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Part I

◼

. . . bright sunlight

can also be very sad

have you noticed?

MARY RUEFLE

Define loneliness?

Yes.

It’s what we can’t do for each other.

CLAUDIA RANKINE




The kid is born with two shadows. You better believe I head straight down to the Department of Balance office to appeal their decision. It isn’t right, giving an extra shadow to a baby. It’s not like she killed you on purpose, Beau. She’s a newborn baby, for fuck’s sake. She’s basically a more sophisticated potato. And that’s exactly what I tell the receptionist resting his boots on top of his desk. He is long and slender, with a droopy face.

“Where’s the father?” he says.

“I’m her other mother,” I say, trying to steady my pulse. I always hate this moment of vulnerability, of simultaneously waiting for and anticipating a reaction.

“Oh, I see.” He clears his throat then lowers his boots and leans his elbows on the desk. “Sorry, those deaths are automatic shadow assignments, ma’am.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, knowing fully well what he means.

His lips part into an approximation of a smile, as if daring me to challenge him further.

“Is it because I have one? Because that’s not her fault—” I say, my face gathering heat.

“No, ma’am. It’s standard procedure,” he says.

“That’s not true, and you fucking know—” I say, stopping myself before I accuse the Department of living up to its reputation. Everybody knows they’re homophobic, racist, transphobic, ableist, xenophobic, sexist, all the goddamn phobics and ists, but they’d sooner strip away my extra shadow than admit it.

And yet, punishing a newborn still seems excessive. But maybe I’m giving the Department too much credit.

“I’m afraid I don’t make the rules, but I do make people hell-bent on breaking them wish they hadn’t,” says the receptionist.

I haven’t been a widow—what a miserable, lonely word—for more than an hour. I don’t want to lose our baby, too. But what I want matters very little to my temper, which I can feel building behind my eyes before it finally overflows, wet hot tears streaming down my face. It has always been this way, my anger and sadness twin forces inside of me.

I look down at the squish-faced kid, expecting to find a sleeping baby, peacefully unaware, but no, she is wide awake, her big, swollen eyes full of questions, her blue-gray alien hand pressed to her cheek.

“Come on,” I say, in between sniffles. “Please don’t do this to her.”

He knits his eyebrows together in a painful display of empathy. It would have been kinder if he punched me in the face.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” I say.

“We don’t exactly kid around here,” he says. “At least not until happy hour.” He laughs when he says this, and I imagine him and the boys at a high-top table, spilling pints all over each other and sharing the day’s stories, the kid and I no more significant than a cockroach squashed under his foot.

“Fuck you,” I say.

I watch him clench and unclench his jaw, perhaps deciding his next move. Although I can’t see him, I can feel the security guard inch closer to me, his movements quiet and fluid like a good hunter. I readjust my grip on the kid. My breath grows stale in my chest.

“Get her out of here,” says the receptionist. “This Shadester’s not worth my time.”

The security guard grips me by the bicep and escorts me out the door, releasing me back into the world with a small, pointed shove.

Upon confronting the car seat, I realize that it had been your job to learn how to use it. It takes me twenty minutes to get all the kid’s parts where they need to go. Except for her second shadow. It has a smug freedom about it that sets my teeth on edge. I swear I catch it high-fiving mine.

You aren’t waiting for us when we get home. You aren’t lying in bed reading. You aren’t cooing in Mischief’s fluffy face. You aren’t sifting through the mail, perusing the circulars for sales. You aren’t, against your better judgment, making an afternoon coffee. Suddenly, all this unoccupied space. I want to get blackout drunk for months on end. Yes, that’s what I want. I want to sit in my own filth and like it.

“And what did we learn today?” I ask the wailing kid, patting her baby body with a damp sponge. On the other side of the sink are the dirty dishes. Mischief leans down to lick the solidified butter off a plate, and I shoo her away.

“That’s exactly right,” I say. “We learned that I am the second most well-behaved person in this room.”

I wait for a reaction, but the kid seems unmoved. I want to be someone who moves people, even tiny, helpless people. Now, where is that switch, the one that turns off such a humiliating desire?

