was not known to

date seriously and that she had suddenly moved in with her new boyfriend, a 23-year-old

she met at a fundraiser, was certainly a surprise.

“You’re really moving up in the world,” I said. We took the back stairs, through

the series of porches that her gay neighbors had decorated with paper lanterns, potted

plants and neatly fanned copies of GQ. “Something tells me you do not have a drug

dealer landlord anymore,” I said.
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She laughed. “Hey, my drug dealer landlord used to give us free Internet. I kinda

miss Rogers Park already. But this is closer to the train and Logan and I spent forever

with the apartment lady picking it out.”

I nodded and imagined an apartment lady. She would wear a knee-length skirt and

reasonable heels, pumps maybe. Apartment ladies were for serious, busy people, which I

supposed Whitney was now. A departure from when she was in grad school and I wrote

web content and we set-up a fake office in her living room, complete with plants, a dress-

code and mandatory office parties.

“What are you thinking about?” Whitney asked.

“Do you think you’re an adult now?” I asked her.

“Do you think you are?” She opened the door into her kitchen.

“I’m sleeping on a cot in your craft room for three months,” I said.

She laughed hard and went to the fridge to pull out beers. “Somebody has to enjoy

my life for me and you’re the best candidate. Magic Hat or Two-Hearted?” she asked and

I grabbed the nearest one nearest.

My room for the summer had French doors with tan shades that opened into the

living room. There was a door that led into the kitchen, but it had been blocked by a set

of black bookshelves, lined with Logan’s manga and public health texts. Whitney’s old

bedroom had been covered in drawings and posters made by her friends in Tennessee—

bears in overalls, bearded men on bikes, portraits of gawky mermaids—and these now

adorned the walls of my room. I wondered what hung in her bedroom. On the wall across

from my cot was a pen and ink of a screaming Courtney Love and I imagined that she
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would watch over me. Hovering in the back corner was Whitney’s headless mannequin,

in a boxy floral dress that had remained unfinished for years.

 “She doesn’t have anything new and trendy?” I asked.

“She doesn’t get much attention anymore,” Whitney replied. “She stopped

trying.”

“Well that’s just sad,” I said. “I’ll be happy to take her out one of these evenings.

I’ve always admired her figure.”

Whitney walked over and adjusted the floral dress. It needed to be sewn up the

back. And straps, it could have used some straps. “This wouldn’t even fit me anymore,”

she said, fingering some tiny lace ruffles.

Whitney had been more muscular, with abs like rungs on a jungle gym. Her thighs

had been thick clamps around mine when we spent the night together.

 “Oh who cares, you’re all sleek now and isn’t that hip anyway?” I said.

“Right, sure, my tax-season body is hip,” Whitney replied. “This is Logan’s cot

that you’ll be using.” She gestured to what looked like a sturdy hammock with chrome

legs. It was covered in forest green canvas and had some pillows perched at one end.

“Is this going to hold my husky home-office physique?” I asked.

“Oh, definitely,” she said with certainty. “Dogs have slept on there.”

I laughed to myself and checked to see if she was joking, but she was already at

the closet, pulling out blankets and telling me where I could put my clothes. So I began to

unpack my shoes. I really liked the idea of using dogs as a measurement. “Today I’m
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feeling the excitement of eight dogs” or  “Oh no, not Uncle Henry, he’s three dog’s worth

of trouble.”

“I know it makes no sense. Don’t make me figure out what I was thinking,”

Whitney called over her shoulder.

I waved a hand at her. “I always enjoy the nonsense, don’t worry one dog about

it.” The room was lit by the soft glow of lights strung above the windows, and after I set

up my computer and speakers, I thought I could get comfortable here. “I honestly can’t

thank you enough for letting me stay.”

“I’m sorry, I know it’s not our original plan,” Whitney said, piling blankets at the

end of the cot. “There were some developments with Logan and the accounting—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I stopped her. But I was touched by her inclination to

apologize for changing, by her recognition that something between us had been lost.

“This place is perfect,” I said. Which it was. For her. I was going to have to ask myself

where exactly I thought I fit in here.

Whitney never lingered in a moment too long. “It’ll be more perfect if you find

something good to watch on the Internet.” She sank into the couch in the living room.

“Logan’s usually in charge of that, since you’re no longer my Download Manager.”

I found some reruns of The Real L Word—that was what she was asking for—and

we caught up between the drunken fighting scenes. “You’ll meet Logan this weekend,”

she said. He was doing an internship at a hospital in southern Illinois during the week.

“Mostly it’ll just be me and you,” she said.  “Kind of like old times.”
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“Right,” I said. “But with you going to an actual office, Logan coming here on

weekends and me eating your entire CSA box while I stream The Jersey Shore from my

cot.”

 “Feel free to use the couch for that,” Whitney said. She sipped her beer, eyes

glued to the screen and I wondered if my sarcasm had registered. Georgie’s reservations

surfaced in my mind and I understood. I couldn’t say for sure whether Whitney and I

were good friends or if I was just a perfect back-up Logan.

*

Richard and I decided to meet for drinks at the Heartland. I wanted to catch up

with our old haunt, see who was around doing what. “It’s the least amount of effort

possible and if we play our cards right, we’ll drink for free,” I told him.

I told Whitney and she decided to come along. “I’ll regret it tomorrow, but what

the hell.”

If I’d had a bike, which was high on my to-do list, we would have ridden. Instead,

Whitney and I took the redline to Lunt, ran down the urine covered stairwell and pushed

through the turnstile. General Store, Buffalo Bar, Heartland Café, read the chipped,

purple sign painted high on the wall. The screen door still flapped in the breeze.

In its full glory, the Heartland was a cornerstone of Rogers Park, a hub for artists

and queers, vegans and radicals. By the time I got around to it, however, it had lost its

luster. There were tiles in the floor that tilted or fractured when you stepped on them and
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on hot days, the unmistakable, musty smell of dead rats emanated from the long wooden

bar. Everyone knew you had to knock hard on the door of the back office, so you

wouldn’t catch Gary, the volunteer accountant, mid-jerk off. But the aging hippie owners,

Lucy and Tom, were known and loved around Chicago. The Heartland remained popular,

beyond expectation, because there was an unmistakable feeling that when you were there,

you were a part of the neighborhood. There were regular patrons who paid and left, and

then there were the close-knit family and friends of the Heartland, for whom the café was

a communal living room. I’d never worked there, so my intimacy was in part vicarious,

but I had been a member of the snug family that huddled around the musty wooden bar.

When we walked in, Richard was posted at the short end of the bar, sipping a

Miller High Life from the bottle. The bulky buffalo head stared down on him from the

wall. “Hey Wanyu, this isn’t particularly cold,” he called across the bar.

Wanyu’s wiry body whipped around. “Really? I put them in forever ago.”

“Richard, don’t you remember what it’s like to be behind the bar?” Whitney

asked, patting him on the shoulder.

“No, doll, that’s why we became professionals. Even if Georgie’s boyfriend is

behind the bar, you have absolutely no sympathy for his plebian plight. That’s why I

became a lawyer.” Richard shook his head like this was obvious and then broke into

laughter. “I’m sorry, Wanyu, it’s perfectly fine. Ladies, what are we having?”

Wanyu’s face lit up when he saw me. He was known for his cartoonish

expressions of surprise, which lifted his eyebrows into one tight, circular arc. He had a
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high forehead and neat black hair, and I had a very easy time picturing him as a muppet.

“Aneesha!” He ducked under the bar and we exchanged a tight hug.

“Hey, welcome back!” Ben popped his head through the doorway between the

kitchen and the bar. He was tall and chiseled and had been dreamily compared to Michael

Phelps by many bar-goers, male and female.

I ordered IPAs for Whitney and myself.

“On us,” Wanyu said, motioning to Ben. “Your money’s no good here tonight.”

“Are you sure?” Whitney asked. “We don’t drink much less than we used to.”

“Let’s hope not,” Ben said. “If it’s not busy we can close early and have a private

party.”

“Ohhh,” Wanyu said patting my arm. “Good idea! Tell Georgie to bring my

iPod.”

“Why don’t I get this kind of fanfare when I come in here?” Richard asked.

“It’s plebian treatment,” I said. “It’s not available to your average professional.”

Georgie showed up an hour later with Jurate. They were both tall and thin and

walked in wearing their bike helmets. They moved with a slow ease that, in my tipsy

state, made me think they would make fabulous helmet models. Which I told them.

“Hmmm,” Georgie said. “Wanyu give me whatever Aneesha’s having. I want to

become delusional too.”

“You could be a model,” he said. I felt certain there was nobody on earth as

earnest as Wanyu. At least nobody who could use the model line and mean it as

innocently as he did.
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“Ah jeez, just pour the drinks,” Georgie said. She dug around her backpack and

placed his iPod on the bar. “For later.”

“Shots!” Jurate shouted above my head. She grabbed me by the shoulders and

bent down to whisper, “I have a new one, you have to trust me.” Jurate was from

Lithuania and, in my head, this was the root of her strange habits. Her unusual English

expressions, her addiction to trashy euro-techno and her preference for flavored, flaming

and brightly colored shots, were all accounted for this way.  It wasn’t until this moment,

when I began to worry what the new shot would be, that I considered that Jurate might

just be weird. I must have looked at her in an off-seeming way because she frowned.

“Well if it’s so serious tonight, I’m perfectly happy with a scotch,” she said.

“What? No!” Whitney grabbed Jurate by the arm. “We’re having shots, Jurate,

that’s what we do.”

“Well Aneesha has this terrible look on her face and I’m thinking maybe she is

off in this Oregon world without shots and then who am I over here—”

“UT,” I said. “Calm down, I just missed you and I was momentarily overcome by

my own sadness. Of course we’re having shots. We always have shots.”

She beamed with her prominent cheeks and patted my head, signs that my total

bull shit had registered. “Good, it’s the real Aneesha. We can continue now.”

Richard nudged me with his shoulder. “Now, what’s the shot and will I gag if I

accept it?”

I shrugged and laughed. “Don’t we always? Isn’t that the fun?”
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Amanda wandered in and dropped her photo bag on a chair. “I heard there was a

celebrity sighting at the Heartland. I couldn’t miss it.” We threw our arms around each

other and giggled. “I was afraid I wasn’t going to finish my work in time, but sometimes,

hard work and positive thinking pays off.” Amanda pointed her finger at the tap she

wanted, a Goose Island Honkers. Her hands were thick and strong with delicate half-

moon nails and I thought they aptly exemplified her style.

By 11, a few more regulars had trickled in and a decent crowd of us roared around

the bar, slamming our glasses down emphatically. Ben went out to lock the doors and

Wanyu played electro-pop hits over the sound system.

“Hey Aneesha, you recognize this one?” he asked. People had the idea that I was

on the cutting edge of music, but I just followed blogs and took suggestions. I couldn’t

even claim to have discerning taste. I liked anything I could jump along with and that

sounded like some kind of altered state: blown-out, tinkly hazes; relentless, building

storms; over-produced, crystalline bliss, all of it.

“Yes,” I said and pushed a few tables against the wall. “I love it!”

“See,” Wanyu said, “I sometimes keep up with the young people.”

“You’re only 28,” Georgie protested.

“And already, I’m uncool,” Wanyu said. But then he hopped up on the bar and

held his arms up to the ceiling. “The people will dance!” he called. He jumped onto the

floor, bursting into a spastic running man, and the rest of us joined in. Jurate skipped side

to side, swinging her arms over her head and Georgie bent her elbows at sharp angles,

shooting up and down from the knees. I shuffled my feet around in quick, tiny steps and
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spun back and forth. Whitney and I liked to employ stiff robot arm movements and the

occasional kayak paddle, for some flair. It was all so familiar, the group of us bobbing

and kicking and weaving together freely. The dancing revved up to a point where Jurate

was allowed to play her throbbing techno and, soon enough, Richard and I were sloppily

waltzing in uneven diamonds, trying not to catch our toes on the tilting tiles.

 “What’s so funny?” Richard asked as we twirled.

I realized that I was laughing. “Nothing, I’m just happy.”

Richard’s smile spread out his pink nose. “What a coincidence, me too!”

At some point, Wanyu and Ben turned on the lights. After listening to several

minutes of loud, unreasonable dissent, they thanked us, collected their tips and ushered us

outside so they could close-up properly. In the patio, Georgie rested her elbow on my

shoulder and leaned her head up against her fist. “That was awesome.”

“Very awesome,” I agreed.

Her face was pulled taught into a crazed smile and she was smoking a cigarette,

which meant she would stay out longer if I wanted.

Whitney was saying goodbye to Jurate, the both of them making accounting jokes

that I didn’t get. Georgie coughed. “Whitney? Home so soon? How unlike you.”

“Yeah, well.” Whitney squeezed my arm and shrugged. “This is the point when I

turn back into a pumpkin. Is that how it goes? I don’t know, it’s a work night,” she said

and headed for the train.

“Aww, too bad,” Georgie said quietly, as Whitney walked away.

“You don’t even dislike her, you just enjoy being mean,” I said.
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“She’s a snake in the grass,” Georgie whispered sharply. We were both silent for

a moment and then doubled over with laughter. “Oh god, I do love being mean, let’s go

be mean to more people somewhere else.”

“Duke’s, let’s go!” I called and we migrated down the street.

“Hey Georgie,” I said, as we skipped along. “Guess what? We’re having fun.”

“I know!” she said brightly and then stopped. “Man, Aneesha, you always do that.

You know I can’t consciously have fun!”

I opened my eyes wide at her. “Don’t you just love being mean?” I punched her

shoulder and ran down ahead. “Just kidding,” I yelled. “We’re having such a miserable,

awful, insufferable, bad time! I hate you so much and I hope you die in an unfortunate

encounter with a meat grinder.”

“Thank you,” Georgie responded. “I’d be forever lonely without you.”

“Ditto,” I said, pushing into Duke’s. I held the door open and watched with

satisfaction as my friends streamed through.
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Wednesday

I awoke the next morning on the couch in the living room, still in my clothes and with a

terrible ache in my shoulders. My mouth tasted sour. “Bleh,” I croaked.

“Hey you,” Whitney said. She pulled a shirt out of the dryer and began to button

it. “Good night?”

I nodded and sat up. “Good night for you?” I asked.

Whitney patted at her face with her open palms. “Yeah, we haven’t all gotten

together like that in a while. But I do have little hot-face going on.” It was one of our

shared hangover symptoms, only hers was also accompanied by a pink tint that my own

brownish-reddish complexion hid. I patted my cheeks to see how I was doing, but the

warmth of sleep was indistinguishable from what might have been hot face.

“So, are you super excited for work?”

Whitney laughed. “Oh yeah. Can’t wait.” I felt her eyes on me as I got up and

shuffled through the French doors. “You can sleep in my bed if you want,” she offered.

I thought about it for a minute. Whitney’s bed had an amazingly soft pillow top.

In the past, it had been her stated reason for inviting me to spend the night. “My bed is

more comfortable, just stay,” she’d say casually. She wasn’t wrong, my bed had been a

papery twin mattress on the floor. But the comfort of Whitney’s bed became a running

joke once it was clear that Whitney wasn’t discriminating with whom she shared this

comfort. Anyone who wanted it, was in, and the regularity of my staying over—it turned
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out—was about convenience. Though I still didn’t turn it down. “That bed must be

fucking cotton candy, like crack-laced cotton candy,” Georgie would erupt when I used

to come home to our place in the morning. I had, since, promised myself to never, ever

sleep in Whitney’s bed again. I deserved better. This, I knew.

I shook my head and collapsed onto the cot. “Gonna get comfortable in this thing,

see you later. Audit the hell out of the world!” I went back to sleep and awoke several

hours later to my phone buzzing in my pocket. “Hello?” I answered without looking to

see who it was.

“Get up, Aneesha! We’re going to the beach!” It was Heather.

I’d planned to write that day. My project for the summer was to complete a

collection of stories I’d been writing for school. I had two stories to finish, two to rewrite

and several new, unwritten ones, fluttering anxiously in the wings of my mental theater.

It was important that I write down all the bits I was planning to steal from my friends’

lives now, while my impressions were still fresh and my transition remained unsteady. In

no time, I’d be caught in the tide of routine, all the rough patches smoothed out, and that

was not what my writing needed.

“Sorry, I need to write,” I told her.

“Wrong answer. I’m standing outside of your apartment.”

I rolled over and stuck my head out the window. Sure enough, I recognized the

hands on hips, the red visor cocked to the side, the faded green towel over one shoulder.

Heather always stood with her legs farther apart than necessary so her body looked like

an A.
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“Hi Heather,” I said.

“Hi Aneesha,” she replied. “Put on your swimsuit and bring your visor.”

Outside, the leaves fluttered in the breeze and there was still a lightness to the air.

