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danica li

My Brother William

The first time I threw out my back was in New York City, shortly after 
college. I was moving apartments and went down trying to lift a mini-
fridge from standing position. Idiot idea. There was a wrenching feel-

ing and I suddenly found myself on the floor, forearm braced, as the muscles 
of my lower back went into a spasm. The pain was immense. Swallowing, in 
its totality. Later, when I was immobilized in bed, Will conferenced in and 
listened to me yowl. The grainy pixilated loom of his face on the screen of my 
laptop. Long after my friends left, he stayed on. He was doing work, I knew, 
or if not working, gaming, or if not gaming, scrolling through social media, 
corresponding simultaneously on three platforms with his legions of online 
friends. He didn’t say much. Just kept me company. Occasionally he looked 
over at me and I would see him tapping on the screen. Hey, he said, hey. 
Don’t die. I’m supposed to go before you. Order of succession. Sib dibs were 
called and sib dibs were inviolate, he reminded me. Never mind that no one 
had ever died of a back injury. 

I was an ambitious young kid. That’s why I lifted miniature refrigerators 
from standing position, because I couldn’t be bothered to squat down and 
get my legs under me; I couldn’t stomach the wasted seconds. It infuriated 
me to be in the condition I was in for the two days I was bed-bound. Really 
it made me mad as hell. How could my body be so weak? I was twenty-one. 
I had an interview with a news weekly upcoming, my first full-time gig out 
of college, and spent the daylight hours punching my pillow to keep from 
crying and mimicking the facial expressions of the actresses in daytime 
soaps as I recited answers to imagined questions. On the third day I felt 
much better, could spoon soup directly from a can into my mouth and call 
that dinner, could piss into the toilet from a more or less orthodox position. 
On the fourth I left the building and went to the interview. Afterward, I sat 
for an hour in the ground floor lobby, pretending to read, but really waiting 
out my back, waiting for the pain to ease. 

In those first few years I didn’t travel so much, so I only got to see Will once 
a year or so outside of the Christmas holiday, when we both went home to 
visit our folks. Will had been out of college for a few years and was making 
bank. He was working for the tech companies in San Francisco as a soft-
ware engineer, but to what ends I wasn’t sure, it could’ve been anything, 
games, social media, the dark web organ trade for all I knew. He was always 
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closemouthed about the specifics. Because of an NDA, possibly, but maybe 
also out of genuine loyalty—that would’ve been like him. 

After the weekly, I went to a website that put me to use covering city 
and state politics. I spent a few years chasing around after smarmy politi-
cians and glad-handing with lobbyists and legislative aides. They were all 
the same, liberals, conservatives, no matter their agendas. In the course 
of tracking down a story, I met my girlfriend, Kylie, a reporter for a rival 
newsgroup. In a daring maneuver she tried to poach one of my most trusted 
sources, forcing me to out the source to intervene. In my admiration I asked 
her out for a drink. In the following years, my back didn’t bother me so 
much. I chalked it up to being in love. 

Even though we didn’t see each other in person that often, I was close 
to my older brother. Had been since we were young. Closer to him than to 
our parents. There was a special bond there. We cried when we were sepa-
rated at school and the other kids made fun of us for it. Now we kept up 
over the phone, texted constantly. If I had to describe him to someone who 
didn’t know him, I’d say he was a quiet, sweet guy. Kind of shy—not like 
me, the loudmouth. Sensitive. Reclusive. But brilliant. That was in both of 
us, I guess—the high-octane brains good at thinking. But there was also 
in both of us the neuroticism that comes with being good at thinking. The 
tendency towards living too much in our own heads. As if the universe were 
a thing housed entirely within our skulls. 
Towards the end of my stint with the website I flew to go visit him. He 

showed up an hour late to the airport in a taxi. I hadn’t seen him in a 
year. His curly black hair, his solemn dark eyes, were the same. He was in 
rumpled khakis, an untucked shirt. I didn’t care. I hugged him, glad as hell 
to see him. In the taxi back I kept asking questions about how he was, how 
life was, gripping the back of his headrest and flicking his earlobes like I 
was his kid sister, but his answers were distracted, monosyllabic. He was on 
his phone, answering his work emails, he said. I sat back, feeling annoyed 
now. When my girlfriend was on her phone while with me I had a habit of 
grabbing it from her and stuffing it in my bra. 
He walked us up to his apartment, on the fourth floor of an apartment 

complex in the industrial outskirts of the city. The elevator was broken. I 
didn’t understand why, if he was making so much money, he was living 
here. But I didn’t ask. We pushed into his apartment. Even though it was a 
blazing day outside, inside it was dark. The blackout curtains were drawn. 
In the kitchen the yellow fluorescent lights shone on a countertop heaped 
with cereal boxes, crumpled burrito wrappers, stacks of unopened mail. 
There were storage boxes shoved against the wall, corners sealed with tape, 
untouched from his move from a year ago. There was no dining table, no 
shoe rack, no food in the fridge except a giant unlidded tub of margarine, 
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but there was a videogame console and a projector set up in the living 
room on which the games could be played. I was shocked. I hadn’t visited 
my brother’s living arrangements since he’d been in a raucous all-boys 
dormitory in college. I knew my brother was a bachelor and a technologist 
(formerly derided as a nerd, now elevated into the ruling class), but I hadn’t 
expected this. 