A dozen or so drinks would no doubt do the trick, but I can’t get properly wasted—I have a baby to keep alive. But how? A therapist might diagnose my panic disorder with a panic disorder of its own. When we first decided to start trying, I said things like, I can’t even wash a wine glass without breaking it—what if I break our baby? You pulled me close and reassured me that babies’ bones were made of rubber. I imagined an impossibly small baby with a skeleton comprised of pink erasers. I imagined rocking our baby to sleep, my fears smudged and unreadable. Get me there, get me there, I thought.

◼

I knew you were impractical, but I didn’t realize you were this impractical, you once said, removing an entire lemon from our garbage disposal. I’d heard good things about the cleaning potential of citrus. That was back before the Department slapped another shadow on me. We argued so often we thought we’d made a mistake marrying for love when there were things like fear and loneliness to bind you.

For the record, you had no business coming into my life just to turn around and leave. On our first date, you took my hand across the table and smiled with every atom inside of you. Your boldness was almost revolutionary. I thought, what are the odds that this is happening everywhere, all the time?

On the second date, you said, I could hang out in a dumpster with you. The very idea excited me.

Once I’ve safely strapped the kid to my chest, I do what is expected in these situations: I pick up the phone and change people’s lives forever.

“What are you talking about?” says your mom. “What are you saying?”

I was always the one who was irrationally afraid of dying. Never you. You were too stubborn to be afraid of anything. We used to joke I was afraid of my own shadow. We’d talk about early death over dinner or TV like it was a cold front moving in.

Make sure my dad doesn’t put me in that ugly snakeskin dress for my funeral, I said, fighting off the breathless terror of panic. I think I’ll probably end up throwing a clot. Yeah, I see that for myself.

If you were in a good mood, which meant only two parents had called the school that day, you’d smile a slight smile, shake your head, and stroke my hair. You’d say something like, If you die, I’ll kill you, or, That’s not going to happen on my watch. If you were in a blustery mood, which meant another asshole kid had provoked a fight or spread a rumor about a certain slut who wouldn’t sleep with him, you’d roll your eyes, maybe get up and pour some wine.

It’s just a joke, I’d say, scrambling to recover. A quiet sip at the counter, a glance out the window then back at me. Did you defrost the chicken?

You knew I wasn’t joking, but you also didn’t know just how far I’d let myself go. Every evening, despite my low blood pressure, I slipped into the bathroom and swallowed a baby aspirin to prevent a stroke or heart attack. Science didn’t matter. I imagined the pill surging through my blood and dissolving anything that threatened to tear us apart.

What I mean is, it never once occurred to me that you, too, were mortal.

◼

I watch a lot of reality TV in the days following your death, the kid alternating between guzzling down her bottle of hospital formula and sleeping in her rocking sleeper thing (I’ll admit, I don’t know its proper name). I wonder if this is what it feels like to work in the Department’s surveillance unit, although our lives are not filtered and dispensed by editors with a dramatic agenda—the contextual horror of it all!

I lick the salt off pretzels then feed the naked pretzels to Mischief while the people on TV bitch and moan and drink and hurt each other’s feelings. They lie, they cheat, they lose their jobs. It feels nice to feel sorry for people who are far better off than me.

It seems Mischief, for the first time, has discovered our new litter of one. She tiptoes up to the kid’s swinging contraption and wets the kid’s hand with her nose. She shakes her head a few times, wipes her face clean.

I focus on my own recent discoveries: broken egg yolks now make me cry, the kid’s crying makes me cry, the mail makes me cry—who gave businesses permission to print your name? It feels like time has slowed so dramatically that it has begun to move in reverse. My face, although pink and puffy, looks younger than it has in years, as if relieved that all that worrying had been justified all along.

Truth is, I’m terrified the Department will confiscate our baby if they suspect even the slightest hint of neglect, but that doesn’t stop me from dissociating for hours on the floor while the kid learns about her new home, the bassinet. Any floor will do—the kitchen, the bedroom, the living room, even the bathroom. I’m not interested in small answers to small questions, like will formula ruin her standardized test scores? (You were right, the parenting forums do have an agenda, Beau.) And will those ruined test scores condemn her to a lifetime of harassing her friends with pyramid scheme pitches? Those answers will hash themselves out in due time. What I’m interested in are the unanswerable questions—how can I manage to keep on living in a world without you, a world that hates both me and my family?