Heather had been teaching middle school for a few years now and there was a natural

confidence in her directions. They held the promise of satisfaction if I followed them.

“But work,” I said, though they were just words, a gesture at responsibility.

“I heard you guys had a pretty crazy night and some beach time will freshen you

up for your work,” Heather responded.

“We missed you last night.” Heather was selling her eggs again. They got her an

even $7,000 at a clinic in Milwaukie, which gave her the freedom to spend the summer as

she liked. The difficult part, however, was that six weeks before the eggs were harvested,

she had to inject herself with hormones every day and abstain from alcohol and caffeine.

So not only was she bloated and irritated, but she didn’t come out and dance with us

either.

“Richard did say you don’t waltz as well as I do, which I said probably wasn’t

true.”

“I’m a terrible waltzer, Heather. Richard doesn’t tend to lie.” I looked down at her

and realized how lucky I was to have Heather show up beneath my window and invite me

to the beach. The ease of this, I thought, is exactly what I came back for. “Just give me a

moment, I’m coming.”

“Oh good! I brought strawberries and nuts and a crossword. All you need is your

visor,” she added.
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The visor, which I purposely packed at the top of my bag, had a white terrycloth

headband and built-in sunglasses that flipped down over the face. Heather and I had come

across them the previous summer at a dollar store on Clark and purchased one for each of

the girls we hung around with. It was part of our summer uniform. I put it on and flipped

down the robotic-looking shades.

“Sooo,” she said, in her heavy Wisconsin accent. “Tell me about your life in

Portland.” We were walking along Sheridan, which was lined with ritzy condos and

apartment buildings that opened right onto the beach. Cars went whizzing past us. Every

now and then a well-dressed couple descended the light, granite staircase of an elegant

building and took a second glance at mine and Heather’s matching visors. I wondered if

Logan and Whitney looked like that together, though younger and hipper.

“Well, I live in a house,” I said.

“Okay.” Heather turned her palms upward, waiting for more, I assumed.

“With girl I knew in college and one of her friends. It’s been fine. Kinda dirty, but

fine.”

“Dirty how?” she asked.

I pictured the house on N. Russell, its matted carpets and the yellowed piece of

corrugated plastic over the deck, which flapped violently in the wind. I wasn’t sure how

to explain that in Portland, these were not things that mattered. That what people came

over and saw were our vibrant compost pile and the two thick raised beds that were lush,

with both vegetables we planted and unknown gifts from the compost. And yet, certainly
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the lumpiness of the couch bothered me. The slant of the plastic-topped counters in the

kitchen never ceased to attract my attention.

“Maybe dirty isn’t really what I mean. Do you ever see something nice?” I tried to

explain to Heather. “Like a nice, sharp knife. And you watch somebody use it, and they

don’t seem to notice its excellence. They use the knife to cut butter or throw it in the

dishwasher or take it camping and split kindling from a log. And it’s not because they’re

dumb, it’s just that they measure the value of something by what it can do right now, in

this moment. And, right now, the sharp knife can make kindling. So every time I see

someone using that great knife, using it like it’s a regular old knife, I feel its sharpness

dulling and I know that it won’t be long before that sharp knife is just like any other

crappy knife, of which we have many. All of its potential just squandered. Because the

people using it don’t have this attitude of ‘this knife is special, what can I do to maintain

that?’ You know? Instead the attitude is all, ‘no knife is too good for any kind of

cutting.’” I realized I was talking mainly to the small puffs of cloud that hung above the

lake. I wasn’t quite sure what I where I was going.

Heather picked out a spot on the beach and was spreading out her towel.

“Hmmm,” she said. “I don’t think I understand. Explain again.” She propped her heart-

shaped face up on her hand and squinted hard at me. “Are you the knife? What’s the

knife?” she asked.

“I’m not the knife,” I said. “The knife is mine, though. Well, maybe I am the

knife.” What I was trying to say, it occurred to me, was that Heather, caring to fully
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understand my unexpected knife diatribe, was exactly the attitude that I had been

missing.

“If you are the knife, Aneesha,” she said, putting her head down on the sand, “I

think you’ll still be a pretty sharp one, even after all the improper cutting.” Heather

tossed a bottle of sunscreen at me. “Does this have anything to do with you and Whitney?

Are you just lonely?” she asked. “And will you please do my back?”

I squirted a pool of sunscreen into my palm and smoothed it into her shoulders.

During the strange Whitney months, Heather had been the only person with whom I

shared, in plain facts and details, what actually happened. Heather could discuss, without

defensiveness or embarrassment, emotions, confusion, desire, sex, anything at all, and it

fascinated me. I admired her. I couldn’t do the same without several drinks, a lot of

coaxing and at least some desire to cry and run away. This was what I had in common

with most of my friends: a tacit understanding to leave room, like double-spacing on a

page, for the pieces of ourselves we’d rather not directly address.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, avoiding her questions, even now. “I just got here,

we’ll see.”

“It’s weird,” she said.

“What is?” I asked.

“That none of you think it’s weird to live together.”

I made sure to rub sunscreen beneath the string of her bikini and a little beneath

the elastic waist of her bottoms. “So doesn’t that make it not weird?” I asked.



28

“I guess we’ll see,” Heather said, smiling her uneven smile at me. “You’re a very

sharp knife with the sunscreen. Thank you.”

“Oh, shut-up, Heather,” I said.

*

I went over to Wanyu’s place. He and I had a plan go check out my best bike

finds from Craigslist. His mom was in Korea for the month so he was borrowing her car,

which was convenient for me and a luxury for him. The back wheel of Wanyu’s bicycle

had been stolen four times in the past six months. He lost his phone every two weeks.

The number of the nights he’d spent on the floor outside of his apartment, because he’d

misplaced his keys, were more than most people would admit to. There was no way he’d

get himself a car, but driving around Chicago was one of his favorite activities. I wasn’t

quite sure why. Most people found the narrow streets and extreme weather conditions

off-putting.  “I like to see what people are up to out there,” Wanyu said, when I asked if

he was sure he didn’t mind.

“It’s always a surprise with him,” Georgie said and shrugged. “I’m not going. I’ve

got my own errands and sitting in a car all afternoon sounds terrible.”

“Come on, it’ll be fun!” I said. “We’re looking at bikes and meeting strangers!”

“And guess what?” Wanyu looked at me and then back at Georgie, the arch of his

brows peaked. “Well, actually, it was going to be a surprise, but now I should just tell

you.”

“What?” we asked, mine excited, Georgie’s annoyed.
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“Jesse has one hour to get beer and we’re going to meet up with him!”

“Alright, yeah!” I said.

Jesse was one of Georgie’s best friends from high school, I’d known him for

years, and he was now managing a small, organic farm in Michigan. Three days a week

he came to Chicago to do farmer’s markets and these were the only occasions in which he

could sneak in a little time to hang out.

Georgie narrowed her eyes. “Oh, so now that Aneesha’s in town Jesse suddenly

has an hour to pound beers.” She was straightening the papers and books on Wanyu’s

dining room table in a careful way that suggested restraint.

“Quit it with the funk, Summertown, and just come with us,” I said. “The books

can wait.”

Wanyu, standing behind me, gripped my shoulders hard. “That’s okay, Georgie,

don’t worry about it, we’ll find you later.”

Georgie released a stack of books and sighed. “I have a stupid electrolysis

appointment my mom is making me go. She says my face is too hairy again.”

Wanyu’s hands were open and outstretched in a manner that could only be read as

desperate.

“Hmm. Alright,” I said and Wanyu ushered me out to the car.

He put on some grunge rock that grumbled in the background and, as soon as the

car started, he was squinting far out into the distance.

“What’s the deal?” I asked.



30

Wanyu was quiet for a moment, perhaps, I thought, wondering how much he

should say. “I think the deal is that Georgie is restless.” I waited for him to say more. He

continued looking off into the unmoving traffic on Western. “I think she wants to

establish a way to move forward, something serious and important, and I think maybe

she’s frustrated,” he said.

A woman on a bus stop bench was wearing sweatpants that had fallen too low and

exposed her splotchy, bare ass. She looked a like a beached seal.

“I think maybe she’s frustrated with me.” He turned to me. “You know anything

about this, Aneesha?”

I thought about Georgie and the wealth of information about her that I carried.

The truth was that Georige had never not been frustrated by someone she’d loved and

Wanyu was her first real boyfriend, as in a person with whom she wanted to build a

strong relationship, in whom she invested actual effort. She didn’t like caring so much, it

took a toll on her. I tried to identify the most constructive way to explain this, but Wanyu

went on.

 “You know, I thought when I came back from the fishing, when we could see

each other all the time again, that it would be easy. Now I can’t seem to stop annoying

her.” He shrugged, but I knew he was hurt.

“I think Georgie just wants you to finish college,” I said. “You know, stick with a

major and finish it.” This was something Georgie had explained to me on a number of

occasions and it made sense to me. “How can I build a life with him if he doesn’t finish

things?” she would ask.
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I thought Wanyu might take this poorly. The first time he’d started college, with

no guidance out of high school, he had accepted a scholarship to a state school in

Missouri and fallen into a deep depression. He missed his family and couldn’t handle

being the only Asian guy around. Since then, he’d started and stopped taking classes at

community colleges in Chicago a few times.

But Wanyu wasn’t worried. “Hey, well, I’m taking a class right now, a

philosophy class,” he said, slapping the steering wheel excitedly.

He really wasn’t getting it. “Whatever happened with the EMT thing?” I asked.

The last time I’d seen him, it was almost done.

Wanyu winced. “It’s bad. I failed the licensing exam.” He fished for another

cigarette. “I was busy around then, too many serving shifts.”

“Maybe you can try again,” I offered.

“I don’t know, I’m thinking maybe international relations or something,” he said,

squinting into traffic once more.

I tried not to sound open-minded. “Maybe go with something where you get credit

for the classes you’ve already taken? You’ve put in a lot of effort already,” I said. “You

can probably do something in health technology.”

“You think?”

“I do.”

 “That’s what Georgie wants?” he asked.

 “You work hard, Wanyu, and I think Georgie wants you to get a degree so you

can get paid more. I don’t think she cares what else you do.”
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“As long as I don’t work at the Heartland forever,” he said.

“Definitely.” I pointed him to corner where I saw Jesse’s massive white box

truck, illegally parked in front of a fire hydrant.

The two of us got out and received our manhandling from Jesse. He had become a

beast since working on the farm, complete with a thick neck, bushy beard and garlicky

BO stench. What saved him from repulsing me completely was his beautiful, wavy head

of hair. He smashed me with a hug, lifting me a few inches off the ground, which also

resulted in a satisfying back crack I had come to enjoy. He did the same to Wanyu, who

added a childish “wheee” to the event.

As was the routine, we headed into the nearest dive and watched Jesse throw back

a few Irish car bombs. He bought whiskeys for me and Wanyu with some flirty flourishes

for the waitress and launched into his sped-up, abridged version of normal conversation.

“Been reading N+1, good stuff, love literary criticism, totally agree it’s been

underrepresented in the plethora of shit being published on the Internet. But,” he paused

to down another whiskey shot, “read Harbach’s novel, great opening, sure, but fucking

obvious character arcs, ham-fisted Melville themes and shit ending. Aneesha, thoughts on

the ending and overall reactions to representations of race and sexuality.” He motioned

towards me.

I gave him quick summary of my thoughts, not bad, being my general feeling. We

agreed that the “geezer,” as Jesse put it, shouldn’t have had it so easy by dying. It was a

strange thing to agree on at 3pm, having a whiskey in a dive bar.
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“God, I can’t fucking tell you how long I’ve been waiting to have a conversation

about literature,” Jesse said burying his face in Wanyu’s shoulder. “This doesn’t happen

on the farm. This is gold, it’s pure gold.”

I brought Jesse down the street with us to go look at the bike because I thought he

might have some useful knowledge. Its owner was a man with an accent who had asked

me to meet him at his architectural firm. Over the phone, he had tried to tell me that it

was too small for an adult, that he already knew from the sound of my voice that it wasn’t

going to work. I had assured him, however, that I was no larger than a teenager, that I

hadn’t grown since I was in seventh grade and that I needed a small road bike.

“Is that the guy?” Wanyu asked.

 I looked at my phone, trying to match the address to the email. Ahead, a man in a

brown cut-off t-shirt was standing at a doorway with a small blue bike. He had a bandana

tied around his stringy blonde hair. “No way,” I said. But as we got closer, it was clearly

him. The bike was the one I’d seen in photos and he was at the right address, I just had to

alter my mental image of an architect with an accent.

“You’re too big,” he said, as I waved to him. The accent was the same. Maybe

Nordic, I thought now.

“Let me try it out.” I said. It was a little small, the seat barely came up to my hips,

but I wouldn’t need it for too long and he was selling it for $40.

“You let your sister ride this child bike?” he asked, gesturing at Wanyu.



34

 “You’re mistaken, sir. Aneesha’s not my sister,” Wanyu said. We exchanged our

practiced, “that was so racist” look, the exaggerated, unsubtle one meant to elicit a

reaction from observers. The Nordic hippie architect was not moved.

Jesse inspected the brakes and lifted the bike with one arm to see the gears spin.

He gave me the thumbs up and I hopped on and rode down the empty street. I pumped

the pedals, the undersized wheels whizzing, a breeze in my face. I pulled a tight turn that

I’d never be able to manage in a regular-sized bike and decided that, bad idea or not, I

was sold. I wanted to prove the man wrong.

“You’re like a clown,” Jesse pointed out upon my return.

“So no?”

“Clown works for you,” Jesse said. “The more serious you are, the more funny,

the more funny, the more serious. You can’t lose.”

“You can always take it and resell it if you find better,” Wanyu weighed in with a

helpful comment.

After I handed the man my money, Jesse smashed us goodbye and ran off to find

the intern who would be driving him back to Michigan. “Come out to the farm, you

lovable fools!” he called as he ran towards his truck.

We packed the clown bike into the back of Wanyu’s mom’s car and I considered

Jesse’s comment. I had always prided myself on my clown-like qualities, though a part of

me, the part fueled by Jesse’s whiskey gifts, was insulted by the idea that I couldn’t be

taken seriously. Humor was a direct allusion to seriousness, to small tragedies, only, who

preferred to live alongside tragedy?
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I looked at the bike, front wheel turned up against the back window. The word

“Caliente” was printed in red on the crossbar and it made me think of Rocinante. It was

fitting. I was happy to ride this workhorse around town believing she was, in fact, the

finest stallion. Jesse was probably right, I couldn’t lose, I was as much the Don as

Sancho.

“Did you change your mind?” Wanyu asked. He was smoking a cigarette in the

drivers’ seat. “I’m sure he’ll take it back.”

“No, Caliente is mine,” I said and climbed in beside Wanyu.

“That was easy,” he said and I nodded. I wished Georgie had come along to help

me figure out whether or not I had made a good decision.
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Thursday

I stepped onto a crowded bus the following afternoon and I wedged myself into a corner

seat, trying not to knock against the man beside me. He was dressed in crisp looking

jeans and flashy, neon trimmed sneakers. “You hold this for me for a second?” he asked

and I found myself presenting a series of portraits of him, to him, so he could examine

each one. “What do you think?” he asked, taking the three prints from me and turning

them around.

I studied the black and white images: two of him holding a microphone on stage

and one of him on the sidewalk with two friends, sitting in front of a house with a

chainlink gate. The photos looked familiar and yet, I examined the man’s face, his high

forehead and triangular nose, and I knew I’d never met him before. “Hey, did you, by any

chance, get these done by Laura Summertown?” I asked. Georgie’s mom had recently

become a well-known photographer in the local underground hip-hop scene. It was

unclear to me how this had happened, as she was a white-haired woman in her fifties and

most of the shows didn’t even start until midnight. But the work was unmistakably hers.

She had a way of tinging all of her portraits with a regal, Southern air.

He looked baffled. “What? You know Laura too? How does she know everyone?”

“I’m just friends with her daughter, Georgina, Georgie.”
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The man shook my hand and introduced himself as Jean. “Yeah, I’m living with

them, that’s where I’m going now, to the Summertown’s. It’s not a bad place.” He

whistled and winked.

I laughed. This was The Jean, the exiled pop star from Rwanda, who was

currently residing at the Summertown’s. Georgie had written to me of him, “You’d think

he’d get a real job to help pay for things, but I guess that’s not what pop stars do.” Jean

was well-dressed and easy to talk to and I saw how it might be awkward to tell him to get

a job.

 He asked if I was on my way to see Georgie and I told him that no, I was on my

way to go help some kids learn how to read.

“Hey man, it’s good to do that stuff,” he said, “means you got a good heart.”

