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 “Come home safe to me,” he said. These words were strange. Final. We walked 

out of our apartment together, and went our separate ways.  

 I came home the next morning. Safe. The November snow melted off my scarf. In 

the hall I ran into my neighbor. The old Albanian one with the failing mind who loved to 

gossip with the doorman. She asked me how my trip to France was.  

 “How was your trip to France?” 

 And I went on and on breathlessly about how triste I was that I had to leave 

France after “only a month and come back to New York even though Paris had a heat 

wave and the entire month of July had been miserable and I didn’t even get to go to 

Orsay for a second time and I can’t believe it’s already been three months since I got 

back and how did you know I went to France?” And she responded: 

 “I heard the boy two doors down from me was killed by a hit and run last night.” 

 “Oh. That’s terrible.” I looked at her sideways, my Parisian mirage disintegrating. 

I wondered if I would feel the sensation of warmth after I left my body. It would be 

convenient to think so. I rub my hands together just in case. We say goodbye, which 

sounds less final than “Come home safe.” I stand outside my door as my old Albanian 

neighbor enters her apartment. I live two doors down. 

      ***** 

 I just waved to a fish, swimming around in its too-small fishvase. It’s not a bowl. 

They were even smaller. At least now he can swim to the depths of his vase instead of 

just around and around and around. I named him Fish.  

 Hi Fish.  

 I waved at him with just one finger. He bubbled at me. I was overcome with 

thoughts of dinner from Duane Reade, and snuggled into my puffy coat. I call it “Puff.” I 

opened a door to the concrete stairwell, and heard it close behind me. Loud. Solitary. It’s 

curious how solitude is one sound that comes in excess. The echoes of the emptiness 

leave only after they patter through your brain over and over, not leaving you alone until 

you are in the midst of a maddening chaos. I turn back and decide to make tea instead. 

 In my kitchen the kettle yawps valiantly. I look at Fish, and he looks at me, 

wagging his fin. And he swims away. Circling, circling in his fishvase. I pour my tea, and 



talk to Fish.  

 “Hope is a seed of evil, and consumes all opportunity to pursue what one hopes for. 

Relying on hope is failure to act according to what logically should be done to reach an 

end. Hope is paralyzing, and often brainwashing in that it feeds off of people’s emotions, 

and makes them hope more. Therefore, hope grows, and the goal becomes unreachable. 

When one is solely filled with hope, there is no room for reason—a loss of the mind—

which leads to the demise of the heart when the hope is not fulfilled. With no heart and 

no mind, what is a person?”  

 I think the same thing the next day and disagree.  

 I hoped he was inside. I hoped my neighbor meant two doors down from her the 

other way the boy was killed, if it had to be anyone at all. I was wrong. It was my door 

that was two doors down from her, my boyfriend that had been killed by a hit and run. 

 It’s yesterday’s tomorrow. I sit on the sill. Two doors down from my chatty 

Albanian neighbor. Does she even realize that two doors down from her is my apartment? 

That it was our apartment, before he died? Does she even remember him at all?  

 The thought of her forgetting him was too much. I wanted to hold him to make 

him real again. I hug my pillow instead.  

 I dial my closest friend, Sydney. She comes over right away, and I hold her. She 

feels so tiny in my arms, even though we are the same size. I wonder if I felt that tiny to 

him. I smush my face into her clavicle and squeeze my arms around her so I can feel her 

entire torso hugging mine. My insides drip out of my nose onto her shirt, but she doesn’t 

care. Of course she cares, but she doesn’t care enough to pull away. As she rocks my 

shrinking, shaking body back and forth saying “shhhh shhhh it’s okay,” I can feel my 

nose squish on the “back.” I decide to breathe in on “forth.” And we synchronize. Only 

then, after mere minutes of our blended rhythm, do I stop crying, and all I want to do is 

sleep. Back. Forth. Back. Forth. 

 The next night I look out the window, streaked with thick rain, and see fire trucks 

frantically emerging from the velvety midnight in downtown New York. Everything 

stops. The lights of the cars 20 stories down are still. And they still are. And he is not. 