Before you, whenever I heard the word family, I pictured generations of strangers crowded in a living room, jockeying for position.

“Move over, I can’t see the tree.”

“Which presents are mine?”

“When can I go home?”

“This brandy has eggnog in it.”

“The holidays depress me.”

In middle school, my only queer friend taught me to use the word family when identifying a queer stranger in public. As I got older and gayer, I heard a lot of talk about chosen family, but I didn’t understand why something so beautiful had to be compared to family. Why couldn’t it just be its own good thing?

◼

At your funeral, in your hometown three thousand miles away, everyone wears soccer jerseys and shotguns beers and passes the kid around like a hot potato.

“Stay strong,” people from your past say, gripping me by the shoulder while trying to avoid eye contact with my shadow.

But I don’t want to be strong, I want to be a time-traveler.

After your mom chokes her way through your eulogy, I pass out in the funeral home bathroom. She picks me up off the floor and holds a beer to my mouth.

“You know she would have insisted you finish your beer,” she says.

Before the kid was born, your mom was all, “Here’s your twentieth box of diapers,” and “You better make sure she calls me Nonna,” and “I can’t wait to hear her birth story.” She even mailed us a cheesy poem called “I’m the Mom of a Mom to Be.” Today, she keeps her distance from our baby, from me. Every time I try to hand her the kid, your mom has to run off to greet so-and-so or change the song that accompanies the slideshow of your life.

The birth story thing is an old habit of hers—every time she meets someone new, she asks them to share their birth story. I trust that she genuinely wants to know about everyone’s transition from womb to world, but I also suspect she’s dying to regale everyone with yours. You can see the ask me, ask me in her eyes.

You were four weeks early. Your mom didn’t make it to the hospital in time. She pulled over at a lookout spot on the side of the mountain, climbed into the passenger seat, and gave birth while a family took self-timed photos nearby, bunny-earing each other. She claims you arrived in three minutes flat, as if it were an Olympic qualifying race.

“Notice anything different?” I ask back at her cabin, your old house. I waltz with the kid around the kitchen so her shadows dance across your mother’s face while she sips her 7 and 7.

“You know I don’t judge,” she says, glancing at the Department camera in her kitchen.

“Okay,” I say, afraid of what will happen if the kid and I stop waltzing, afraid of what still moments will bring.

Your mom stares into her drink, running her finger around the circle of the glass. Her skin hangs loose around her jowls, like a bloodhound.

I want her to look up and smile at us. I want to know that, despite your death, we are still hers.

But she doesn’t look up. She stands from her stool, still examining the glass as if it contains your last words, then takes her drink to bed.

“There’s extra blankets in the hallway closet if you need them,” she shouts over her shoulder.

We sleep in your childhood bedroom. It looks like a teenaged you still lives here with her baseball mitt, cleats, shin guards, several soccer balls, and posters of athletes. Your dresser is crowded with framed photos of you and your mom, arms thrown carelessly around one another, as if you’d always have each other.

We haven’t had that much time together, we said. I want to be sixteen with you, we said. Do we really want to bring a child into this mess of a world? President Colestein was becoming more and more of a tyrant, his new shadow implementation shattering everyone’s hopes for recovery and rehabilitation. Maybe we wanted another person to join us while we watched the world burn.

◼

We is the longest word I know.

◼

I used to love talking on the phone. When we first met, I called you every time I was in between places—the car, the train, the bus, all became opportunities to hear your voice, to reaffirm that you were, in fact, real. Now, every time the phone rings, I sink further into the floor. At first, I try to ignore it, but the unknown caller persists.

“Hello?” I finally say, leaning on the kitchen counter for support.

Long, deep breaths on the other end of the line.

“Who is this?” I ask. No response.

I rack my brain for who might be on the other end. Everyone I called is now avoiding me. That, or they found religion and are consulting with a higher power.

“Fine,” I say. “Be that way.”

The same long, deep breaths, broken up by static. I am only slightly concerned; mostly, I am irritated, surprised by how much I want to hear another person’s voice.