I wasn’t sure it said anything about the goodness of my heart. Earlier that week, I

had received an email from the tutoring center where I used to volunteer and had

responded because I was afraid that without any set obligations, I’d waste all my time.

That, and I secretly hoped that I’d run into an old crush of mine, a fellow tutor named

Zoe. Once I walked into the center, however, the smell of crayons and cleaning solutions

overwhelmed me and I remembered how much I liked being a part of the center.

The volunteer coordinator greeted me by name when I walked over to sign in on

her clip-board. “I wasn’t sure you where you were, Aneesha, but I’m glad to see you

back.” She was a curly-haired woman with a sparkling smile. I remembered the

Christmas song she and the staff had written about me one winter and how special, how

remarkable I’d felt. How I’d likely responded to her email because of a latent memory of
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that feeling. I wondered how much of her job was making people feel selfishly good

about volunteering. “Certain people have missed you more than others,” she said with a

wink and pointed me over to a table of girls with loose, glum postures. I recognized

Jasmin immediately because of the way she kicked her legs when she pretended to read.

“Hey you,” I said, poking her in the back.

“What the—” she snapped around, ready to pop me in the stomach, but stopped

short and smiled when she recognized me. Jasmin had lost an incisor tooth and was

wearing a mismatching pair of dangly earrings. She still wore her hair in a curly ponytail

pulled and sprayed down tight over the top of her head. “What are you doing here?” she

asked.

“Is this like a thing now?” I asked gesturing towards the earrings.

“Get with it,” she said. “This is what happened in third grade, but I guess you

missed that.”

“I’m sorry,” I said and sat in a chair across from her. “I had to go to school.”

“Psh,” said her friend, Karina, beside her. “So does everyone. Until they die.”

“Well, we’re not dead yet, so I guess we better work on reading.”

Jasmin tossed her book over at me. “I hate this book. Princesses suck.”

“Don’t even talk to me about blondes,” Karina said.

Both of them were reading first grade level books, probably because they didn’t

like to look stupid when they were forced to read aloud in front of new tutors. “No more

baby books, come on,” I said ushering them over to bookshelves that lined the walls.
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“Pick something different, no princesses, no blondes and more than one sentence per

page.”

I knew there had to be something better, but as we combed the shelves, I realized

that there weren’t many books here they would find interesting. These girls were not

living in a horse fantasy and they thought princesses were lazy and they didn’t wish to

meet aliens or play professional sports and they were highly skeptical of magic. They

were interested in such activities as sneaking out from the house at night to go steal candy

from the video rental store where they knew their cousin was having sex in the back and

not watching the front counter. Except that nobody I knew of was writing books about

these kinds of exploits at a third or fourth grade reading level.

“See,” Jasmin said, punching my leg, “nothing. Can’t we just braid hair or

something?”

I grabbed a few books from the shelf that we might use as reference. “Better

idea,” I said, “we’ll write our own and then we can read each others’ books.”

“Your book is going to be boring,” Karina said to me. “Then I went for a walk

and cut my hair off and bought a dragon,” she said with a deep drone that I could only

assume was mockery of my voice.

“That’s exactly what I was going to write,” I said and the three of us burst into

giggles.

“I’m gonna write my book about you too,” Jasmin said, as we settled back at the

table.
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I pulled paper and pencils out from the bin in the middle and wondered how this

would go. I had been hoping they’d write about themselves or things relevant to their

own lives and—aside from our weekly tutoring sessions, which had been on hiatus the

past year—I didn’t think I had anything to do with that. But I was happy to be their fool. I

understood how strange my life must have seemed to them. “Okay, start writing and in 10

minutes we’ll pause to take stock of what we’ve got,” I said. They began laughing again

and I narrowed my eyes at them.

“Sorry, okay, this is serious now,” Jasmin said, trying not to laugh.

Karina took a deep breath, I counted to three and we all dove into our papers.

I left that afternoon with two comic books about myself. Karina’s was a story

about a woman who had no boyfriends and was free to ride her striped motorcycle

wherever she wanted, like the grocery store and even to Dunkin Donuts, where she could

get the biggest size coffee (who would possibly tell her no?) and laugh and laugh for

hours. In Jasmin’s, my faux-hawk was depicted as a series of spikes and I wore black

wristbands and a purple cape. I carried a club and a book with me everywhere, but the

club was just a tough-looking accessory, because whenever I encountered my enemies—a

red, four-legged bird and a yellow T-Rex—I ended up reading to them.

When I got back to the apartment, I laid the comics out on my cot. They were so

beautiful and so true and so not and so terribly, terribly sad. I put my face in my pillow

and cried. I had only lived in Chicago for a year before I started school and I was

overwhelmed by the mounting evidence that my absence had been felt in unexpected
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places. I left my face in the pillow for a while, until it started getting hot and I was having

trouble breathing.

I heard a fumbling at the lock on the front door and sat up straight. It was too

early to be Whitney and I glanced at my phone. He was home early.

“Hello?” a man’s voice called from the entryway.

I wiped my face off on the pillow and put on my glasses. “Hey,” I said, closing

the French doors behind me.

“I’m just so sweaty all the time,” Logan said. “Otherwise I’d give you a hug.

Have you made yourself at home? Are you okay?” he asked, scrutinizing my face.

“Oh yeah, I’m fine,” I waved a hand at him. “Just taking a nap, you know me,

totally at home.” Though it occurred to me that he didn’t me know me and that was the

point.

He was wearing a lavender polo shirt with khaki shorts and some locks of his

curly auburn hair stuck to his forehead. “Well, surprise, I didn’t have to work today.”

Logan adjusted his tortoise-shell glasses frames, nearly identical to mine, and turned to

show me the sweat stain on the butt of his shorts. “That’s what I get for driving without

stopping. Gross right? Let me change.” His head moved with an exaggerated comic

motion toward the bedroom.

I laughed and settled myself on the couch.

“Did Whitney pick up the CSA box this week yet? I was thinking of making

dinner before she got home,” he called to me.

“Yeah, we got it yesterday. I can help if you want,” I said.
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“Maybe you can help me figure out what to do with all these garlic scapes we’ve

been getting. It seems like there are only so many ways to cook them.” He emerged again

in a tshirt and cut-offs. I had to hand it to Whitney, Logan was adorable. Plus this dinner

idea was sweet and I knew exactly what to do with the garlic scapes.

“Pesto?” I asked, getting up from the couch.

“Oh, I haven’t tried one yet,” he said, pointing at me. “That’s good.”

Logan did the pasta and kale and I wrangled the tangled, green mass of stems into

the Cuisinart with oil, nuts, basil and cheese. We both decided that some actual cloves

wouldn’t hurt since we’d already be breathing garlic fire anyway. He smashed a piece

with the larger flat knife and carefully peeled the skin off with just his fingernails.

“I know it’s ridiculous since we’re going to be ingesting it, but—”

“You don’t want to get it all over your hands,” I finished for him. “I do the same

thing.”

“Then at least you won’t think I’m a weirdo,” Logan said opening his eyes wide. I

pulsed the Cuisinart while he checked the pasta water and added more salt because it

wasn’t boiling yet. He moved jerkily around the kitchen, but when he came to the stove, a

grace took over his movements, and it was a light touch that Logan tossed the kale in the

pan and slid the pasta into the water without a splash. It was like cooking with another

version of myself. “I don’t think you’re a weirdo,” I confirmed. “You seem regular to

me.”

“Oh, thanks,” he said sarcastically. “You just got here and you’ve already decided

I’m boring.”
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I laughed. Perhaps I was more transparent than I thought. “Not boring, just not

crazy. Yet. You have time to prove otherwise, no need to rush into it.”

“Well I’ve heard from Whitney about the stunts you two used to pull.”

He stirred the pasta with one hand and adjusted the heat on the kale with the

other.  Knowing Whitney, if she had told him anything at all, she had skipped over all

parts possibly uncomfortable or difficult to explain. “Like what?” I asked.

“You trying to ride a strangers’ scooter, the two of you spilling candle wax all

over a bar, the republican Whitney went home with because she said she’d make her

waffles in the morning. General drunken mayhem,” he said, like this was a fun, new

genre of music.

The candle wax had been on each other in a bar, the republican was Whitney’s

boss and I noted these particular edits. They weren’t just innocent stunts and I wondered

if Logan knew about the dark undertow, the empty places that had driven us into these

mishaps. Even when we recognized our own false intentions, foresaw the regret that

would rise in our chests, we each plowed full-steam ahead because it always seemed that

we were on the brink of something different. Or maybe it was only me. Maybe Whitney

wasn’t hiding anything, but fun and games.

“All sounds familiar,” I said. “Who can turn down Republican waffles?”

“I’m pretty embarrassed to be dating someone who couldn’t,” he said. “But don’t

tell Whitney that.”

“I gave her hell for that one, she’s well aware. Taste,” I said, holding out a forkful

of pesto to him.
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“Delicious,” he declared. “A great way to deal with these scapes.”

Whitney came home and dropped her giant bag on the couch. “What’s going on in

here?” She peeked into the kitchen, her gold earrings swinging back and forth and I

waited to see what kind of reunion she and Logan would have.

“Dinner,” Logan replied and held up a plate with servings of pasta and kale. “I got

back early this week.”

She was genuinely delighted. “That’s such a great surprise. You guys!”

“Logan knew you’d be tired,” I said. “And stressed about using all the vegetables

this week.”

She leaned in and gave him what I could best describe as a gentle kiss on the lips.

“Mmm, garlic,” she said kissing him again and I had to look away, it felt wrong to watch.

I ripped up some leaves of basil and sprinkled them over the tops of our plates.

“Want to watch something while we eat?” Whitney asked, taking her plate out to

the living room.

“We’ve been watching United States of Tara,” Logan explained to me. “Is that

okay with you?”

I nodded and sat down at the far end of the couch. “I’ve only seen the first few

episodes, but I’m sure I can catch up.”

“She has something like multiple personality disorder,” Whitney added.

“I’m pretty sure Aneesha got that if she saw the first few episodes,” Logan

replied. “It’s like the main point of the show.”

“I just wanted to remind her. In case she forgot. I would.”
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“Only you would forget something like that.” He said it with a hand on her thigh,

but there was something biting in his tone.

I glanced at Whitney to see what this exchange was about, but she seemed

entirely unaffected. She shrugged and lifted her fork to her mouth. “Great pesto, nice job,

team.”

“It was a joint effort,” Logan said and held up a high five that I returned. “It’s

really nice to have Aneesha in the kitchen, I think we’ll make some great things

together.”

Whitney’s mouth was full of food, but she spoke anyway. “Total win for me.

Knock yourselves out.”

Logan caught my gaze and rolled his eyes. He smiled and I had to admit that I felt a

kinship with him. I’d only ever loved difficult women, the kind who didn’t particularly

care how I felt, and there was something reassuring about this wholesome young man,

having fallen for the same charms and tricks that I had. It wasn’t without some envy that I

admired the relationship he’d coaxed out of Whitney, one that seemed smooth and

comfortable, one that I was fairly certain I couldn’t have crafted myself.
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Friday

The next morning I went down to Metropolis. It was a coffeeshop two blocks south of

Whitney and Logan’s apartment that featured balding couches, giant windows and two

open rooms filled with tables. I could say that I wasn’t looking for a cool place to do my

work, but I was. I liked that my coffee was made and served to me by hip college

students from Loyola, many of whom were brown and queer, all of whom adored my

faux-hawk-pomp. It was a fabulous way to start my writing sessions, which, though

satisfying, generally included a thorough questioning of the value of my own perspective

on the world and an unencouraging estimate of the meaning of life.

My usual table was against a wall with a window into the kitchen. They baked

their own pastries at Metropolis and it felt good to have people in constant motion beside

me, kneading dough, running the Hobart mixer, thrusting pans in and out of the oven. It

created a sense of drama and accomplishment that I wished could be present in my own

work. My task for the day was to rewrite the opening scene of a story of mine. In it, my

main character, a middle-aged woman named Gloria, began the insurmountable task of

cleaning a giant fish tank in a fancy hotel lobby. I need to whip her up to her breaking

point. So I considered the stench of fish tank grime, the texture of a maid uniform and the

differences between “slosh” and “splash.” I drank espresso until my mind buzzed and my

fingers chattered over the keyboard. Soon Gloria fell into the tank and submitted to its

dreamlike quality. My fingers had hesitantly gathered the start the scene’s final sentence,

when I noticed a figure pause before my table.
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“Aneesha,” a playful voice announced.

I looked up and there was Zoe. Tutor Crush. Her ponytail was the rich color of

pecans and her nose was a loose check. “Zoe, Zoe,” I said, subduing the giddy wave

inside me. “What brings you up to this neighborhood?”

She smiled and her round eyes swept up into sharp teardrops. “Big news, I live in

Edgewater now.” She sat down across from me. “I’m not intruding?”

I shrugged. “Could be worse.”

She eyed me and my computer. “You’re about to become the next John Grisham,

aren’t you?”

“I wish,” I said. “Didn’t you get a real teaching job? Shouldn’t you be ruining

some students’ lives with Shakespeare?”

“Normally, yes,” she said, crossing her legs. “But I’m not teaching summer

school this year, I’m a free.” Zoe waved her arms in the air and then sipped from the

straw in her iced coffee. Her lips puckered gently. There was suppleness around her

features, as if a severely angled face had been covered in a sheet of fondant. It gave her a

deceivingly soft and innocent beauty. Her lips released the straw and I imagined her

bottom lip like a firm caterpillar in my mouth. Then I wondered from where I thought I

knew the firmness of caterpillars and then feared I was being a Richard-notch lech, so I

looked at her coffee instead. “I get a real summer vacation, which is nice,” she was

saying. “Though I’ve been reworking my curriculum, over and over. I’m not used to

student-free time.”
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“Well, congratulations. On both the job and the vacation. Way to educate the

youth,” I said and shut my laptop. “I do mean that. I’m not just being an asshole,” I

added.

Zoe’s jaw dropped and she looked wild-eyed at me. “You care about kids? And

the whole time, I thought you volunteered at the tutoring center for the prestige!”

“That and to see your beautiful, shining smile.” I gave her a cheesy grin. I

considered it a special advantage and doom that my natural tone of voice precluded any

sense of sincerity.

“Well, that’s a relief.” She smiled and pointed to her face. “Now I can quit

pretending to be funny and smart. You can’t imagine how exhausting it’s been.”

Her sharp reply sent the giddy wave rising again. “Well, you had me fooled, so

we might be on the same level.”

 Zoe laughed and shook her head. She recrossed her legs and her foot brushed my

shin. “Hey, I don’t want to keep you from your masterpiece, but I’m going dancing

tomorrow at Danny’s. Soul night. You have to come and show off your moves.”

“Didn’t you just say you moved up here?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “So what?”

“Bucktown is far,” I heard myself whine.

Zoe shrugged. “Uh, so get drunk and take a little bike ride. I get to pretend I’m

young for a couple months, work with me, Aneesha. I’ll text you to remind you.”  She

picked up her bag and stood up. “Your summer look is wonderful, by the way, love your

bright colors.”
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Bright colors were not seasonal for me and she knew that. “I’m not that easy,” I

said.

 “Neither am I. Be there. No excuses about getting drunk too early at the

Heartland.” She started to stand up and then stopped. “Oh,” her tone dropped. “Did I tell

you that Julian and I broke up? So you won’t be burdened with his asshole-ish presence.

Ever again. And I’m sorry that you were before.”

Zoe and her immaculately dressed boyfriend had been planning to move to Austin

when he’d finished at the Art Institute. He’d always struck me as a little uptight, but I

guessed he must have done something terrible. Her eyes wandered from mine down to

her coffee. I’d never seen her this serious before, we were always playing. “I’m sorry,” I

said, trying to find an even, earnest tone of voice.

She played with the triangular pendant hanging around her neck.

“Hey, Zoe, I’ll be there tomorrow,” I said.

Her vacant stare lingered for a moment and then a smile snapped across her face.

“Not easy, my ass,” she said, winking.

“Oh god,” I said. “So, so, not fair.”

She stood up and pushed her chair in. “But really, please come.”

I nodded and watched her leave. She was short, like me, but her walk was smooth

and her hips rolled gently. I pulled a notebook from my backpack and flipped to a blank

page. “Diff btwn good/bad choices,” I wrote and drew a box around it. There were still

45 minutes left in my computer battery and I needed them for me and Gloria. I could

savor and condemn Tutor Crush later.