Still. And he will be still forever. 

 It rains harder now. Bigger drops wash away the rest. They fall in such a perfect 



slant. And then there is the one drop that changes the direction of them all. The sky 

shifted. Its moisture wells up on my window, and then washes away in one great puddle. 

The drops have not even reached those below me yet.  

 I am in the sky to those below me. They look up, and I am in the realm of “up.” 

And still to me there is “up.” Is there an upmost up? Is there any place where I can look 

down and say it’s raining rather than look up and say it?  

 They splash back off the windowsill. They lose their diagonal path, and free fall. 

And I see the drops on the black pavement below, illuminated by the false lights of the 

night, looking desperate. Like bugs exploding from a disturbed nest. And the cars run 

over them, displacing them. More mill around, and more cars try to cut through. But the 

water always fills in.  

 I can picture his arm bent in a direction arms just don’t bend, his face itching 

because he’s lying in his own blood, but he just can’t move his arm to itch. Damn itch! 

Sometimes I see him as a chalk character on the pavement and then I scold myself for 

animating his death. 

  Syd is pestering me, and using my window as a mirror for her hip-hop routine. 

Does she see that only one of her pant legs is rolled up? I shut the blinds. I know my 

pensiveness irks her. She stops dancing. Walks over to me and pulls them back up. Then 

turns the volume all the way up on her laptop. I rest my head against the window, feeling 

it rattle with every boom-boom-ka.  

 Engelbert Humperdink plays in my mind. I look up wondering: If his name were 

Humperdink Engelbert would that be any more weird? Instead, to annoy her, I ask: 

“When we look into the sky, are we really looking up? Or sideways. Perhaps gravity 

really works sideways, and because we are in the middle of it we can only perceive it as 

“pulling down from up,” when it could actually be pulling sideways.” 

 “Lighten up.” She tells me. 

*****  

 His phone rings. It waits for him to answer it.  

New Voicemail. 

 The battery is running low. And I think: Someone just heard his voice, as though 

it belonged to a body. But they don’t know. He doesn’t exist. The voice is just a sound. 



Detached. Recorded air. I watch the rain, wondering what I would think just before 

hitting the black concrete, me as a raindrop falling down from above 20 stories. When I 

see the pavement three feet away, and have a mere moment to think. What would I see? 

Would I regret it? Would I say anything? Hair flying upward, reaching for the safety of 

the sky. Would there be tears? Would they evaporate, or follow me faithfully to the 

concrete. Falling below my own tears. I bet my depth perception would be off if my eyes 

were all watery. 

 “Do you realize the concept of reincarnation is the same as evaporation?” I say to 

Syd. She pauses her music. “How can everything run in circles like that?” 

 “What are you talking about?” She’s sufficiently annoyed. I turn away, satisfied, 

and wonder what my body would sound like hitting the concrete. Ribs compressing. 

Skull flattening. Each vein exploding into purple oblivion. A hundred pounds of human 

flesh muscle and bone colliding in a half-second. Would there be tearing sounds? Would 

my vocal chords react? Would it sound more like an echo under pressure, or like body 

plastered against the earth. What would I hear? Would my heart stop first or would my 

back break first? What is the sound of death to the dying? 

 I lean down and look at Fish. We both stare at each other. It eats a bubble. I wave 

to it again with my finger. Me and Fish. Hi Fish! It circles around its too-small tank. 

Circles anyway, despite all of the depth, seeing things for the first time, every time, so 

quickly forgetting. 

***** 

 It’s December. I am beginning to forget his face. I look at my reflection in the 

window. It shows my eyes. Half my nose. Fading into the black glass. 

 Someone moved in across the street. I watched him bustle around all day, moving 

boxes back and forth, unpacking and packing again. He scurries. That is what he does. He 

does not unpack, he scurries. I think of him bustling around New York, facing the 

pedestrians with all his clumsy boxes, trying not to go red as he struggles to smoothly 

transport them inside. I imagine he had something too large for New York, like a dresser. 