“If you’re going to interrupt my nightly cry, at least make it interesting,” I say.

They hang up.

I’m due back at work exactly a week after your funeral. I tell my manager, Jackson, I don’t feel ready to return and he tells me I am never going to feel ready, but I have to do it anyway. He believes in me, I am strong, I can take control of my life.

“There’s a mindcast for this,” he says over the phone. “I’ll get you a copy—on the house, of course.”

Another phone call.

The same breathing. This time, I am a bit more spooked.

I triple-check the locks on the doors and windows. I feed the kid formula. I lie and tell her I made it myself: does she like it? I kiss her alien hands and alien feet. I tell her you’ll be back soon, you are just at the store picking up a few things.

It’s true: if given the chance, I would trade her for you.

◼

The parenting blogs aren’t particularly helpful—they are written for NoShads by NoShads. They tell me to live in the now. Okay. They tell me to make healthy choices. Organic vegetables, fruits, whole grains, as if I can get my hands on any of that. I’m lucky if I can find a fresh carton of eggs on our designated grocery day. The blogs tell me to focus on me and my family. Every family’s journey is different, avoid comparing notes. They don’t say anything about the absence of family.

I want to be domestic with you, you said the first time I invited you over. I had one fork, and I was so nervous I didn’t dare eat. Instead, I organized my bookshelf and watched you make yourself at home. Don’t lose my fork, I threatened.

◼

Whenever I feel out of control, I recite all the creatures I can think of that have exoskeletons. “Grasshoppers, cockroaches, crabs, lobsters, snails, clams, chitons, spiders, ants, scorpions, shrimp, dragonfly nymphs, cicadas, butterflies, moths,” I say to the kid while putting her diaper on backward. I have one eye on the Department cameras, our third, fourth, and fifth family members. “It appears we’re outnumbered,” I whisper into the kid’s ear.

Later, the kid poops so loudly she wakes herself up from a nap. She is inconsolable. But I want to wait—I sense more is on the way.

“I have filed your grievances with the customer service department. They will get back to you in two to three business minutes,” I tell her.

But those two to three minutes are a mistake. The poop—it goes up to her neck.

◼

We are at the liquor store, comparing wine labels. One of us is exercising our new lungs quite loudly. The cashier gives me a look, but I ignore him. The kid likes the label with the golden retriever on it; I like the one with the abstract face that seems to change every time I look at it. The wine labels remind me of you, how people were intimidated by you and your matter-of-factness until they took a step back and studied you from a new angle, understanding that you were both hard and soft, loveable and disagreeable. Some people took one or two hangouts, some never learned. I’ve known them for five years, you used to say. At this point, it’s no longer my problem.

The kid abruptly stops screaming. Her eyes focus, or rather, try to focus but end up crossing on something behind me. I turn around and it’s you. You’re buying a six-pack of our favorite cream ale. Your blond hair is pulled up in a bun and you’re wearing your gray workout leggings, the ones that inspired a spank every time you put them on. We follow you through the aisles to the checkout. We forget about our car, our bodies in space, and follow you down the street and through a crowd outside the school. We follow you past the basketball court, past the library, past the alley where you and I had once walked, hand-in-hand, pretending our then-partners didn’t exist. Daring someone to spot us, to blow our lives up so we wouldn’t have to. We follow you all the way to the train station where we watch you wait in line, tapping your hand against the side of your thigh, rising onto your toes to see what is taking so long. Eventually, you reach the window and buy a ticket. Then you get on the train, and you leave us, Beau. I look from the kid to the train back to the kid. We don’t understand why you did that. It doesn’t make any sense.

Pop Quiz:

Q: What do you know about distance?

A: I know that I feel it everywhere.

◼

Are you going to be okay? they asked me at the hospital. I exchanged a yes for the kid.

◼

You couldn’t wait to be a mother. You had big plans. And by extension, so did I. But they were never truly mine to claim, were they? I’d always considered myself too selfish to have children, too jealous to share you. I loved children, was good with them, as long as they belonged to someone else. At work, before I’d been fired for my extra shadow, I held group therapy sessions for the troubled kids at school. We’d write songs and poems and the kids occasionally forgot they were supposed to hate group therapy. I disliked the word troubled, but that was the word the school assigned to any student with a lick of personality.