50

*

Georgie had started giving food tours around the city so I figured she’d be out and

about. I called to see if she what she was doing and she answered with a sigh that

sounded like heavy wind. “Will you please meet me at that stupid ice cream place you

and Rachel like?” she requested. It was a gelato shop called Black Dog, and it was in

Ukrainian Village, a 30-minute ride from me, she knew. Though I could tell she was not

in the mood for hesitance or argument. When I arrived, I was sweaty and thinking that

gelato wasn’t what I wanted in my dry mouth. But as it turned out, Georgie didn’t want

anything either and it seemed like a waste to get nothing. So I ordered a salted peanut and

sat next to her on the turquoise bench outside.

“Is Rachel coming?” I asked.

Georgie looked at me like I was an idiot. “No, of course Rachel is not coming.”

“Oh.”

“We’re here to talk about Wanyu.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the

bench.

“Oh no.” My mind slipped back to our conversation and I tried to decide which

was the most disagreeable part. College, I thought, that had to be it.

 “‘Oh no’ is right.” She was calm, composed. “What exactly did you say to him?”
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I dragged my spoon around the mound of gelato in my cup. There was an

indignant part of me that wanted to remind her that none of it wasn’t true. However, that

would be cowardly and that wasn’t how Georgie and I conducted our friendship. 

“I told him he needed to graduate from college and make more money so he

didn’t need to go fishing.”

“And that I thought it was lame to work at the Heartland?” she asked.

I took a bite and pointed my spoon at her. “That was his own addition, though I

didn’t disagree. Georgie, you worked at the Heartland. You and I both know that it’s a

way station where some people get stuck. It can be like the Bermuda Triangle.”

Georgie uncrossed her arms and sighed. “Yes, well, Wanyu, doesn’t know that.”

“Yes, he does,” I responded. “If he didn’t, he wouldn’t care. What was he upset

about?”

She picked at a hangnail on her thumb. It was such a helpless action. “He was

mad that it was you who told him and not me. That you knew all of it already.”

It was a valid point, unrealistic, but valid. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was trying to

help. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“At least you were being honest.”

“I really like Wanyu,” I said. “You don’t know how hard I’m rooting for you

guys. I’ve never wanted anything so badly for you before.”

It was late afternoon and the sun was getting low in the sky, so that we both had

to look down at the ground. There were crisscrosses of brick laid into the sidewalk and it
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made me feel old-fashioned, sitting on a bench, with a gelato, discussing a boy. Like I

imagined one of those Little Women type books would be, if I ever relented and read one.

“Really?” Georgie squinted at me. “Because I feel the same way.”

 I nodded and offered her a spoon of gelato. She swallowed and nodded her head

with approval then brushed at her far shoulder with one hand. “Is there something on my

back?” she asked, turning away from me.

Attached to her bare shoulder blade was a prehistoric-looking bug, something the

length of a thumb, with yellow and orange armor, long wings and two sets of tentacles. It

was the most frightening bug I’d ever seen. I jumped off the bench immediately, which, I

realized afterwards was not the right reaction.

“What is it?” she asked, now flailing her arms. “Get if off, get if off!” she

shrieked.

“I guess it’s not so bad,” I lied and picked up a leaf from the ground. People

inside the gelato shop were watching our little drama unfold and I suddenly felt pressure

to get the bug off cleanly, in one go. I swiped at it with a leaf, but it didn’t budge.

“What’s going on?” Georgie hollered.

I decided there wasn’t a delicate solution, so I dropped the leaf, took a deep breath

and pinched the armored body between my thumb and index finger. It began to flap its

wings in a spastic fashion and I ignored the drumming of my panic in my chest.

“Is it off? Did you get it?” Georgie’s shoulders were hitched up, her back tense.

The rubbery skins of the bug’s wings brushed against my fingers and I dropped it

on the ground, backing away.
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“Thank god,” Georgie said, returning from her hysteria. She bent down to take a

closer look. “Wow, that thing is huge. And really ugly.”

“I know,” I said, wiping my hands on my shorts, as if that would cleanse me.

“Did you just pick that off me with your hands?”

“Yep.”

Georgie stood up again. “Well.” She adjusted her tanktop straps. “Look who’s the

fool now.”

“Nobody’s a fool,” I said.

“Thanks for taking that hideous thing off of me.” She slipped her phone out of her

pocket and took a picture of it.

“Thanks for meeting me at a gelato place to tell me you’re upset with me.” I

smiled and spooned out the last bite.

Georgie looked at me and shrugged. “Gelato, right. Well, yeah.”

“What are you going to do about Wanyu?” I asked.

“Who knows,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” She walked

towards her bike and I followed with mine. “I don’t know how we really be together.”

“I think nobody does,” I said.

Georgie bent down to put the key in her bike lock and we walked beneath a line

of trees in the shade. “You don’t think it’s just us?”

“It might be,” I said. “But that doesn’t make it any less mysterious. It’s not like

somebody else’s relationship would work for either of us.”

“Yeah, too bad, though, huh?”
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“Hey, you wanna go to a soul night in Bucktown tomorrow? I ran into Tutor

Crush at Metropolis and she invited me. I said I’d go.”

Georgie eyed me. “Ol’ Tutor Crush again, eh?”

 “Yes, why not? It’ll be fun and you love soul.”

“It’s true, I do love soul.” Georgie looked up at blue sky and seemed to consider

the invitation. “You shouldn’t be surprised, Aneesha, when your bruised little raisin heart

gets smashed into jam.”

 “Jeez.” It was apparently not the invitation she was considering.  “Smashed into

jam? It’s dancing, Georgie, it’s just for fun! Are you serious?”

“There is no such thing as ‘just for fun,’ and you know that very, very well.”

Georgie hopped onto her pedals and glided onto the street. “I’ll think about soul night.

Come over tomorrow and eat dinner at my parents.’ They’ve been asking about you.”

“Ugh, fine, okay,” I muttered and watched Georgie expertly weave her way

through traffic.

I got on my own bike and pedaled hard up Damen. I didn’t like being told what to

do, as if I were not capable of weighing the pros and cons of my own decisions. I would

hang out with Tutor Crush if I wanted to and if she hurt my feelings, I would deal with it.

For just this reason, I supposed, I was not the kind of person who anybody worried about.

General consensus among my friends, family and most strangers, was that I was always

fine. There wasn’t any real discussion about what “fine” meant, but I too, assumed that I

could manage anything. I flew through a yellow light at the clusterfuck of Milwaukee,

North and Damen, ruining the left turn for a green minivan. Its low horn blew at me.
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Which, I reminded myself, slowing to a coast, made Georgie all the more valuable. I was,

I realized, lucky to have her worry about me, to remind us, my little bruised raisin heart

and I, that we were as vulnerable as anyone, that somebody was scared for us. Just like

when I went missing, I thought.

Georgie had lived in China for two years after college and I had gone to visit her

one winter. We were traveling around Southwest China and had planned to take a boat

tour down the river when we arrived in Guilin. However, on the appointed morning, I

woke up sick. Outside our hotel, amidst the bustle of steamy food stalls, we waited for

the tour bus to pick us up. I had a peeled mandarin orange in my right hand, convinced

that if I could get it down, I’d feel better. But as the bus pulled up I was caught in a

devastating wave of nausea. “I can’t,” I’d said, holding back vomit with all of my might.

The tour leaders hung out of the window, hollering at us and waving their arms,

impatiently. Georgie had nodded and stepped onto the bus, “I’ll find you here later.”

And so I spent the rest of the day in the hotel emptying myself into the toilet,

drinking tea and watching TV serials. Georgie and I had been following one about a girl

who was kidnapped by gangsters. When it came on that evening and she still hadn’t

knocked on my door, I was perturbed, but I resolved to address her absence in the

morning. She was, I told myself, the one who spoke Mandarin, the one who lived here,

the one with lots of friends in the area. It was too bad she was missing such a climactic

ending. The girl hid out in a laundry basket until her boyfriend was able to break into the

gangsters’ apartment and rescue her.
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 I woke very early in the morning, showered and approached the hotel front desk.

After a flurry of confusion and many hand gestures, I managed to gather that Georgie had

spent the night on the floor above me and was panicked and hysterical about her missing

American friend. “Her American friend?” I asked the three women at the front desk.

They were like a group of herons, skinny with little blue kerchiefs around their necks.

They nodded vigorously. Her American friend was sick and missing.

“I’m her American friend,” I said, pointing to myself.  “Me. I’m right here.” I

pulled out my passport and showed them the gold eagle on the navy blue cover. It

continued to amaze me that I, dressed in jeans and a hoodie, speaking English the way I

did, carrying a little REI backpack, came across as Chinese to Chinese people.

They furrowed their brows and talked amongst themselves, finally falling into a

tense silence. “Go,” one of the women told me, finally, writing Georgie’s room number

on a napkin. “Go fast.”

I was halfway from the elevator to the room, when Georgie stepped out into the

hallway with her luggage. “Hey, Georgie,” I called and waved, flooded with relief.

“Oh my god,” she shrieked and fell to her knees. She curled into a ball on the

floor and wept violently. I didn’t know what to do except watch over her with concern

and try to decipher this emotional display. “Aneesha,” she finally hiccupped. “Oh my

god, I thought you were dead. They said you never checked in. I thought I’d never see

you again.” She pulled two painted wooden ducks from the pocket of her jacket. “I got

these on the tour. I wanted to give one to you and I thought, ‘I won’t get to now. I’ll just
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have to keep this duck forever.’ Oh god,” she cried into her elbow crease. “I thought I’d

have to go it alone from now on.”

I joined her on the thin carpet and we shared one of our few hugs. I was light-

headed from not having eaten the previous day and now, that we were safe and reunited, I

cried too, admitting my huge relief.

“If a tragedy, if something…” we both kept beginning.

“I’d be a mealy peach forever,” I said.

“I wouldn’t be able to go home,” Georgie said. She pulled out a small bag of fried

potatoes from her other jacket pocket. “Do you want these? I was in a bad way. I went to

KFC, it’s really good.”

I accepted the bag and ate all of the potatoes.

 “So,” Georgie said, looking into the carpet, “we have some phone calls to make.

To several consulates, the embassy, our parents, friends. I put out the high alert. You’re

being looked for all over the country.”

I’d never been the cause for such anguish. The crying paired with the number of

people Georgie had mobilized on my behalf was impressive. But as we made each phone

call, explaining the confusion—that the front desk didn’t think I was American, that they

thought Georgie was her own friend, that I had been at the hotel the whole time—I got

the distinct the feeling that nobody was as torn up as Georgie. There had been concern

and anxiety, for which I was grateful. But more than her own guilt, more than fear of rape

or kidnapping or organ theft, I understood that Georgie had been haunted by the harsh,
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flashing prospect of having lost a piece of herself along with me. The same fear had hung

in my peripheral thoughts the night before.

I considered this as I gathered speed to make it over the Damen Bridge. The burnt

red arches rose above me and the river was an opaque green oozing on by. It was a

privilege to have Georige firmly planted on your side, even if it wasn’t always easy. I’d

have to talk to Wanyu.

*

At home, Whitney was on the couch with her iPad. “There you are,” she said,

without looking up.

“What’re you looking at?” I threw my backpack on the floor and settled in next to

her.

“I was thinking that I want a new necklace, but it can’t be too girly. What do you

think of this one?” She slid her finger across the screen and pulled up a photo of a yellow

rhinoceros pendant. “Business casual or play clothes?”

 “Well, normally, I would say play clothes, but since it’s detailed in gold and on

sale at J.Crew, I’d give you business casual if you were wearing a dress.”

“No, really? What about a suit? With a nice blouse?” Whitney was getting

desperate and I laughed. “This is serious,” she warned me. “I need to know.”
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Both of our styles were a seamless blend of the boys’ section at Target, thrift store

finds from the 80s and a touch of preppy, meant to convey elegance. The two of us trying

to dress Whitney for work was always a shot in the dark.

“If you like it, get it. You can make it business casual. We are talking about a

rhinoceros necklace. Like you’re in kindergarten. But we’ve worked with bigger

challenges.”

She placed the iPad between us so I could see better. “Why is it so hard to find

gender appropriate fashions? Why have people not figured this out already?”

“I know,” I said. “Screw all this bullshit about marriage. As an American, I

demand my rights to equal shopping opportunities.”

“Like suits!” Whitney tabbed over to a GQ slideshow. “Tapered legs, fitted

blazers, textured fabrics, bright colors. Why can’t they do this for women? Why is Rachel

Maddow the only one who gets to have one? I can’t afford a Jil Sander suit!”

I shook my head. “This is why lesbians get such a bad fashion rep. Unless you’re

that skinny dyke, who looks like Shane and has absolutely no body, men’s clothes are

only okay and women’s clothes looks silly. At my last job with a dress code, my burly

boss and I got into a stupid fight about my refusal to ‘formal women’s dress shoes.’ It

ended in me pointing out that my men’s dress shoes were nicer than his. Which I thought

would make me feel good, but it was just awkward for both of us.”

Whitney laughed. “See, work clothes are so difficult.”

Logan popped his head out from the bedroom and I realized he was here too. “I

would just like to add to this conversation, that I don’t miss shopping in the women’s
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section at all. It’s always made better for men. Menswear is classic and women’s is

trendy.”

“Exactly!” I exclaimed.

“Screw the patriarchy,” Whitney grumbled. “I’m getting my necklace.”

“Way to stick it to the man,” I said. “On jcrew.com.”

“Shut-up.” She added the rhino to her cart and continued shopping. “What’d you

do today?”

I told her about gelato and Georgie and Wanyu.

“Eck. So what’re you supposed to do?”

“I think you ought to listen to Georgie,” Logan hollered.

“Right,” I gestured towards the bedroom. “I’m supposed to mind my own

business, but I feel bad, so I’m going to try to make up for it.”

“Is that a good idea?” Whitney was still swiping through photos of necklaces and

she passed a photo of a pendant that reminded me of Zoe’s.

“Oh hey, I saw Tutor Crush at Metropolis. This morning. She lives in the

neighborhood now.” Whitney was less than enthused by Tutor Crush and I had hopefully

suspected it was out of jealousy. She usually supported irrational crushes on girls too

straight or too taken or too cool or too young. “And she’s no longer with her boyfriend.”

Whitney laughed. “Look at you, you’re glowing!”

“I’m not glowing, it’s just a little bit exciting.”

Logan popped his head out of the bedroom again. “Are you seriously trying to

sleep with someone you tutor?” he asked me.
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“Logan, can you either sit in here and join the conversation or just leave it alone?”

Whitney asked him.

I dug in my backpack for my water bottle. I didn’t know where this would go.

 Logan seemed shocked more than anything. “Really? That’s how you’re

choosing to talk to me?”

Whitney retreated to her iPad. “Sorry, it’s just annoying and Aneesha can try to

sleep with whoever she wants.”

“What?” I turned to Logan. “No, let me be very clear that I know her from when

we used to tutor together. She is the same age as me. A fellow tutor. A peer.”

“But you did have a crush on that high school girl,” Whitney muttered. “The

black one who was smart with a bad attitude. You told me so.”

“You two are sick,” Logan said and went back into the bedroom.

“Half black and I just said that we had a good time taking her health survey

together. Whit, we said we wouldn’t talk about this with other people,” I whisper yelled

at her. “Because it sounds pervy, like we mean it, and other people don’t get that it’s a

joke.”

“Good, whisper about me in the living room, that’s respectful,” Logan called.

“We’re talking about Aneesha’s underage crushes, not you,” Whitney responded.

I hit her on the shoulder and told her to stop. “Okay, okay, so you’re gonna get with

Tutor Crush. Finally. This has gone on way too long. Severine’s not going to care?”

I had put Severine out of my head since arriving in Chicago. She was a girl I met

in a fiction class that spring and had fallen halfway in love with. Her voice was a low
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thrum and her hands were sure and strong when they pinned my wrists against the wall.

She had long, dark hair, so luxuriously thick and shiny. She also, unfortunately,

embodied all of the irrational crush qualities, though, most pressing was the fact that she

still seemed to consider herself straight. I was confused by this level of ignorance coming

from a girl who had given me a copy of Nabakov’s Pale Fire. But then, maybe it was her

way of warning me about the process I was entering into.

“She’s not talking to me. I think she takes my being here as a personal affront

because she doesn’t get the idea of having a life in more than one place. I’ve tried all

modes of communication and nothing. So I assume she wants to be left alone.”

 “Severine’s bad news anyway,” Whitney said, putting her iPad on the coffee

table. “She doesn’t know how good you are.” We stared at the wall for a moment.

“Are you gonna?” I whispered and nodded towards her bedroom. “What’s up with

that?”

“I don’t know.” Whitney rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you’re right.” She paused. “My

relationship,” she sang and slapped my thigh as she got up. I watched her familiar jaunty

walk around the coffee table, the triangular motion of her hips.

“What?” she asked, her eyes meeting mine.

“Nothing.”

“What?” she persisted, bending over to look into my face.

“Go talk it out,” I said quietly. “These are your weekend plans now.”