There is just no room for such largeness here. An impossible task, to move a dresser from 

one building to another in New York. 

 The buildings are still. And if I cross-sectioned these buildings, I would see 



thousands of other people within them. It seems so calm from the top. But inside, and 

down below, and hidden underneath is the truth.  

 The clouds looked red through the buildings with randomly lit square windows. 

They seemed to appear out of each other, so close together. I look across at my neighbors 

abode. He has a terrace. A wall with no flowers. I look at the stone. And I admire my 

own beauteous, unadorned walls. My unmade bed. I remember I had a date yesterday. A 

soccer player from Argentina. He didn’t speak English. All he kept saying was dame un 

beso. So I would “dame” him a “beso.” He was only a little bit disgusting. 

 I got up and pulled the sheet over my bed for the first time since he left, and I felt 

I was pulling a sheet over his whole existence. 

 Syd stops by. 

 “How was your date?” She said excitedly. Then, “You’re not going to change the 

sheets?” 

 “It was nice. He didn’t speak English. We couldn’t understand each other, so 

neither one of us could say anything stupid.” I said. 

 I see two strange lights. They are blue circles, which seem to outline the window 

rather than illuminate it. Next to it, a building that supports a cloud.  

 How many apartments in New York only house one person? How alone is 

everyone, really? I still smell his cologne on my sheets. It is fading. It is fading because 

someone else’s cologne is more fresh. I hate that there is fresh cologne on the sheets.  

  Is there someone out there staring at the light in my window from afar now as I 

stare at theirs? I wonder. Again I look out the window. I see the Chrysler building, and 

then another image of it to the left. How is this so? I look out what is supposed to be 

simply a clear object, an invisible substance, yet it shows me something that is not there 

when I look through it. Does air do the same thing? If so, then there’s no way to ever tell 

what’s there or not. Maybe everything is just an image of something that does not exist. 

I’ll never forget what I learned in Ireland, from a woman defending her belief in 

leprechauns. “Everyone believes in something they cannot see.” But must I believe things 

I do see? 

 All of a sudden it stops. Busy Busy Busy Busy Busy Nothing. This is the NYC 

skyline. I am afraid to let it go. Because just beyond is nothing. Like we don’t actually 



exist here. We are in a bubble. Me and Fish, and the rest of New York. And there is really 

nothing out there. And we are nothing here. Or perhaps this is not the NYC skyline, but 

an image.  

***** 

 There are two lit windows three floors apart. The old man is there in one. And in 

the other, a vase with pink and red roses on the windowsill. There is a red plastic chair 

next to the windowsill, and a coffee table with a magazine placed conveniently between it 

and part of a sofa. The old man is bent in half. He leans out his screen door. Smoking, 

perhaps. I’ve seen him do this before. There is a reflection in the window above his 

apartment. I wonder if it is a reflection of what is happening in my kitchen. Oh he really 

is old though. He walks old. And there he is. On the couch again. He lies down now with 

a book. I wonder if he is lonely. I feel less lonely when his shades are open. Or perhaps 

he couldn’t see me, the old man. My lights are not lit, as his are. To him, I was a mistake 

of his mind.  

 I went on another date today, I think. A lunch date with a Greek guy from 

England with no accent at all whose upward-growing chest hair was not to be contained 

by his argyle sweater. He looked at me too intensely when I spoke between bites. Like I 

wasn’t saying anything at all. He was 27. He asked if I was 20 and I said no I am 19. And 

then I said, “But I feel old. I don’t feel like a teenager. I am still categorized among the 

13-year-olds. But I feel old.” He said he had always felt old too. 

 “Then why are you hanging out with a 19-year-old?” 

 I paid. And went back home. 

 I lay down on my bed to resume thinking. I’ve been having a recurrent thought: Is 

there a moment during death where there is a sudden realization that one is going to die? 

When committing suicide, is there a moment of panic? Sadness? It is the ultimate 

helplessness though. To jump out of a window from the 20th floor. Is it not? In mid-air. 