At social gatherings, you always gravitated toward the babies, laughing, and smooching, and tossing them into the air. Every time you and I reunited, even if we were just coming home from work, I secretly hoped you’d show a similar enthusiasm when you set eyes on me. What was I missing? I couldn’t see what was so exciting about them. I did my best to blend in with the other adults, cracked a beer, nodded along.

The kid’s screaming has burrowed its way into my brain and found a nice den in which to live. If you were here, you would laugh and say, Sounds about right. According to my mom, I screamed for three years straight.

I text your mother: “Seems lung capacity is genetic.”

She replies a few hours later: “Ha. Good for telling people to fuck off.”

Mischief joins in the screaming. She throws her bowl at me. She spider-monkeys the screen door. She learns the hard way that her claws work too well. She is stuck in a compromising position.

Oh no, a knock at the door. After peeling Mischief off the screen, I open up to a care package from Jackson. A basket full of fruit, a jar of strawberry jam, a mindcast. When I bend over to lift it, my boobs fall out of your robe—which has already lost its Beau scent—and I realize I can’t remember the last time I wore actual clothes. Inside, I make toast just the way you liked, burnt black and smothered in extra jam. I have this idea that the toast will somehow summon you, but it doesn’t.

The toast tastes so bad, Beau. Like a tire.

◼

According to the woman on the mindcast, our bodies are made of purple, red, and blue light that we can harness and transform into anything we want, so why on earth would we choose sorrow? Fear? Resentment? I listen to this mindcast one too many times myself before trying to sell it to some other vulnerable person. Next, she will tell me that if I continue to ignore my light, my organs will shut down. I wish they’d consulted at least one physician during the making of this product.

Today, I spend some time online shopping. It takes me longer than it should to remember that tops and bottoms are names for articles of clothing, too. After some debate, I splurge and order ten bottles of your favorite cologne then spray your bathrobe, the bed, the towels, everything.

When you got your new teaching gig, I peeked over your shoulder at your life insurance policy and said, Not bad, smirking a little. I’m never letting you make my morning coffee again, you said. I remember feeling a little insulted that you thought I would use something as impersonal as poison.

◼

After three weeks of waiting, I receive your ashes. I set them on my desk and stare at them for hours while I hold the kid, gripping the back of her skull like a softball. I am convinced that the kid’s secret agenda is to snap her weak neck when I’m not looking. She will make a big production of it, going so far as to invite strangers via neighborhood flyers to come round and watch.

I wonder if the kid can smell the imposter on me. If she can, she doesn’t seem to mind. She sleeps soundly in my arms at last, a smile letting me know that she’s okay, for now, anyway. As for her second shadow, it obscures your urn. I give it a few good kicks. It doesn’t whimper.

As long as people have had bodies, people have had shadows. I think this should mean something, but I’m not sure what. A quick internet search reveals the folklore surrounding shadows. Ancient peoples from one of those violence-obsessed empires once believed that shadows protected them and that evil forces feared the untouchable power of shadows.

Of course, shadows cannot exist without a light source. And the presence of two shadows implies two light sources. Who, then, is my main enemy: the sun or the state?

Pop Quiz:

Q: How is a Shadester made?

A: Two parts fearmongering, one part delusion, three parts manipulation. Season heavily with deceit labeled as promise. Stir consistently on low heat, so low hardly anyone notices it’s on.

When paranormal researchers began investigating shadows hundreds of years ago, some freaky things happened. All of them reported being visited in their dreams by their own shadows, which urged them to stop their experimentation. If they didn’t stop, they’d risk disrupting the balance between the shadow world and ours.

“What is she like?” I imagine you asking. “I can’t see, so tell me, Kris. Who is our child? Is she perfect?”

“I don’t know her very well yet,” I tell your urn. “But something tells me that if I asked nicely, she’d agree to sing karaoke with me.”

My username: newperson1234

My questions for the forum:

How much tummy time is too much tummy time?

What if the baby hates being swaddled?

How do I dress her without pulling an arm or a leg out of its socket?

How warm is too warm for formula? How cold is too cold?