Whitney smiled and shook her head. “Not fair.”

I smiled and put my bag on. “Probably not.” It was time for me to go.
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“We’re going to Chances Dances tomorrow. Come with us,” she said, leaning

through the hallway.

I thought of Tutor Crush and Georgie and her parents. “Maybe,” I said, closing

the door gently behind me

*

The Heartland was bustling when I sat down at the bar and I looked over the guys

in crisp, button-down shirts, wondering who these people were.

“College kids come out on the weekend,” Wanyu said, laying a coaster in front of

me.  “It’s good for us.” He nodded towards Ben who was pouring blue shots for a group

of young ladies in pastel colored cardigans. “You come by yourself?”

“Is that unheard of?” I asked.

Wanyu shrugged. “I don’t know. You always have somebody around.”

I knew what he meant, but I’d never considered it a fault. “Well I want to chat

with you. Though the Heartland isn’t really a place for private conversation.”

“Speaking of which…” He pulled out another coaster.

An arm fell lightly across my shoulders and I knew it was Richard before his

voice weaseled out. “Look who the cat dragged in.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”
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“Knew you’d be here. I had a sense about it. I was lying on my couch listening to

an etymology podcast and I thought to myself, ‘Now I wonder where little A is hanging

out right now.’” He pointed to his nose. “Do you think it could be a pheromones thing?”

“Can I please have a whiskey neat?” I asked Wanyu.

He pulled a glass out from under the bar and look at Richard, who went for one of

the same.

“I’m going out for a quick cigarette in a few,” Wanyu said, pouring our drinks.

“Aneesha, I got one with your name on it.” He took our money and was instantly

swallowed by the crowd around the bar.

“What’s that about?” Richard asked. “Everyone knows you don’t smoke for real.”

“I’m flexible,” I said.

Richard set his glass down, suddenly very interested in me. “You wouldn’t start

something up with…?” He jutted his chin down the bar.

“Are you crazy?”

“You said you were flexible.” But I didn’t laugh. “Fine, play your hand close, that

makes for great conversation.” Richard tipped his drink up. “Well, I got a haircut today.

From my second favorite lesbian. Her name’s Carlene, she’s a fabulous hairdresser. I’ll

introduce you if you want. Unless you have some secret romance you haven’t told me

about.”

It was a valid consideration, but I didn’t trust Richard’s taste. Also, the strict

romantic in me bristled at the idea of meeting a woman because she was a lesbian and not

because I was struck dumb at the grocery store by the light touch of her fingers on a pear
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or her dark cackle on a stuffy, morning bus. “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m not sure

hairdresser is what I’m looking for.”

“Oh, right, because you’re Paris Hilton?” Richard asked.

I laughed and thought this over. “If I were Paris Hilton, a hairdresser might

actually be perfect.”

“Who is this mysterious woman you’re looking for?” Richard asked. “I have

some strange standards myself, but your panties have a stricter border than North Korea.

And similarly, tend to favor obvious criminals. You haven’t even spoken a word to me

about a girl at school. And I know there is one. There’s always someone just out of your

reach, propelling you messily into the night.”

I hated when Richard’s little daggers were this precise. “They’re not panties,

they’re boybriefs,” I said. He was punishing me for not divulging the reason for my

discussion with Wanyu. I didn’t even want to begin to explain Severine to Richard. He

would think it was a heroic tale instead of the cowardly tragedy I knew it was. “I don’t

know who I’m looking for, hence my hesitance about it all, okay?”

Wanyu wiggled a cigarette at me from the screen door and I jumped up, relieved

to be rescued for the moment. He and I sat side-by-side on the bleachers by the curb out

front. People hollered loudly in the alley along the train tracks, making me feel foolish

for coming here for a serious conversation. “I don’t like to do this drama stuff,” Wanyu

said, lighting both cigarettes and handing one to me.
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“Neither do I,” I said, wondering why, then, he hadn’t used a bit more discretion.

“I was honestly just trying to be helpful. I didn’t intend for you to go and tell Georgie. I

thought you might consider the information and form your own thoughts or plans.”

“What?” he asked. “So you’re upset with me?” He threw his hands up in the air

and opened his mouth—probably to tell me how unfair I was being—but gave up.

“Because that’s what we do, me and Georgie,” I explained. “I know it’s terrible,

it’s very non-inclusive, but it’s how we make decisions. We make them super quickly, by

ourselves, with some brand of personal logic and then share the results with people after.”

“It’s a problem when Georige can’t tell me certain, important things. Then I don’t

want to tell her things and then we’re just avoiding each other and then what do we

have?”

I wanted to tell him that this seemed normal to me and that there would always be

things he wouldn’t quite know, things I might know and vice versa. No one could have a

whole woman, at least not the kind worth wanting. But he did have a point. Georgie had

been talking about their future, after all, and I admired his moral clarity, his willingness

to confront what was wrong. “Like a contemporary Atticus Finch,” Georgie had

described him before.

 “Georgie loves you and she means well and the things she doesn’t tell you are not

to keep you in the dark,” I said. “They are actually meant to keep you around. If they

were hurtful secrets, I wouldn’t have shared them.” I tapped off some ash and watched it

scuttle down the street. “I’m not mad, Wanyu. I’m asking you, on behalf of

Georgie—without her permission, again—to cut her some slack.”
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He seemed to think about this. His plaid shirt was thin and sweat had bloomed

well beyond his armpit area. I thought of Georgie’s reinforced armpits. “Is she upset with

you?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, I mean, obviously, I shouldn’t be going around telling people

things I know about her. But you’re not just people. You’re important.” We shared the

prolonged silence that smoking a cigarette allowed. I wanted to explain to Wanyu that we

both loved Georgie for the same reasons, in different ways, and how special that made

him not just to Georgie, but to me too. How rare that seemed. Then the train rattled above

us, sending high-pitched shrieks out along the tracks, and I felt our moment had ended. “I

should go back in and keep an eye on Richard,” I said, stamping out the cigarette.

Wanyu stood up and wiped his hands on his pants. “Well, thanks.” He nodded his

wobbily head and clapped me on the shoulder, which I took as a positive sign.

Back in the bar, Richard’s mood had improved. He was gesticulating wildly at a

pair of college girls. I watched him from across the room as he placed a hand on the

shoulder of the blonde girl. He instructed her to hunch over a little so he could reenact his

best story of the week. It was about his horror at being sent by a property management

company to evict an elderly woman from the Howard Ave apartment she’d been living in

for years. When he arrived, she’d been holding an array of medicine bottles in her cupped

hands, unable to read the small print on the labels. And now Richard was pretending to

read aloud the labels for the hunched-over blonde girl. There was something at once

genius and grotesque about the scene. I leaned back against the piano and waited for him

to deliver his punch line: “So I bent down to that poor, beautiful lady and I said, ‘Ma’am,
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it seems to me that you might need a lawyer, and lucky for you, at this very moment, the

attorney standing in front of you would happily to take your case, pro bono.’” I was

pretty sure this last part had not actually happened. Not that it mattered. Richard was a

magician. The girls laughed, their body language softening. Such charm, I imagined them

thinking, this lawyer with a slight southern accent, whose heart belongs to helpless,

elderly women. This was one side of Richard, I reminded myself. I forgot sometimes that

he was, after all, a gentleman.

 “Enjoy your cancer stick?” he asked as I returned. The girls turned around to look

at me and their sweet, open confusion stopped me from making pedophilia jokes, there,

in front of them.

“Well enough. Everything is maybe as it should be,” I said and shrugged.

Richard smiled and held the elbow of each girl in his hands. “Ladies it was a

pleasure, but my friend and I will have to take leave of you now. Enjoy your evening.”

I raised my eyebrow at Richard. He put some money on the bar and led me out

through the screen door, whispering in my ear, “They laughed too hard. They’re either

stupid or condescending.”

*

We ended up at Simon’s, a small dive on Clark that often had a live band, and if

not, a jukebox full of moody ‘80s rock. There was a popcorn machine on the back

counter that glowed yellow and a mirror behind the bar that featured photographs of
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youth soccer teams that Simon’s sponsored. I did wonder aloud once whether it was an

issue that a bar was sponsoring 8-year-old kids, but this didn’t raise any flags for anyone

else. Richard and I picked out some swivel stools and I kicked my bag into place under

my feet.

“That’s Mona,” Richard said quietly as the bartender approached. She had severe

black bangs that sliced across her forehead. “Another whiskey?” Richard asked me.

“Yes. That’s exactly what I want.”

“Hi Mona,” Richard folded his hands politely and smiled. “My friend Aneesha

and I would like a couple of whiskeys neat, please.”

Mona eyed us and nodded. She walked back down to the well and Richard leaned

over the bar. “Actually, make mine on the rocks, will you?” he asked with a wink.

“Thanks, doll.”

On the whole, Mona seemed rather unmoved by the interaction. Her black bob

continued to hang perfectly still. Richard leaned toward me and spoke out of the side of

his mouth. “She doesn’t remember me, but I know her.”

“Really? Her?” I asked. I did not imagine Mona with Richard. I thought he was

gay for 3 months after I met him and this wasn’t the sort of charm I took Mona and her

severe bangs to fall for.

She placed my whiskey on a cardboard coaster. “Bushmills good?” Her voice was

low and her consonants had soft edges.

“Perfect,” I answered.

“If not, I’d just drink it myself.” Mona let out a rumble of a laugh.



70

“Her?” I asked again, when she was down the bar.

“Well, no, actually it’s not like that at all. But I wish.” He tipped his bottle

towards me and we toasted.

“To things that aren’t like that,” I said.

Richard smiled. “Speaking of which, where is Whitney tonight?”

“Movie night at home with Logan.” She had sent me a text reporting a truce and

that I should join them if I wanted. I read her text again. “She can’t even stay awake

through a full movie.”

“I see. So how is that whole,” Richard whirled his hand in a circle, “that whole

thing?”

“It’s weird,” I said and shrugged. “Like always.”

“But you and Whitney. There’s still something there?”

I squinted at him, trying to figure out where the grey area was. “She has a

boyfriend and we’re friends.”

He looked at me. “But you’re in love with her.”

I was surprised by Richard’s confidence in this statement. I, myself, wasn’t so

sure how I felt about Whitney. I had spent the better part of the past year getting used to

not sharing everything with her, in creating some distance, and I honestly couldn’t tell

whether it felt better or worse. “Richard, it wasn’t the first time and it won’t be the last.”

It was Whitney, after all, who hadn’t wanted to be with me. “Anyway, Logan is perfectly

nice.”
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Richard sipped his beer. “Well I’ll hate that. There’s nothing right with nice

people, they’re all hiding something, restraining themselves.” Then suddenly his eyes lit

up. “Oh, so listen, I have a debate topic for us. I had been reading about it in Malcolm

Gladwell’s book and then it was brought up at a gathering last week with some old law

school classmates, and elicited some rather heated discussion.”

I liked to imagine Richard in a room full of people who didn’t know that he

generally met with clients in bars, that he rented an office downtown by the hour if he got

an important case.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “What was the heated debate over?”

“It was about cursive. How do you feel about cursive? Does it need to be taught in

public school?”

I loved Richard’s questions. They seemed benign, but ultimately, narrowed down

into rather pointed, divisive questions about worldview. I didn’t even have to think about

this one. “No way,” I answered.

“Of course, I disagree, but you were quick with that one. Explain.”

Richard would never take my side. That was not how our game worked. We

presented arguments, switched sides, drank more, departed from the subject and ended up

somewhere unexpected. Everything melted together. It was like a sandwich, which began

as a stack of distinct parts, but when grilled, fused into a new and enhanced sort of whole.

Simon’s, a regular dive, was suddenly a chamber of my heart and Richard’s bunny head

was pure and innocent, even while he creepily sniffed the poofy hair of the girl next to
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me. Our differences usually found some flexible point of agreement and I was likely to

spout half-truths such as, “I’m not married to anything, not even being a writer” or “I feel

limited by the glorification of low expectations in our zeitgeist” and Richard would egg

me on until I had made a perfect argument against my actual beliefs. On this night, we

ended in a debate over whether computer skills or the arts were a more valuable part of

an early public education.

“This all leads me to the one and only conclusion we can be sure of at this point in

time,” Richard said. His hair had gotten matted down a little and his hands were doing a

lot of the talking.

I grinned and sucked out the last of the watered down whiskey in my glass. “Our

friends have to form a commune,” I said.

“One building. Different apartments for each of us. Shared courtyard, garden,

wifi, HBO Go and mutual funds. We’ll raise the kids together so they can learn about

both cursive and computers, regardless of what happens in school.”

“It could happen,” I said, as I always did. Because Richard was so definitive and

when we lingered at the bar together, I saw the future as a bright and endless possibility.

“So come on, realistically, when can you commit to this?” he asked. “A job, the

commune, a lady, our baby.”

“Give me a few more years,” I said, nodding. It seemed reasonable, at this

moment, that in a few years, I could commit to living in a commune with our friends.

“Right, we always think we’ve got a few more years of youth left in us.” Richard

had a smirk on his face. “A few more unknown paths to adventure into.”
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“It’s true,” I argued, gesturing to the crowd at Simon’s. A balding man in a

Hawaiian shirt and black orthopedic sneakers was trying to chat up a pair of women

behind us. “It’s past midnight and we are not the most un-youthful people in this bar.

Why the hurry? What do we have to lose?”

Richard didn’t answer. He rubbed my hair and leaned over the bar in the annoying

way he did, to make sure Mona wouldn’t miss him. “A few years,” he said pointing to

me, “I’m holding you to it.”

*

In order to go on alone, I insinuated to Richard that I needed to catch up with a

girl. He accepted this with no questions. I unlocked my bike and pushed off of the curb,

cutting across Clark down Foster. Little Caliente felt steady beneath me: unhesitant,

responsive, like an extension of my body. I always felt this way riding a bike after a few

drinks. “You spend too much time calculating,” Georgie had critiqued me, when I was

first learning the art of city biking. “You just have to go and go hard.” Now, I bent over

my handlebars and went hard towards the beach. The breeze coming from the lake met

me headlong and I felt the stickiness of the day lifting off of me.

I pulled away from the bike path on a little hill that overlooked the lake and sat

down in the grass. Cicadas screeched rhythmically above me and, further down, some

teenagers drank beer and hooted on the jagged concrete wall. Here you are, I said to

myself. This is your life.
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It was beautiful. The lake was slick, black, and above it, handfuls of stars sparkled

in between patches of pinkish clouds. At the edge of a body of water like this, I could

taste possibility, like the slight tang of an aluminum can. The night was still open and

alive, anything could happen. I held this feeling fluttering inside of me. But what else

could you possibly want? I asked myself. What do you keep hoping will come hurtling

through these open doors? I laid down, a starfish in the grass.

I remembered a night in Spain several years ago, when I’d gone skinny dipping in

the ocean with a friend I’d been madly in love with. Elena had an extra long torso and

short, wavy hair that bobbed up and down when we ran into the warm water. After our

swim, she and I lay on a towel together looking up at the sky. “Do you know any

constellations?” she’d asked me and I’d said no, which wasn’t true, but I wanted her to

show me some. “Me neither,” she admitted, her tiny nose scrunching as she laughed. And

so she pointed out a group of stars and made up a story about an ancient flying shark for

which this constellation was named. Elena was a gently touchy person, with a lithe body,

a simmering laugh and a silver bar in her left nipple. I got the feeling everyone we knew

was partially in love with her. That the two of us were alone and naked under the stars,

seemed to me like the most fortunate of coincidences. I’d felt so lucky getting to share

the beauty of the evening with her, to know that it hadn’t been wasted.

That’s what I wanted, now, hurtling at me through the peaceful night. Somebody

with whom to share this quiet moment, to enjoy its fleeting beauty and let it go. Only

everyone I knew seemed poised to set their feet and dig in. Richard was hounding me

about commitments, which I assumed meant he wanted some himself. Whitney was
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becoming a real accountant and Logan’s medical professional goals fit right in. Wanyu

and Georgie were evaluating their compatibility for the rest of their lives. And I was lying

on a hill alone in the middle of the night.

A week before I left Spain, Elena and I had coffee together and she teased me

about letting her down easy. I had slowly stirred my coffee and asked her what she was

talking about. “We were naked, lying in the sand and I was whispering stories into your

ear,” she’d said, exasperated. “What did you think I was doing?”

I sat up in the grass and adjusted my hair. I had been stupid. Or afraid. Not kissing

Elena meant she would always be exciting in my mind. But I wasn’t twenty anymore and

I wasn’t—as Richard had rightly pointed out—Paris Hilton either. It was probably time I

started hoping for more than ripe potential and fleeting beauty. Not just hoping, actively

trying. “What do we have to lose?” I heard myself prodding at Richard.