How long would I take to hit the pavement? Would my heart react the same way as if I 

had accidentally fallen? There is a man staring at me out his window now. I am sitting on 

my ledge. What is he wondering? He is gone now. Would he have seen if I had thrown 

myself out the window? What would he have thought? What would I think if he threw 

himself out his window? Which bones would break? What would hit first? 



 People who don’t know about the accident might look at the rest of my life and 

ask why now, when I am supposed to be happiest, do I think so obsessively about 

suicide? This is illogical. Perhaps my happiest has a limit that lies beneath happiness. 

 I see the man across the street with his hands on his head as I pace. I feel suddenly 

as though he has a soul. He is not just a figurine in my life, a subject for my analysis.  

 The man has a cat. How odd. Does he love his cat? He is walking onto his terrace. 

I see as I pace so he will not see me. Perhaps he is doing the same. Walking onto his 

terrace as if for a reason. What would be broken if one of us had waved? Will I know 

when this man dies? This stranger about whom I so often ponder. 

 I feel vulnerable on the windowsill. I know he is watching. And then he goes back 

inside, but only keeps his screen door between us. What is this barrier that we need? We 

know we are both watching.  

***** 

 Class. A new semester. I smile and laugh and chit-chat. Because that’s what I’m 

supposed to do. I answer questions and make jokes. I meet my TAs outside of class. Once 

I was on my professor’s couch and his fiancée came home. Turns out I’d met her last year 

during fashion week. I reach up to shake her impeccably bronzed Colombian hand again 

and stutter only once when I tell her what a beautiful apartment she has. I wish he’d 

return my belt. It was my only one. I feel sick thinking about it, and then wish he would 

see me with someone else to spite him.  

 It is next week. Curious. It is some point in the future of some past. Again. I find 

myself turning 20 very soon. And I feel old. Again. I feel vibrant, but old. The lights on 

the Empire State Building just went out. It is just after 2:00 am. I couldn’t think of what it 

was called. I kept repeating “The Eiffel Tower.” Although, if I were staring at the Eiffel 

Tower, it would be last year, and he’d still be alive. Alive, but about to die. 

 It is February. In the year I turn 20. I am no longer linked to the year of age 18. 

It’s been three months since November. The lines from the corners of my mouth have 

migrated to my forehead, and between my eyes. My eyebrows constantly try to band 

together to cover the lines. But it just makes them more persistent. Perhaps these lines are 

why there are never second dates. 

***** 



 “Suck his face and be saucy.” It is a Facebook post. And it thoroughly bothers me. 

Perhaps it is the use of the word “saucy” that bothers me. I am Italian, but there are some 

circumstances in which sauce is simply not appropriate. Or maybe it is the alliteration, 

that makes it sound like a hiss. Or possibly it is the fact that I am delving into what 

exactly bothers me about this sentence. There is a comment on it: 

 Hahaha yeeeeeahhh!!!!! 

It’s probably because I can’t take it lightly and move on. 

 “Lighten up,” I remember my friend saying to me. I think deeply about why I 

cannot accomplish this lightness.  

***** 

 Stairs are the strangest thing! The ultimate goal is down, so to get there we go left, 

then right, then left, then right. It is unprogressive. Just get there. There is actually a door 

that leads outside. To nothing but those unprogressive stairs. 

 I never understood the concept of a dark night. I thought it was an unnecessarily 

obvious observation: “It is a dark night tonight.” But I see now. It is dark in New York 

City. There just seem to be less lights on in NY tonight. Where have my neighbors gone 

to?  

 I never realized how fragile New York looks with her cardboard buildings. As I 

look out I feel alone with no one else—my neighbor has shut his blinds. But I feel safe 

above it all. I can see how fragile New York is. Perhaps she is just putting up a front with 

her fabulous lights and her bustling streets. Maybe she gets dark sometimes too. Maybe 

sometimes her “soundtrack is acoustic,” as he would say. “I’m feeling acoustic today” 

when he was feeling a little down.  