Wouldn’t we rather the formula be too cold than too hot?

What is the baby doing with her tongue?

Should I be able to see all the blood inside her?

◼

Half a block away, I hold the kid up and show her the ocean while a Shadester takes a piss off the cliff. I find that it’s nice to sit and look at the water as long as I don’t ask anything of it.

“This is how waves work: they build like a cry, then crash,” I tell the kid, peeling my sweat-soaked shirt from my skin. The news has insisted that we aren’t experiencing a perpetual heat wave, that we are imagining things. “Are you looking?” I say. Dolphins dance and weave under the waves. I envy their freedom, how all they have to do is dive deeper in order to make their shadows disappear.

The kid’s eyes are closed, and I like that she isn’t looking. I like that already I can’t tell her what to do. The Shadester is peeing just above where you and I used to have our covert meetups back when we belonged to other people. Now, our spot is nearly underwater.

At night, while you were with your girlfriend, you would text me that you were sending work emails. This meant that I should be expecting one from you. I and love and you, said the emails. When we got married, you sat on the couch and sent actual work emails while I refreshed my inbox next to you, waiting for the past to meet up with the present. I didn’t know what to do with all that misplaced magic.

Every boring slice of domesticity, the grocery shopping, the endless errands and chores, the accusations—Did you move my . . .?—these moments made up our life, and I’d wished them gone. I hadn’t understood the tenderness of climbing into bed with you after a stretched-thin day. Of pulling the comforter down and sliding in beside you. Of falling into a dream before we could properly kiss goodnight, but knowing the kiss was still there, hovering between us.

Back inside the apartment, I forget what I am doing and accidentally remove a pan from the oven with my bare hands.

“So, is there anything you want to know about me before we get in too deep?” I ask the kid, squeezing an ice pack between my hands. The pain feels better than good. “The pressing issue right now is the fact that I’ve no longer got any fingerprints.”

No response.

“Do you have any crimes you want me to commit on your behalf?” I ask, but she has no thoughts on the subject.

If I had to choose, I would say the moment between when you decided to kiss me and when we actually kissed, that is where I wish to live forever. Inside my anticipation, dying to receive you.

I discover that a moderator has flagged one of my baby posts as “cause for concern.” I cover the computer screen with Post-it notes, then type what I hope says, “Why do you think I’m here?”

◼

Another phone call. More breathing. This time, a small cough, followed by a few sniffles. The connection is bad, staticky.

“I would ask if there is something I can help you with,” I begin, “but I’m not in any position to help anyone at the moment.”

Although the kid is already strapped to me, I pull her closer to my breastbone, willing it to split and make room for her to enter. I turn all the lights in the apartment off, as if darkness can protect us.

“I—” says a man’s voice. Then he hangs up. I recognize the voice, but I resist giving it a name. Naming it would mean having to confront it and the person attached to it.

“Shrimp, lobster, crab,” I whisper, over and over again.

◼

When I was young, I made a habit of draping my baby blankie over my head and pretending I was a lamp. I did this whenever my parents confronted me about sleeping in class or talking back to the teacher. When I got home from school, my parents told me to take a seat. I don’t want to be one of the humans, I said in a sing-song voice from under my shade. I could see my parents’ muted figures shaking their heads through the thin pink of my blankie. I only want to be the light for the humans.

◼

While the kid gets her one hour of sleep, I take some time for myself. I toss a T-shirt over the bedroom camera then masturbate until I lose feeling in my clit, my legs. I use our vibrating dildo since all my fingers are bandaged up. I close my eyes and pretend it’s you touching me. I miss your skin, your heart, your rhythm—when you fuck me, here, in this fantasy, you fuck me so hard that I temporarily forget the sad bird of my body. I can feel you in my pelvis, my spine, my belly. I feel you in my claw-dug desire, in my hunger for a release. But this pleasure, this building toward brief oblivion—it can’t last.

Moments later, the Department employees let themselves in and find me fucking myself through my tears. I don’t bother covering up. At first, I think they are going to give me another shadow.

“You know the rules,” they say. “No obscuring the cameras, for any reason.”

“I know.”