My phone’s screen lit up in my bag and I pulled it out to see what I had missed.

There were some texts from people who heard I was in town: Jesse’s artist ex-

girlfriend—who was now dated women, my friend Eric T., a girl I’d met out dancing, a

guy from college who had probably been in love with Georgie and so befriended me.

There was a text from Georgie about a pimple she’d popped and a “night” from Whitney.

Nothing from Tutor Crush. Nothing from Severine. This was everything I had.

I stood Caliente back on her feet and rode her home over the gentle hills of the

bike path, singing to myself: “What have we got, what have we got to lose? Have we got,

the losers have to choose, have we got, anything but booooooze?”
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Saturday

Whitney and Logan’s Saturday tradition was going down to Metropolis and reading

Savage Love out loud to each other over coffee. I discovered this when I woke up, after a

restless sleep, and went down to Metropolis, myself, to get some writing done. I had

brunch plans at the Heartland with “the ladies,” as Amanda had put it, and I knew I

wouldn’t work afterwards. I locked up Caliente and was walking towards the main door,

when I spotted Whitney and Logan in the back room, bent over a table together.

She had a baffled look on her face, one eyebrow at an acute slant. It made her

eyes look pretty. Logan was laughing with his mouth open and he spun the paper on the

slick tabletop to show her something. I was momentarily paralyzed by a sense of betrayal.

But I knew better than to let myself wallow. They were a couple, they had their own little

world together. Despite the petty fights, there were things between them that I could

never understand. That weren’t mine to know. I had abstractly grasped this concept

before, but now it was real. Wanyu and his squint, his wince, came to mind. They were

all in love.

A couple on the street walked by and their galumphing dog licked my leg. “Sorry

about that,” the man said, tugging the dog along.

“Oh, it’s fine,” I waved them off. I was probably just smelly and salty and how

was a dog supposed to ignore that?



77

When I looked back up Whitney and Logan were waving and making faces at me.

My inner-cynic reared up to sting them with something nasty, but I came up with

nothing. Objectively, an adorable, freckled couple in summery shirts were waving at me

from inside my favorite coffeeshop. There was nothing to do except go in and join them.

“Listen to this,” Logan said, excitedly, when I sat down. “This guy got a handjob

from a sex worker who had a hole in her check from a screwdriver fight.”

“What?” I was definitely amused.

“Isn’t that just weird?” Whitney asked.

“Yeah, totally. So what’s his question to Dan?” I asked Logan.

He sipped his coffee. “It was stupid. She rubbed her cheek on his dick when he

was coming and he wants to know if he can get any diseases. Dan basically said unless

his dick was torn up and raw, no.”

“His dick was torn up and raw,” I repeated. “What I’m going to take away from

this story is screwdriver fights.” I already had a picture forming in my head of a bunch of

girls in coveralls, with thick, manicured eyebrows and wild hair, dueling with

screwdrivers.

“Ugh,” Whitney gagged. “Raw. Gross. There was mention of a peeling crust on

her face that I keep thinking of too. Gross.”

Logan nodded his head emphatically, “Disgusting, yes. But this is reality for some

people.”

“And that,” I said, “is why you, Logan, will make a fabulous doctor.”
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He smiled uneasily at me, uncertain if this was a real compliment, but I thought it

would sound more fake if I went on to express my sincerity. Instead, I mentioned that I

was going to the Heartland for brunch and that they were welcome to join if they wanted.

Then I excused myself to sit at my own table and write.

“Wait, really?” Whitney asked. “You’re going to sit over there and be all anti-

social?”

“You guys came here to do your thing and me to do mine.” I was making circles

over the table with my palms, literally trying to smooth it out. “Nothing personal.”

Logan nodded. “Well Whitney has soccer so we can’t do brunch. But, I don’t

know if you already know this, we’re going to a dance party tonight at the Beauty Bar.

You should come, it’s usually really fun.”

I nodded my head. He was always so polite. “Thank you. I’m having dinner with

the Summertowns, but I’ll call you afterwards?” I said.

A few tables over, against the bakery window, I pulled out my computer. Logan

continued to read from the column, while Whitney rolled her eyes at me and smiled. This

is a normal kind of distance, I said to myself. I put my earbuds in so I couldn’t be

interested in their conversation and soon, I wasn’t. Instead, I was with Gloria, my

heroine, who, today, was clad in a bright, blue one-piece swimsuit, standing on the beach,

hands on hips, preparing to face the ocean for the second time. How was she different this

time? What could she expect? I set my fingers to the keys and headed out to sea.

*
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I found Jurate at the bar in the Heartland flipping through the pages of the

Tribune. She was in her usual outfit: knit shirt and bootcut jeans, which were a size too

loose to show off her athletic body. “Who are these ‘ladies’ Amanda is talking about?”

she asked me.

“Pretty sure it’s just you, me, Amanda and Heather,” I answered. “Maybe

Georgie?”

“So no ladies at all, actually,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, I was confused about that,” Heather said, when she sat down at our table.

“I was like, ‘Okay, so Amanda is bringing some ladies from work.’”

“It was just an expression. Come on, you guys.” Amanda was already

exasperated, she didn’t like being ragged on. “It was funny, okay? I didn’t realize there

would be serious confusion.”

“Plus, Heather,” I said, taking Amanda’s side, “you’re kind of a lady. You wear

tights and earrings and dress things.”

“Exactly, see?” Amanda vehemently gestured at Heather, who looked down at her

purple skirt, unconvinced.

“Is Georgie coming?” Jurate asked. She was holding the menu between her palms

and flipping it back and forth between them. “Or can we order? Because I rode my bike

30 miles this morning and I don’t want to be rude, but I am a little bit hungry.”

“Georgie said she was coming yesterday and then today says she’s too busy,”

Amanda reported.
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“With what?” Heather asked.

“Probably practicing the tour she’s giving later,” I said. I imagined Georgie

pacing around her bedroom, cellphone in hand to record her voice, and expounding on

the freshness of Sultan Market’s cucumber salad. A salad I knew she disliked.

“Ah, yes, that makes sense,” Amanda said. “Her voice was hoarse when she

called.”

When I looked up, Sally had wandered over to our table with an order pad. “Hey

guys, good morning. Look at you all together like the old days.” Sally was a petite,

blonde girl, who wore a feather in her hair. She had once shared an apartment with

Heather and Amanda and, while I was given an extra key and invited to sleep on the

futon whenever I pleased, Sally was relegated to performing her morning yoga in the

bathroom. There had also been a short while, before I moved to town, when Sally

considered Whitney her best friend. I imagined she would not be happy to see me.

 “I will do the breakfast burrito with organic eggs, brown rice and avocado on the

side,” Jurate said with authority.

Heather, who generally ate gluten-free, ordered a skillet with extra potatoes in

place of toast and Amanda went for fruit and oatmeal.

“Really? Oatmeal?” I asked her.

“It’s so good here. I’ll give you a bite and you’ll change your tune.”

“Aneesha?” Sally asked.

“I will go for the breakfast burrito, normal style,” I thought I should add.

“So how long are you in town?” Sally asked me.
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I thought this was some kind of challenge so I tried to keep it vague. “For the

summer, a few months.”

“Well, I’m bartending now so come by when you want,” she said with a smile. “I

haven’t forgotten that you used to shoot the shit with me while I was training. You

pretended to like my botched drinks.”

“I wasn’t pretending, I loved them,” I said with relief. “They were free, how could

I not?”

When Sally had turned back to the kitchen, Heather’s death stare was on me.

“Since when are you buddy-buddy with Sally? After what she did to my good frying pan

and to Whitney’s car?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I assume one time I got drunk and honest and

smoothed over old grudges?”

Jurate shook her head. “No, it’s because you’re always a flirt. Flirt this, flirt that

and Sally does it too.”

Amanda and Heather considered this with appreciative nods.

“What?” I asked. “No way.”

“You are a very attentive listener, Aneesha,” Heather said. “It’s why I’ve told you

my entire life history.”

“And you’re always playing around, cracking jokes all the time,” Jurate

condemned me.

“You have all these weird girl situations,” Amanda added. “You must attract them

somehow.”
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“Okay, that is totally different,” I said. But then I remembered my dancing plans

that night. And was my main interest not to flirt as hard as possible with Tutor Crush? To

see what would happen? It was a game. It’s why I thought of her as Tutor Crush.

“Actually, you’re right,” I admitted. “I have a flirting problem. I’m a flirtaholic.” I told

them about dancing this evening and they collectively heckled me, tossing straw

wrappers in my direction.

“And you wonder why you’re always in trouble,” Jurate put out there flatly.

“So why her?” Amanda asked. “What are her highlights?”

Amanda could distill the most complex experiences into a top ten list and it was a

mode of thinking that I still hadn’t learned to nimbly accommodate. I tried to single out

Zoe’s logical highlights. “So she’s really good with kids,” I started. “Not in a gross mom

way, but where they trust her. When we tutored together, we laughed and joked with

them, but she knows how to set boundaries and reign them in too. She inspires respect, of

her and yourself, if that makes sense.” Heather, Amanda and Jurate were looking at me

with uncertainty, so I continued. “You know and she reads a lot, listens to the same

podcasts I do, cares about food, has a good sense of humor. She’s pretty?”

They were still looking at me strangely. I remembered an afternoon when Zoe and

I had biked around Foster Beach together. I’d picked up flatbread sandwiches from a tiny

storefront on Clark called Gaztrowagon, where they slow-cooked their meat and made

their own pickles. We’d eaten in the grass and tossed a Frisbee and talked about our

families and she had told a story about how once, before a big marching band
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performance, she spontaneously buzzed her head. I liked that too. “You’re just staring, so

maybe I’m doing a bad job, I don’t know,” I said.

“No, it’s just that this sounds so reasonable,” Heather said.

“Oh,” I sat up straight. “Okay, I see. She’s straight. Or not exactly queer. So

there’s that.”

Jurate nodded. “Has she told you that?”

“Well, no. But queer women usually tell you, in one way or another. Especially

when they have boyfriends Which,” I put my hand up to emphasize, “she doesn’t

anymore, okay? I see you preparing an eye roll, UT.”

“So she’s fun, funny, smart, pretty, single and not crazy,” Amanda counted off on

her fingers. “And you have common interests. You like spending time together.”

“This is the most promising crush you’ve ever talked about,” Heather said.

“No, it’s not real. You don’t understand,” I said. Because they were straight.

Which I would never say, it was mean. And Jurate was questionable anyway.

In true Heartland fashion, our food arrived at different intervals and we

encouraged Amanda to start before the hollandaise got cold. She obliged, splitting a

poached egg, and as it oozed across the plate, my own playful expectations began to

deflate.

“Well, what can you do besides eat your burrito?” Jurate asked, pointing at the

plate Sally had placed in front of me. “It will be or it won’t and there’s nothing to do

about it.”
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I knew she was wrong, that there was always something to do about it. I could, for

example, simply appreciate Zoe as a person and let all this Tutor Crush business go. I

held my warm burrito up and bit into the corner. But it was summer and Zoe was fun and

I couldn’t deny that I was flattered she might like me. Even if not for real.

*

Dinner at the Summertown’s always began fashionably late, but I wasn’t sure that

they knew this, so I arrived on time. A neon blue sign above the door displayed their

address and that’s what I looked up at while I knocked on the door. It was an unexpected

touch on this old-fashioned house and exactly her parents’ style. They made a neon sign

artful. I badly wanted to learn this skill, of transforming tacky to elegant, but felt certain I

was stuck for life with the casual kitsch I leant to anything in my presence. My sister had

asked me on several occasions how I made Oxford shirts look like flannel and I had no

answer, it came naturally to me.

Georgie had answered the door and was holding it open for me.

“Do you see another post-apocalyptic bug or something?” she asked, looking up

too.

“No,” I answered. “Just admiring that sign. I forget about it sometimes.”

She frowned at it and ushered me in. “We’re having salmon. Mom isn’t done with

it yet. But of course the wine is flowing freely.” Georgie held up her glass and I followed

her into the kitchen.
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Her mom’s long, white hair was pulled into a ponytail and her thin figure was

poised somewhat menacingly over a bowl of salad. She fluffed at the greens. “Oh I don’t

know what else to put in here,” Laura said and then looked up. “Oh hi, Aneesha. What

else goes in this salad?” She poured me a glass of white wine and I peered into the

wooden bowl. It was just lettuce.

“Those tomatoes?” I asked. “Depends on what you’ve got.”

“I told her you’re the salad queen,” Georgie reported.

“We’ve got avocado here too.” Laura’s grip on the knife was loose. She was

raised in a proper, wealthy, Tennessee family, the kind with cooks, and probably slaves, I

thought. Her knife skills made me nervous. “Do we need cheese too?” she asked.

“No, I think with avocado, we don’t need cheese.”

“How do you know these things?” she asked me, her eyes focusing sharply on me.

 “Cheese and avocado are both fats, which cut acids well, but our only acid so far

is tomato, which is pretty mild and sweet.” My own mother was the true salad queen, an

artist really. Nobody could razor a thinner slice of fennel. Nobody used cauliflower in

such a provocative manner. I was certain my mom would be less than thrilled with Laura

if they ever spent more than 30 minutes together, but thus far, they had only had passing

friendly meetings. I kept what I thought of as a judicious distance from my own parents,

just enough to allow us to imagine the best of each other. “It’s about balancing flavor and

texture, contrast and confluence,” I said.

Laura met me with a look of extreme sarcasm, but she was too nice to hold it.

“It’s all from my mom,” I admitted.
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“Well, that actually makes some sense. If I think about it terms of art and

photography, it works.” She pointed the loosely gripped knife at me. “Aneesha, you

know your way around a few things, you’ve got it together. Now, if only we can get

Georgie on board.” This was one of the reasons I enjoyed the company of the

Summetowns. They were convinced that I was more successful than Georgie, though we

were so similar I couldn’t fathom why. And if pressed to choose the cuter twin, my vote

was with Georgie.

“Come on, Mom,” Georgie said from the refrigerator. She was lining up small jars

on the counter, with which I would be making a dressing.

“Why, what’s Mom doing now?” Across from us in the TV room, the long,

skinny legs of Georgie’s younger brother, Ryder, hung from one end of the couch. He

had just graduated from college and was working as tennis instructor, which made him

extremely tan. This was also the purported reason that he always wore bright, white

athletic socks, though I thought someone ought to try to push him on this. “Mom, are you

telling inappropriate jokes again?”

“I would never tell an inappropriate joke,” Laura calmly answered. She had just

started taking Xanex and this was one of those moments when I noticed. Georgie held it

against her mom that she required drugs to deal with the proportionately minimal amount

of normal human pain in her life. But she did seem more at ease, which was the point.

“So what are your plans out here?” Laura asked me. She was delicately grinding pepper

over a baking pan lined with salmon fillets.
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“I’m writing a few more stories for my thesis, editing a few others. Oh, and I’m

volunteering at a writing center. The one in Wicker Park? I used to volunteer all the time

when I lived here.” I thought of Jasmin and Karina and wondered how they would draw

me right now, seeking validation from a once-blonde woman on how I spent my time.

Laura grinned. “That is just wonderful. How nice that you can direct your own

work and make a point to volunteer too.” She refilled both of our wine glasses. “Very

positive ways to occupy your time, aren’t they Georgie?”

“I’m right over here, I heard. And I already know what Aneesha’s doing.”

Georgie handed me an empty jar and motioned at the condiments on the counter. “Don’t

forget that I just got a tour guide job. I’m occupying my time positively too.”

“Right, right, of course. We’re very proud of you for that.” The tone in Laura’s

voice seemed to imply that there was a ‘but’ that she would decline to speak aloud.

I, personally, was pretty impressed that Georgie had already gotten what seemed

like a fun job, one that required personality. It gave me a little hope for my own

prospects. I poured olive oil and balsamic vinegar into the jar and used a fork to plop in

some Dijon mustard. “What did you do?” I asked Laura. “Before kids and all this?”

Laura leaned her head thoughtfully to the side, her long neck on display. “Oh, I

worked for a little while, but it just never took.” She smiled at me, a kind of lop-sided

secret smile, and Georgie glared at her back. It occurred to me that certain people never

planned to work. “I prefer more social responsibilities.”

“That’s just great, Mom,” Georgie grumbled, getting plates to set the table.

 “You could help, you know,” she called to the TV room.
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Ryder laughed and took a gulp from a pint glass of milk on the floor. “Nah, I’d

just be in the way. You’ve got Aneesha now.”

“Are you hanging out on the couch drinking milk?” I asked. “I haven’t seen

anyone over the age of five do that, I like that.”