 The man in my bed rustles. I don’t want to go back over there. I want him to leave 

now. I only slept with him to cover the scent of the other guy. He was rough and it made 

me laugh because I was uncomfortable. I wish I could erase them all. 

 “Hey,” I call to him. “HEY!” He jolts awake, emitting a startling number of 

discordant sounds: snorts, sniffs, grumbles—and looks around. “Huh?” What a catch. 

 “Hey, hi, this was fun and all but you have to go.” 

 He looks at me through squinted, sleepy eyes, “What?” 

 “Nice meeting you!” I say impatiently, shooing him away with my hand. 



 “Wait, are you serious?” He is in disbelief.  

 “Yes. Don’t forget your phone. It’s over there. Thanks!” 

 I turn back to the window. In the reflection I see him slowly emerge from my 

rumpled sheets, rubbing his scruffy face. He drags his naked self around my room, 

pulling on his jeans, gathering his things. I watch him scan the room for anything he left. 

Can you take your scent with you? Can you extract the memory of your barbaric grunting 

and take that with you too? He catches my eye in the reflection, his shoes dangling from 

his hand, his shirt draped over his arm, waiting for me to say something. I raise my 

eyebrows as if to say “What are you still doing here?” and he shakes his head and leaves, 

quietly closing the bedroom door behind him. I think he’s probably wondering if the sex 

was bad. It’s always bad. 

 Sydney thinks I have a promiscuity problem. She tells me: “I think you have a 

promiscuity problem.” I remind her that I have a dead boyfriend problem.  

***** 

 The sky is not marred at all tonight. Perfect infinite black. The type of black that 

looks like it would taste orange. The color orange. I feel it is a heavy layer, going down 

right to the outside of my window. As if I open it, I will let in the sky. And it will take 

me. Melt me into black. And I could watch the lights below abandon New York City. I 

could go anywhere then, as a simple drop in the sky. 

***** 

 I’m 20. There is a blank page staring at me. I don’t remember opening it, and I 

don’t remember what to write, but it is the only thing I listen to when it says “write” like 

the chair says “sit” but I sit on the windowsill instead. But paper will always hold a 

thought. I wonder if thoughts can be translucent. Because that is sometimes how I see 

mine. They are so close to being there, yet, they are gossamer, and I cannot grasp them 

and give them form.  

 Ah, I just saw a man on a roof walking through a door leading to the inside. How 

backwards is that? It seemed so reversed to me. The oddest thing is looking down on a 

man standing on a ladder.  

 I had my last class today with my favorite professor. We would be in love if he 

weren’t married. At five o’clock when it was ending, he said “leave your exams on my 



desk when you’re finished, and that will be the end forever. Unless you come back. Then 

forever will take a little bit longer.” And he laughed. And I cried until three. Sitting on 

my sill. Watching over New York. 

 I tell my best friend on the phone that I had my last class with my favorite 

professor. She responds when I get to the part about us being in love:  

 “That’s great! I’m proud of you.” 

 What is she proud of? I think. And then hang up on her when I realize. 

 I hate when the Empire State Building goes to sleep before I do. I’ve somehow 

fallen in love with it. Lights off. It makes the night seem lighter without all the fake lights 

pointing out how dark it was. Everything seems so beautiful in the dark with the thick, 

deadening blue sky and the breeze. And from 20 floors up, I am part of that beauty. 

 My lease is almost up. I finally got my window to open more than three inches. It 

is nice to be in limbo when I lean out. I hate that I call this home. I hate that I become 

attached to people. Because no matter what, it will not last. Home will disintegrate when 

I have to leave. People will decompose in my mind, and I in theirs. And even if I spend 

only a week at this home with people I enjoy, it is cruel that it is better to be ripped away 

from it all sooner. To make the past come quickly leaves it as good as it was. It doesn’t 

linger and become spoiled. So it is really a blessing to only have a taste of what home is 

and then leave. And only have a taste of what it is to be attached to people and then leave. 

Because I leave home before it becomes just a house. And I leave the people before they 

leave me. 

 My sandal comes off outside the third floor window. 
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