The kid exercises her lungs in the other room. They print out a ticket for noncompliance. A five-hundred-dollar fine.

“Next time we won’t be so forgiving,” the scrawny man says, licking his lips and laying the ticket on my chest, his hand resting on my boob for a few seconds before pulling away.

The photograph of the abandoned house, which has a copper key stuck in the lock, is still hanging above our bed. Or is it my bed now? When you bought the photo for me, you said it was a reminder that you’d always be here, even if it seemed like you’d left. That was during our affair when I spent days worrying that I’d invented your face. I know you must have felt the same way about me, because you once sent me three emails in a row. Then you made a rule: no more emails today. Then you sent one more, with the subject line “Pelican excuse.”

Dear K,

I’m at the beach watching the pelicans. I imagine us as pelican characters. I would be the one repeatedly dive-bombing, partially for fun, partially to get the best fish. You’re the one just sitting there, floating, observing all the others, waiting for me to bring you some fish.

I broke my rule, but for good reason.

Key in lock,
B

According to you, the photographer had looked bewildered when you’d chosen that print. Apparently, he’d been trying to sell the print for ten years. He didn’t understand why no one had wanted it; he said it was the best photo he’d ever taken.

After the men leave, I feed the kid, put her back down, and try to pick things up where I left them, but I can’t get off. I feel like I’m in a sensory deprivation tank. When I finally give up, I hear the mechanical sound of the Department camera moving above me. Without looking up, I lift my fist above my head then slowly raise my middle finger. Whoever is sitting back there watching me, I want them to know that I am a person with thoughts and feelings, and as a person with thoughts and feelings, I am not going to let them fuck with me or my kid.

Now, I try to find the photographer’s business card—I want to ask him if he’s ever sold a second print—but I can’t find it anywhere. For some reason, I find myself thinking that it must be trapped inside the abandoned house.

Every night, I climb into bed and lay my arm across my stomach, pretending it is yours. I close my eyes and when I finally open them, I have not turned into a pelican.

◼

Once a month, you would put on your apron—only your apron—and bake Mischief a sheet of fish-shaped treats. Now, the days blend together and sometimes I forget where I am and wind up eating homemade cat treats. Mischief watches me and my crumby lips with the eyes of an assassin.

During the day, she falls asleep curled up on your pillow. At night, she screams until I open the bedroom window for her to jump out. A new rebellion. I wait for a few minutes and allow her to feel intoxicated by her newfound independence before getting up to retrieve her from the neighbor’s lawn. She digs her claws into the meat of my shoulder. Her “Help me, help me” cries can be heard round the world.

“Okay, so I gather you want to be an outdoor cat?” I say. Mischief licks her paw then cleans her face. “Who am I to get in the way of your happiness?” I open the front door and walk out into the courtyard. Mischief debates whether this is a trap or not, then slithers her way out the door and into the light. I set food and water bowls outside the door. I point to these with my human fingers, then with her front paw.

“You can always come home,” I say. “Free meal service, use your meow as a doorbell.” But Mischief has already leapt onto a nearby wall and followed it to the alley.

Mischief returns later that night for a meal. I stroke her back and nuzzle her face with mine. Then she leaves to explore the world and never comes home again.

I tape MISSING signs to streetlights and stop signs throughout the neighborhood with Mischief’s most flattering photo, her face slender and mysterious, her Marilyn Monroe mole in full view.

When my mom left us, the police said I shouldn’t hang up signs because they might be misleading. Why? I asked. Turns out, she was at such-and-such an address, drinking martinis, and getting on with her life. That didn’t stop my dad from calling her ten times a day. You don’t give up on family, he told me. I wasn’t bitter he was searching for her—I was bitter he was speaking like a low-budget greeting card. Were any of his beliefs actually his own? Were any of mine?

◼

“There has got to be a better way to keep track of the passing time,” I say to the mailwoman, who smiles politely and hands me my mail. I am wearing your bathrobe and slippers. It is probably around the time people justify drinking.

It’s so bright out, I get an immediate headache between my eyes. What a terrible place for Shadesters to live. The sun’s always shining, the people are always out, the palm trees provide little shade. I think of your mother on her morning walks, of the autumn leaves crunching beneath her feet. She can at least feel the passage of time over there.