Ryder grinned. “Hey, I’m reading Harry Potter, okay? Do you have any idea how

addicting these things are?” Ryder’s total lack of irony was one of his most positive

qualities. “It’s really action-packed. They even have their own made-up sport. And it’s

pretty intense. I think I’m gonna cry in this one. Nobody told me how good these were.”

Georgie looked blankly at him. “Ryder, you’re the only person in the world who

missed the Harry Potter memo.”

 “I have to say, Ry,” Laura adjusted her red glasses frames. “I think Georgie’s

right about this one.”

Ryder held up both hands in surrender. “Alright, okay, at least I figured it out

eventually. How many settings for dinner? I’ll get out new napkins,” he offered.

When we finally sat down at the long dining room table, there were ten of us.

Georgie’s dad and Wanyu came up from the woodshop in the basement. Jean, the

Rwandan pop star, and a visiting Turkish heart surgeon came down the stairs—the former

in a perky run, the latter in a morose march. Finally, Georgie’s cousin Peg burst into the

house with her partner, Marge, and announced, “We didn’t bring the pugs, don’t worry,

but we did bring dessert.”

Georgie’s dad, Roger, eyed the spread from the head of table. “Well, let’s get

started, shall we?” He passed around a basket of rolls and reminded everyone that his
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famous coleslaw—which the Summertowns pronounced “co-slaw”—was at the other end

of the table.

It was a lively dinner. Georgie’s parents were experts at gently prodding all of us

to disclose our plans for the future. They were never worried, they only ever encouraged

and congratulated, offering to help out in any way they could. This unwaveringly positive

attitude, I thought, this is product of true wealth.

Jean, Laura explained proudly, had decided to begin training as a truck driver so

that he could start to support himself. I looked across the table at Jean and the mild

downturn of his mouth led me to believe that this was the exact kind of “social

responsibility” that Laura preferred.

“What’s really impressive about Jean,” Ryder added, “is that he had to make a

new Facebook page. A fan one. Because he already had the maximum number of friends

on his personal page. That’s how famous this guy is.”

Now Jean laughed. “I didn’t even know what a fan page was,” he said. “Ryder

had to show me.”

“Well, that video of you on the boat in is fun,” Marge added. “And those white

pants look great, I’m sure the ladies are clamoring for you. I need to get some white pants

myself.”

Ahmet, the Turkish doctor, scoffed at this idea, which didn’t escape anybody’s

notice. He was a colleague of the Summertown’s friend Cansin. She had warned

everyone that Ahmet was the kind of rich man used to being fawned over by his mother

and sisters. When Cansin asked if he could stay, she suggested to Laura that teaching him
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a few new “American” habits might not be a bad idea. Ahmet apparently didn’t know

what he was dealing with yet.

“And this week,” Laura continued, “Ahmet learned how to use the microwave. He

microwaved a dinner for himself, from the fridge, for the first time, didn’t you?”

Ahmet sheepishly nodded and picked at his salmon.

Peg and Marge directed applause in his direction and we couldn’t help but laugh.

“Well, for a guy who can put together and take apart a human heart, the

microwave must have been a breeze,” Roger said, instantly diffusing the tension.

“Aneesha got a steal on her little bike,” Wanyu added and I too received over-

enthusiastic congratulations. Georgie’s dad offered to tune it up, which I readily

accepted, though I worried Roger, an avid bike racer, would find Caliente too flawed for

me to ride.

“Are you still dating the curly haired girl you came to our house with on New

Years?” Peg asked me.

“Yeah, she’s pretty,” Marge said and Peg elbowed her.

“What? She’s pretty, you said so too.”

“I asked the question first for a reason.” They were talking about Whitney, of

course. The past new year’s eve Marge and Peg had purchased several Costco sized

booze bottles for a big party, but had gotten into a fight with their friends a few days

before the occasion. Georgie, Whitney, Amanda and I were the only ones who showed up

and all six of us had passed out on the thick carpet in the basement. With the gurgling

pugs. 
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“Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “We were never actually dating to begin with.” I

didn’t know how much explaining my ambiguous relationships with women required.

Especially at this table of successful, attractive people, who did fine with normal dating

practices. Peg was giving Marge an I-told-you-so look and I felt compelled to assure

them it was okay.

“Don’t worry, they are still close friends somehow. And Aneesha already has

somebody else in mind,” Georgie pretended to rescue me. “A straight prospect.”

“Straight girls? Aneesha,” Peg scolded.

Roger looked perplexed at his end of the table.

“It’s just a flirtation,” I said.

“It always seems normal at first, but straight girls are such a hard time,” Marge

said, taking a forkful of coleslaw. “No offense,” she put a hand out towards the group.

“It does seem normal at first,” I said. “Deceivingly so.”

“This all sounds like a difficult situation,” Roger politely chimed in.

“Girls will be girls,” Laura replied. “I think we’re all difficult. I have my own

helper for my messy moods.”

Roger grinned at this and began to say something, but Georgie cut him off flatly.

“She’s talking about the Xanex, Dad.”

Ryder furrowed his brow. “You’re on Xanex?”

Laura shrugged coyly. “Well anyway, Rog just sold a table to Rahm Emanuel, so

we should congratulate him for that. And I have a photo show opening in my gallery next

week, so you all should come in. It would be nice to see your faces, and you can meet
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these rappers who fill up my evenings. There are photos of Jean in the show too,” she

added and he gave a flourished half-bow.

After dessert—ice cream with strawberries—Peg and Marge went back to

Evanston and everyone else took off to various corners of the house. Wanyu, Georgie and

I remained in the kitchen to load the dishwasher and finish the wine. I was waiting for

Georgie to come up with an excuse not to go to out. It was her style to bail at the last

minute, to feel “overwhelmed” by the prospect of being among people she may or may

not know and like. I understood the sentiment, but I hadn’t forgotten the claim she made

when she picked me up from the airport, that she might like fun now. She had already

skipped brunch and I was prepared to make her deliver.

Waynu closed the dishwasher door and I warned them both that I was going to

read my texts. I had a series from Tutor Crush, detailing the level of disappointment she

would feel if I didn’t show up. “I will want to eat a tennis ball,” was of them.

“Are the texts to do with the straight prospect that was mentioned at dinner?”

Wanyu asked.

“Yes,” I said. “And thank you, Georgie, for bringing up my propensity to fall for

straight girls to discuss with your family.”

Georgie waved a hand at me. “Peg and Marge love that shit. You know, I bet they

don’t get to talk about that stuff anymore since them and their friends are all married and

everything.”

“So you’re coming, right?” I raised an eyebrow at Georgie.
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“When do we have to go?” She withered into the marble top of the island. I would

have to do some coaxing

Whitney had just sent me a text about the dance party. They were drinking with

friends and would be heading over around 10. “Come! I’ll buy you tacos,” she promised.

Drunk tacos on the train home was a tradition of ours and I understood that she was

pleading with me.

“How long?” Georgie asked me.

“Hold on, I need to pee,” I said. The downstairs bathroom was tiled in gentle,

white hexagons and featured washed-out princess drawings by young Georgie. I sat on

the toilet and worked through my priorities. I couldn’t ditch out on Tutor Crush. I wanted

to see her, she wanted to see me and that kind of symmetry was priceless. But I couldn’t

ignore Whitney either. It wasn’t fair to seem that I was punishing her for being with

Logan. This summer had been our plan. And I couldn’t let her think that Georgie’s

“neutral” feelings affected mine. Though, maybe they did. Georgie wouldn’t want to

come to the Beauty Bar with Whitney and I really wanted Georgie to come out and play.

I flushed and washed my hands with the lemon-ginger scented bar of soap.

“Okay,” I announced in the kitchen. “It’s 9:30 now, let’s go to Danny’s and dance

to some soul. You can leave when you want and I will try to make it over to this queer

dance party with Whitney and Logan later. Or if you guys are loving it, we can all go

queer dancing.”

Wanyu tipped his wine glass up. “Alright, I’m ready.” He pointed to his sneakers.

“My dancing shoes are already on.”
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Georgie groaned. “Where do you guys get all this energy? Doesn’t the basic

maintenance of life wear you down?”

“Georgie, stop it. You have a new green belt you’ve been looking for a reason to

wear and your leopard print shoes haven’t been out in a while.”

“How do you know all of this?” she asked me, interested now.

“Because you make me listen to you talk about it!”

Wanyu joined me. “I have heard some talk about the leopard print shoes. This

seems like a solid opportunity.”

“You guys are relentless with your listening and remembering things,” Georgie

said in a huff. “I’m going, but I want you to know I’m grumpy about it.”

“Fine,” I said and we followed her up to her room so she could try on outfits.

Wanyu insisted that Georgie looked fantastic all the time would refuse to comment on her

clothes, but I was prepared to offer some hyperbolic flattery.

*

The wind blew hot as we rode over the Damen Bridge and I felt electric. I

anticipated the high-pitched, floral scent of Zoe’s hair, the way she’d flip it at me,

causally, in a gesture that was somewhere between mocking and real. I intended to find

out precisely where.
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Wanyu and Georgie were lagging behind. “Hey Aneesha, cool those little wheels,

it’s going to be the exact same sweaty dance party in twenty minutes as it will be in ten,”

Georgie called.

This murky cloud of ennui that had gathered above her was not going dampen my

mood. I slowed until were together once again. “I’m getting you drunk,” I said, looking

over my shoulder. “The complaints must end.”

Wanyu laughed. “Look out.”

“Okay,” Georgie said, actually sounding rather optimistic. “I’m game.”

The sweaty dance party was in full swing when we walked in. I left Georgie and

Wanyu at the bar with my credit card and instructions to open and abuse my tab. After

hearing of my plans for the summer, my grandpa, a man of few words, had given me a

check for what he called my “soda pop fund.” This event, I thought, was an appropriate

application of such money.

Danny’s wasn’t a big place and I spotted Zoe dancing in a circle in the corner of

the stage. I’d never met her friends before and had expected them to be a little less tall,

white and khaki-wearing. But they were all bouncing around with their drinks,

rhythmically and without spilling, which I could certainly appreciate. Zoe, herself, was in

jean shorts and a tank-top, expertly swinging her hips in a slow circle. She looked up,

caught me staring and hooked a finger at me. “Get over here,” she yelled and introduced

me to her friends. It was far too loud for any of us to hear anything, but we moved our

mouths, nodded and patted each other like old chums. Wanyu and Georgie were winding

through the crowd, drinks held high over their heads, and I pointed at them, then at
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myself, back and forth, until Zoe started laughing. “No! You have friends?” she asked

into my ear. “When? How?” Her nose had grazed the side of my face and my giddiness

was soaring again. I dance-shrugged in response and soon our group was a waving sea of

shoulder shimmy. Georgie, who was now stepping loosely, handed me my drink. “I got

this move!” she shrieked and put on the requisite frown for a serious shoulder shimmy.

It wasn’t until I was swaying over to the bathroom, mine and Zoe’s arms linked in

an ambiguous girl fashion, that, with a panicked pang, I remembered Whitney.

Zoe eyed me as I extracted my phone from my clammy shorts pocket. “Your

phone is really hot, I can see the appeal.”

I stopped walking. She was smiling, her head playfully tilted to the side. This was

quickly sliding over to the “real” side of the spectrum and I put my phone back in my

pocket.

 “I’m just messing with you, Aneesha,” she said. “You should check your phone,

I’m sure somebody is trying to talk to you.” Her hand came up to give me a jovial shove,

but it was moving too slowly and landed gently on my shoulder instead. “Little Ms.

Popular.”

The little wispies at her hairline stuck to her sweaty forehead. It was perfect. I

took a step closer and put my booze-ballooned mouth on hers. Our lips rubbed together

and then her tongue, warm and sharp, slipped against mine. A jolt ran through me and I

pressed into her, testing figure eights on her tongue. A breath escaped through her nose

and the muscles in her back pulled tight in my palm. She grabbed my hair and I let her

pull me in, so our thighs lodged between each other’s legs and our mouths braided up.
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We paused to breathe and I bit her bottom lip lightly, tugging her back in. When we did

part from our frenzy, there was a touch of surprise in her round eyes, a blank

vulnerability. Then, quickly, it faded and her face resumed its usual poise. I was aware

that I still badly needed to pee and that I was making out in public, outside of a bathroom,

like I was 16. “Let’s go in—,” I started and she shook her head before I could finish. “To

pee,” I said, taking her chin in my hand.

“Ahhh, okay.” She chuckled and pushed me into the bathroom.

On the toilet I checked my phone, scrolling through the play-by-plays Whitney

had sent—what she was drinking, how she was dancing. “Why?” I asked, in regards to

the empty toilet paper roll and that lusty kiss and the series of texts glowing in my hand.

“How else can I convince you?” Whitney had sent me last.

Zoe was washing her hands at the sink and I did the same beside her. “No soap?”

she teased.

“I don’t know if you know this, but I’m pretty gross,” I told her. “Though now

that you mention it.” And then I went for some soap. I didn’t like the scent of industrial

cleaning products on my hands and it dried out my skin. But if I ever wanted to kiss her

again, I thought soap might be a step in the right direction.

“What’s wrong?” Zoe asked, handing me a scrap of paper towel.

“I just saw my reflection in the mirror,” I lied, putting on a look of horror.

“A little hard on yourself, don’t you think?” She gave my head a messy rub.

“Look, your hair is perfect again. And soft,” she added.
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I was no longer sure what this was. It was too late or too soon for soft hair

comments. “I think I have to go.”

“Not because of…” She looked confused and motioned vaguely to herself.

 “No, I—you—that, I really liked that.” I touched her arm. “But I told my friend,

who I’m staying with, that I’d come to this dance party and she’s freaking out that I’m

not there yet.” I always used other people as excuses and it felt flat as soon as it left my

mouth.

“You’re going right now?” Zoe asked, leaning into me, and I realized what I had

started, what I was leaving unresolved. A piece of hair fell across her face, prompting me

to imagine her further undone, but I didn’t want to navigate all of that tonight. Whitney

was desperate. I would show up. That’s what we did. And if Zoe actually wanted

me—the straightforwardness of which seemed too good to be true—she’d want me

another time.

“Walk me out?” I asked and she reluctantly agreed. I closed my tab and then we

stood facing each other on the pavement. It looked like it might rain soon.

“I’m glad you came,” she said. “Thanks for blowing off somebody else to hang

out with me.”

Her cheeks were still pink from the heat inside and it made her look sweet. I felt

terrible. “It’s not like that,” I said. “I like hanging out with you, it’s always a pleasure.” I

gave her a hug and quickly kissed her neck as I pulled away.

She said something softly and “tease” was the only word I caught. I knew it was a

joke, but there was a streak of hurt in the lower notes of her voice.
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“Hey, Zoe,” I said, feeling honest. “You’re awesome and beautiful and I’ve had a

massive crush on you since forever, which I’m pretty sure you know.” I raised my

eyebrow. “But you had a boyfriend for a really long time and I just don’t...” I was losing

steam. I didn’t want to close anything off, but I couldn’t begin to explain the implicit

peril of a wonderful, straight-ish woman. The simultaneous allure. I’d already been all the

places this could lead and now I heard Georgie in my head, her clipped, motherly

warning: “Nothing is just for fun.”

Zoe had an amused and puzzled look on her face. “Do you think this hard before

you sleep with everyone?”

I took a step back, looking up at the lowering grey clouds. It was my turn to be a

little hurt and a little embarrassed and it was time for me to go. “Yes, I do,” I said.

Though this was really the first time I’d opted out. “I realize that might not be very

attractive.” I felt in my pocket for my keys and turned towards the block where our bikes

were locked up.

“Aneesha,” she called after me.

 But I turned the corner. Wanyu and Georgie were sitting on the curb, smoking

together in the darkness. I worried for a moment that I might be interrupting some

romance between them, but then I heard Georgie’s voice. “Hey, I couldn’t figure out

where you went. We came out here and your bike was still here, so I figured, I don’t

know, something good?”

I replayed the thick scent of Zoe’s hair and the flit of her tongue. “I don’t know,”

I said. The item in my notebook had not been fully considered. I still didn’t quite know
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how to be good to myself. Oh well. We pulled our bikes and locks apart. “I’m going to

the Chances Dances, are you guys in?” I asked.

“I gotta head home. School and work tomorrow,” Wanyu said. “But I’m glad you

took us out, it was really fun.”

“It was,” Georgie confirmed. “I do, in fact, love soul. And your crush is pretty

cute. Very flirty, I might add.”

“Very,” Wanyu said, pointing his cigarette at me. They were both smiling and it

felt good to see them as a unit again.

“Yeah, yeah, Flirtown, USA,” I said and swung my leg over Caliente. “You guys

are the best. Have a good night.”

*

I parked my bike near an alley and then ducked in quickly to change my shirt. The

theme of the night was Summer Camp and my tanktop featured the fleshy-peach torso of

a well-toned man in a blue thong with a noticeable side bulge. A friend had gotten it for

me on a trip to Mexico and I’d had more occasions to wear it than I expected.

 Just inside the door of the bar, I was met with a photobooth set-up and I

immediately laughed with recognition and relief. A group of young queers, in striped

lifeguarding swimsuits, were posing with their hands shading their eyes, as if searching

the horizon. They all had an aqua stripe of zinc on their noses and neon whistles around
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their necks. “That was a fantastic photo,” I told them as they shuffled back into the dance

party.

“Yeah? Thanks,” said one girl, skinny with striking blue eyes. She looked

familiar. We stared at each other for an awkward moment.

“Spencer,” the girl said, sticking out her hand. And then I knew why Whitney

wanted me here so badly. The only ex who’d ever burned her, and not the other way

around.

“Aneesha,” I said. “I think…”

“Are you?” she asked.

We’d only ever seen each other on the Facebook. “Whitney,” we both agreed.

“I get hear you’re the coolest person ever or something,” Spencer said with a

smile. She spoke carefully and I could tell that her goal was to get along.

“And I have heard epic tales of your charm.”

“I’m not proud of all of them,” she said. “But most of them.” The girl had the face

of a deer. She spoke in a low, composed tone, which might compel someone who wasn’t

me, to lean in closer to her. It had always eluded me, what exactly Whitney found

attractive, but this poised twenty-two year old—her short, blond hair, broad shoulders,

white suspenders—she made a whole lot of sense.

“Oh my god, you’re actually here!” Whitney whisked across the room and rested

her elbow on my shoulder. “Spencer, this is Aneesha, my very good friend. Who is only

here because I promised to buy her tacos afterwards.”

“Tacos.” Spencer smiled with familiarity.
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“I’m a cheap bribe.” An image of Zoe standing alone and pink-cheeked outside of

Danny’s echoed in my mind.

Spencer returned to her friends at the near end of the bar and Whitney ushered me

down to the other end. “Well this has been a fun night.” She was using her high-pitched

ironic tone. “Let’s get martinis with a manicure. On my very large tab.” Whitney was on

the verge of breaking into a fit of laughter. It was a habit we shared. In moments of crisis,

it seemed most appropriate to stand back a little and laugh at the exquisite makings of a

disaster, the intricacy of which, only the responsible party could fully comprehend.

The bartender took our order and called me ‘baby,’ for which I thanked her. Then

we sat in a secluded couch area, waiting for our manicures. “So, what’s Spencer doing

here?” I asked. “Did she finish college or something?”

 “Yeah, she’s driving out west with her friends. Their graduation road trip.”

Whitney and I looked at each other. “Okay, it’s true, I need to start moving up an age

bracket,” she said. “I’m still mad at her for thinking she could break my heart.”

“She didn’t though,” I reminded Whitney.

“Yeah, but she thought I loved her. So, basically she did.”

“But you didn’t,” I said. “When she broke-up with you, the phrase you used was,

‘I thought I might be able to.’”

“Don’t defend her,” Whitney said, narrowing her eyes. “She broke up with me.

She was probably cheating on me. You’re my friend. And she was living in a dorm last

week.”

“You’re right. Fuck Spencer,” I said and sipped from my martini.
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“That wasn’t very convincing,” Whitney replied. “It’s because she’s hot, isn’t it?

She just does whatever she wants and people let her. Ugh.”

I noticed Logan out on the dance floor, beneath a huge, turquoise jeweled

chandelier. He was shaking his butt at his friend Rachel, an exaggerated wiggle, and his

glasses were fogged at the edges. He had a guileless charm. “What does Logan think?” I

asked.

“Of Spencer?” Whitney asked. She started to chuckle. “Well, he didn’t exactly

say because he was distracted by the fact that three of my ex-girlfriends and some people

I used to sleep with are all here tonight and wanted to talk.”

“That’s how it is at these things, isn’t it?” If I didn’t think so hard about who to

sleep with, I thought, I might have something to worry about. Instead I spotted Whitney’s

mistakes: Lisa—with her baggy pants and drumsticks in her back pocket, Karen—the

obnoxious blogger, Gina—the gawky drummer with a baseball cap glued to her head, the

Christian architect, the waffle-making Republican. “Whit,” I said taking them in together,

as a group. “What a collection of lovely ladies, really the cream of the crop. We just need

Peach Tree to show up.”

Whitney doubled over with laughter, spilling her martini on my leg. “I’m sorry,”

she choked out, wiping at me with her shirt. “I had forgotten about that one. I would have

done it if you hadn’t been there.”

I grimaced. “No.”

Whitney shrugged. “You never know with me. Sometimes I can’t help myself.

They’re so wrong for me and they have no idea.”
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We were both shaking with laughter. “It did not occur to me, until now,” I said,

“to be so fucking grateful that it’s Logan you’re with instead of any one of these wild

cards.”

 “I’m so glad you’re here to appreciate this with me.” Her face was red from

laughter. “I don’t think anybody else would understand. What is wrong with me?” she

asked.

“I don’t know,” I said and I got to thinking. “Because the thing is,” and I had to

pause to keep from breaking into giggles. “The thing is that there are some hot, cute, fun,

fashionable, cool people here. People we see around. People we know. But that’s not who

you generally go with.”

Whitney had her head buried in my shoulder and the shudder of her laughing fit

was threatening to spill my drink. I tipped the rest into my mouth and set it on the table.

“I know,” she squeaked. “It got so much worse when you left, you have no idea.” She

paused to finish her own drink and set it next to mine. “Don’t ever leave, Aneesha. You

can’t.”

She smelled too strongly of her essential oil and he left eyelid was at half-mast,

which I could never resist. “I won’t,” I said, because that was how I felt right then. From

our beige, plastic couch, I watched everyone dance and flirt and drink and joke. These

were the kinds of happy, unlucky people who Whitney let pursue her. All of them, with

no idea of how far they’d have to go to actually find her, of how deeply, hidden away she

was. Myself included.
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I remembered a night when I’d drunkenly yelled at her. “Why can’t you tell me

how you feel about me? You see me every fucking day! Why? Tell me!”

“Make me,” she’d fired back calmly. “If you want to know, make me.”

Only I hadn’t known how to do that. I didn’t force people into things. But I didn’t

need to because most of me already knew the answer: she loved that I loved her. It was

almost right, which was far worse than if it had been plain, rotten.

My meditation was interrupted by a girl with a platinum blonde mullet, who was

ushering me up to her nail station. I stood up and patted Whitney on the head.

 “I want the brightest red,” I told Blonde Mullet. She held up three colors and I

pointed to the bottle with a touch of orange.

“Do you like working these gigs?” I asked her.

“Honestly, it’s a little late for me.” She rubbed oil into my nail beds and trimmed

my cuticles. “But it’s a fun party. So you know, I get to go on break and pretend I’m not

at work. Do you mind if I?” she pointed to the PBR on the table.

“Go for it,” I said.

“You have such nice, big nails,” Blonde Mullet said. “Pretty.”

I’d never known exactly how to take “pretty” compliments. It wasn’t that I didn’t

think of myself as pretty—I did—it was the implication that I would want others to find

me pretty, that “pretty” was my goal, which left me uncomfortable. But I was not butch

enough to call handsome, not classy enough to be elegant, too chubby to be dandy. Not

that there was anything wrong with pretty, I supposed. I wondered what Zoe thought. Or

how Whitney would describe me.
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As if she’d been thinking the same thing, Blonde Mullet paused to evaluate my

look. “Maybe I mean ‘badass’ instead,” she said, with a smile. “You have some pretty

tough nails.”

“I’m not above pretty,” I confessed. “I’ll take what I can get.”

When she was done, I had Blonde Mullet tip herself from my wallet and hovered,

with my flapping, drying hands, over Whitney’s table. “Coral. A bold choice,” I declared.

“Keep your judgments to yourself,” Whitney instructed. “Unless you think it

really looks bad.” She craned her neck up at me.

The manicurist threw me a threatening glare.

“It’s good bold,” I said.

There was a group of women, in flowy, satin dresses gathered around the table

beside us. Princesses suck, I heard Jasmin in my head. The theme was Summer Camp, I

had to wonder what these losers were doing here. One of them seemed to notice my less

than friendly gaze.

“We came here with our bridal shower,” she excused herself. “We didn’t know it

was a themed night.”

I wasn’t sure if she meant “themed” as in Summer Camp or as in queer. “Oh.

Well, what fun,” I said. “Bridal showers. Pastel dresses. Monogamy. Up-dos.”

Whitney knew where this was going and kicked my leg before I could continue

my list of heteronormative delights. “It’s a really great deal,” she said in her accountant

voice. “Drink and nails for $10? You can’t beat that.” I couldn’t listen to this. I had to

remove myself to go dance. It was a dance party after all.
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Out under the turquoise, jeweled chandeliers, I playfully bumped up against

Logan and his friends. We were all drunk and I moved with a tireless ease I’d forgotten.

He introduced me to several people with leather thongs tied around their heads and arms

laden with friendship bracelets. Some of them I knew from college and around town,

which we acknowledged with hugs. It turned out Spencer’s road trip friends were

acquaintances and all of us danced together, jumping up and down riotously.

I took notice of the girl next to me, who was wearing tiny cut-offs over bright

bike shorts. At one point, she bent down to pull her cellphone from out of her hiking boot

and I saw that her bike shorts were printed with frames of superhero comics. It was a

good look. “That’s a super secret place to hide your phone,” I told her. She smiled and

pulled a little card out of her other boot. Screened in blue on the front, it said “You

should call me, my name is,” and there was a blank where she had written her name in

tilted, skinny letters: Gabi. On the back was her phone number. She could tell I was

conflicted. “My friends gave the cards to me for my birthday. They said I needed to be

more out-going.” She shrugged and smiled. “Call if you want.”

“Oh okay, great,” I said and she wandered off to use her phone.

“What just happened?” Logan asked excitedly.

“I think maybe somebody just hit on me,” I said. “Maybe. She gave me this card.”

I wasn’t sure why, all of a sudden, I seemed to be attractive.

He grabbed the card from me. “That’s a yes. Some things are not complicated,

Aneesha. You just make them that way.” He laughed and I hugged him and we danced

around in a little, sweaty circle together until I noticed Whitney standing across from us.



108

She had smirk on. Logan ran over and did the same hug dance with her, holding her tight

around the waist. They spoke to each other for a while and then Whitney grabbed my

arm. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Logan will get a ride home with his friends.”

“My bike,” I said, not sure I was ready to leave yet.

“It’s tiny. We’ll put it in the car,” she said. “Aren’t you ready for tacos yet? I’ve

been ready. We don’t want to overstay.”

I imagined the harsh lights coming on soon, the sweet, sickly odor of Spin or

Berlin or whatever after hours place we’d end up at, the tang of PBR that I’d guzzle in a

lame attempt to hydrate. She was right. I was ready. It was important to get out while

things were still fun.

*

It was pouring when we stepped outside, but I didn’t mind. Whitney and I packed

Caliente into the trunk and drove to the all-night Mexican place near her old place. The

young woman with bright pink lipstick already knew her order. “Six vegetarian tacos,”

she said solemnly, like we were being sentenced, and wrote it in her pad. I ordered a Dr.

Pepper and sipped it empty before the tacos were up. I was fixated on the mural on the

wall. It was of an adobe window looking out on the beach and I was attracted to the idea

that you just could paint a window to the beach if that’s what you wished you were

looking at. I thought Gloria, my swim-suited heroine, should do something like that.

“You never told me about your night,” Whitney said.
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 “Oh yeah.” I said, wiggling my eyebrows dramatically. “I made out with Tutor

Crush.”

Whitney’s grin was sly. “So you got her after all. Do you feel like the king of the

world? You know, what’s his name on that boat?”

“Leonardo DiCaprio? No,” I said. “I’m afraid of her. Of how she’ll undo me

without even trying.”

“Why do you ruin things while they’re still good?” she asked, patting my arm.

I didn’t know what to say. It was hard to listen to Whitney talk to me about

ruining things. Me, who was always in the business of long-term preservation, for better

or worse. From Whitney, who went around like a spy, silently offing people. But I didn’t

want to get into it now.

“How did you end up with Logan?” I asked her.

“I told you, we met at a fundrasier. For The Night Ministry. We both volunteer

there.”

“No, I mean, like how did you end up together. Him as your boyfriend, living

with him?”

“I don’t know. He knew what he wanted and told me so and did it.”

“That works?” I asked her.

She shrugged and smiled. The young woman appeared at the counter with our

order boxed up and wished us a safe night.

By now, the storm was letting up and I rolled down the window to take in the

smell. Whitney was driving Logan’s car, a new Golf, which he had bought with his ex-
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girlfriend. He was still making payments on it. The tacos were hot on my lap but I held

the bag firmly, centered, not wanting to leave taco grease on the upholstery. We

maneuvered down an alley and there was a low “harrumph” as the car ran something

over.

“Oh no,” I said.

“It’s just the stupid pot holes.” Whitney waved me off. She had always been an

extremely competent drunk driver, a paradox, I could admit, but one that I found

endlessly appealing all the same.

We pulled to the end of the alley and into the street, lingering for a moment, while

two men holding forties, lumbered across the mouth of the alleyway. One man pointed at

us out to his friend and they furrowed their brows, laughed and walked on.

“We must look pretty bad,” I said, turning to Whitney. “Or really gay?”

“They’re just jealous of our tacos,” she said and pulled into the parking spot.

Once we got out, however, it became clear that it was not just a pothole. We had

run over a mattress, a flimsy twin, with a floral pattern and two brown, dried up water

stains. It stuck out all lop-sided behind the trunk, wedged up under one of the back tires.

A gust of wind blew through the alley, jiggling a few of the loose springs.

I couldn’t stop laughing. Whitney stepped around to the back of the car and joined

in.

“How did you not see this?” I asked.

“You didn’t either,” she said.
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I wrestled Caliente out of the trunk and we held each on to each other, giggling, as

we crossed the alley to the back gate of her building.

“Imagine those guys,” I said.

“I know! We must look ridiculous. Do I even have keys?” Whitney searched in

her bag for a while and then gave up and threw the bag at me. The buckle of the strap

almost hit me in the face. “Where are the keys?” she asked to no one in particular. “Do I

even really live here? How did we get here? What is this?” Whitney was pacing across

the alley, wobbling in zigzags towards and away from me. Her knees were loose like they

might give and her head drooped, heavy with sweaty curls and booze. She jilted,

unexpectedly, to the right, in order to avoid a dumpster, and then began running at the

gate, full speed. She hurtled past me, slamming into it. When it remained closed, she

hooked her fingers in the grates and let out a fierce growl. This was a woman I loved.

I pulled a carabiner from her bag and offered it to her. “These keys?”

She grabbed them from me and stabbed at the lock a few times before it turned.

The gate screeched opened and I followed her up the stairs. So many nights had ended

like this, the two us bouncing off of railings and falling towards each other into a safe,

dreamy, blankness. We stepped into the dark of the kitchen and Whitney grabbed my

arm, pulling me into her, kissing me over her shoulder. Only half of the kiss landed right,

the other half draped over my chin. But I dropped the tacos on the floor and held on to

her. She had a swirl of fine hairs that grew upwards, and when I swept my hands down

her stomach, they rasped against my palms. Her mouth unleashed aggressive attacks, the

phrase “tongue lashing” flashed in my mind. So I matched her, both of us taught and
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tearing at one another against the kitchen counter. Eventually, I unzipped her shorts and

pressed my palm up firmly between her legs. We were still. “Lace?” I asked, delicately

lowering her underwear. “You’re such a lady.” She already had the most petal-like labia

I’d ever touched, it seemed like overkill. Whitney pulled me close for what I thought

would be something breathy or bitey, but instead was, “I told you to keep your judgments

to yourself.” She undid my shorts and slipped her fingers, one by one, into place, so I was

the one blathering breathy nonsense. We relaxed into each other then, taking a shoulder

in our mouths and finding a rhythm, leisurely separating when we had both finally caught

the hazy, outer edge of a drunk orgasm.

Afterwards, we sat on the floor against the cabinets, eating tacos. The hot sauce

burned on my tender lips until I smothered them in beans. I showed Whitney and she

immediately did the same. It was just like any other night. Soon, it would mean

absolutely nothing. I was relieved, but also felt the dawning of a terrible, gnawing

emptiness. Whitney and I would perpetually stumble toward each other in a dark alley,

never getting closer or farther away. Halfway through my second taco, I just dropped it

and left to go sleep in my cot. “This a you leave it, I eat it zone!” she hollered from the

kitchen. I fell asleep with a picture in my head of Whitney curled up, tenderly eating her

brood of tacos on the linoleum floor.