“There are calendars,” the mailwoman offers.

“What, are you in cahoots with my boss?” I say. She squints at me then cracks her neck.

“Honey, there’s a brown smudge on your face,” she says. “Maybe that has something to do with all of this.”

I stuff my mail down the front of my robe in what I think will be a power move until it falls out the bottom and scatters all over the sidewalk. The wind steals what I am sure is an invitation to a lavish party. A bumblebee buzzes past the mailwoman’s face. I, too, would be fearless if I had an exoskeleton.

Tomorrow, I decide, will be better. Tomorrow, I will recover from today.

◼

I never feel like I know how to live in the world. Only on top of it, hanging on as it spins madly.

◼

I never thought the Department would resort to openly spying on us. Foolishly, I thought there were limits to the cruelty. Or maybe my depression made me selfish; I was too focused on my own problems. But you were a well-read skeptic and questioned everything. You didn’t trust technology. You exclusively paid with cash while the rest of us were sending and receiving money with the click of a button. I don’t want anyone to know what I’m doing, you’d say. You had the same attitude about social media. Set to private on everything, you never posted more than once a month. On the rare occasions in which you posted a photo of us, the caption was always clinical and cryptic: “A pretty good time.” Whenever I read one of those captions, I was convinced you were hiding divorce papers somewhere.

The tough part of learning to cope with my delusions was the unconvincing, the unlearning that never really occurred. I tried interventions on myself. Ones I’d learned in grad school. Reality testing is the ability to assess a situation for what it is, rather than the way we fear it to be. “Be objective,” said our textbooks. “Note errors in thinking. Think then react.”

My brain was never much help: Divorce is expensive—she’d probably prefer to fake her own death.

After your real death, my brain continued to attack me in new and exciting ways.

My brain: I will never be happy again.

Reality: You can fuck all the way off.

My brain: The kid and I are alone with ourselves.

Reality: There are always scared, lonely people inside the internet.

Reality testing never worked for the troubled kids either. Is there any evidence that your fearful thoughts are true? I’d ask. They had a lot of fearful thoughts: I’m never going to make any friends, pass my reading test, steal my pencil case back from so-and-so. I’m never going to not be angry. My parents hate me. I hate myself. No one loves me. I’m a fuck-up, a loser. Yes, plenty, the kids said. We’ll be here all day, they said.

Ah, my people, I thought.

Of course, the correct response was, No, no, there is no evidence, Miss K. As staff members, we were expected to reject the urge to categorize these kids—everyone was a dynamic, ever-changing person whose behaviors would not fit snugly into a bell curve. One day, a kid might instigate eight fights; the next, she might spend all day at her desk, taking notes and raising her hand. There was no telling. But what I liked about going to work was that every kid started the morning with a clean slate. I wouldn’t hold the previous day’s behaviors over their heads, as much as I sometimes wanted to.

That stuff was old news, we’d laugh, planning for the day ahead. And sometimes, I really think the kids believed it, believed that if they kept their eyes up, they could keep moving forward like a board game with rigged dice. Four squares forward. Five squares forward. You’ve found a secret shortcut!

That all went to shit with President Colestein’s announcement, though.

Tell me, he had begun, flashing a calculated smile. Would you be so careless with one another if the shadows of those you’ve hurt followed you around for the rest of your life? Pause for dramatic effect. I think not, he said, raising his eyebrows. Accountability is necessary to promote change. And I love our country so much that I want to help us change, for the better.

Mr. President, Mr. President, said reporters.

Who is Mr. President? he grinned. Call me Cal.

How do these shadows work? Do they really look like the victims?

Maybe they do, maybe they don’t, he said, winking at a blond.

The next day, the collective fear was palpable. When we went outside, we could feel gravity pressing down, as if it had somehow doubled overnight. We looked at our neighbor, who was a smaller, more tragic version of ourselves, then we looked at another neighbor, then another; everyone was hang-headed and limb-dragged. They looked so heavy I thought they’d fall through the ground straight to the center of the earth.

◼

I’ve avoided the grocery store for as long as possible, instead choosing to live off the canned soups and chili you’d squirreled away, just in case.
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