At night I set up my sleeping quarters in the living room. Billowed a sheet 
over the sagging futon. Will retreated into his room. Said he needed to take 
care of something. The door was open though and when I went by on the 
way to the bathroom I saw through that he was at his screen. He was talk-
ing in a sing-song way to a girl, a girl whose round pretty face glowed, lunar, 
on her webcam, dominating his screen. When I asked him later he said it 
was his girlfriend. I asked him if she was from around here. He didn’t know, 
he said, he’d never met her. 

It was at around this time that my work took off. I broke a big story about 
a city politician’s suspect campaign contributions. It led to a shouting 
match at a council meeting, a press frenzy, the state attorney general 
threatening indictment. It elevated my name to be connected with the 
story, which, though sordid, brought about important changes in the 
regulatory scheme governing campaign finance. I was proud. Got my 
picture taken and everything. 

In the course of my work I thought about technology too, of course, since 
I was in the media, and was, like my brother, constantly online, scrolling 
through my social media feeds, talking to lots of people at once, connecting 
and transacting and commenting and liking and prospecting. Like him, I 
was in the business of producing online content, but unlike him, I found 
the whole thing troubling, in addition to inspirational. What was troubling 
was the extent to which we were becoming dependent on our screens, the 
refractory effect on our attention spans—consciousness becoming like the 
trillion bits in a kaleidoscope which every ten seconds was given a vigorous 
shake—the compulsive repetitive refreshing of our feeds, the extent to 
which life itself seemed increasingly concentrated in the lit glowing squares 
in our hands. 

It was necessary to play the game, which I did and did well, but I played it 
so that I could achieve an end. My brother played it for love and love alone. 

The end I achieved was that I was hired on by a prestigious national 
magazine to write features. Being hired on by this magazine was the ter-
minus point of many a career. Yearly its staff racked in journalism awards 
and fellowship grants, book contracts, top prizes in the field, plum speaking 
engagements. When I got the call I nearly had an aneurysm. What I felt was 
beyond joy. At thirty-one, I felt, I had peaked. 
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I remember I had a long philosophical conversation with Will about all 
this stuff. He loved to have these conversations. It thrilled him, invigorated 
some fundamental view he had of life. It started when he said that it was 
not all bad, that there were people who derived only benefit from living the 
best parts of their lives online. This was not nor should it be a controversial 
statement, he said. Take, he said, a mother of twins with severe disabili-
ties, who wakes at five every morning to prepare for her kids’ days, and 
who every night before bed escapes the hardship of her existence through 
engagement with an online community populated by diverse individuals 
from all around the planet. For an hour each night she has access to virtual 
worlds that she could not otherwise have as a being with corporeal and 
financial limitations. For an hour each night she can live elsewhere. When 
she emerges, she emerges refreshed, ready to love and care for her kids, 
not exercise bitterness and acrimony upon them. Would we deny her these 
avenues of living, he said, simply because they were looked down upon by 
society for being quote unquote not real? 
So you’re saying people with disabilities benefit in particular, I said. 
Yes, he said. 
But aren’t her needs a reflection of the failures of the real world? I said. A 

real world whose social structures are inadequate to take care of her kids? 
What I meant was that even if virtual life was beneficial for individuals, 
the benefits reflected an external failure of society in providing for those 
individuals. She wasn’t getting her needs met in real life, necessitating 
dependence on a virtual one. We shouldn’t applaud the virtual life—we 
needed to fix the real one, which was broken. 

Will nodded thoughtfully at this. That’s true, he said. But in the meantime 
what are you gonna do? Deny the lady her brief slots of carefree existence? 

The vast majority of users aren’t disabled, or mothers of disabled 
children, I said. I felt a pain at saying this, of insecurity, thinking of my 
own weak back. 

Everyone has something to escape, Will said. 

For the longest time I didn’t, and then, in a short span of time, I did. The 
start of my time at the magazine was not the triumph I imagined it to be. 
As a junior staff member, I was assigned to report on the environment. 
Later I would have the seniority to create my own assignments, carve out 
my own specialty, but for now, there I was, taking notes at the foot of 
hazardous dump sites with a wet rag wrapped around my face, interviewing 
climate change scientists weary of repeating the same conclusions to 
gridlocked parliaments and ineffectual bodies of Congress, reading boxes 
upon boxes of documents on the effects of deforestation and mountaintop 
strip-mining. At around the same time, after six years together, I broke up 
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with my girlfriend. It was the first of many breakups that occurred between 
us, but I didn’t know it at the time. I thought I had lost her forever. 
It was the first dark age of my life. I sank into what I now know was a 

black depression, but what at the time only registered as a bewilderment 
of mismatched socks, lost keys, a numbing inability to get out of bed. I felt 
blurry, dissociated. I had difficulty following the trains of simple conversa-
tions. With my plummeting mood my back weakened. There were days 
when I had to leave the office at noon because it hurt so much to sit in the 
office chair. I asked for accommodations to work at home, for special equip-
ment to work while lying down, but when insurance denied my chiropractic 
claims as medically unnecessary I lost track of the other requests in the 
ensuing scramble to pay the bills. During the nights the pain kept me up, 
interrupting my nightmares, the visions of bombed-out redwood groves 
and raging wildfires. The lack of sleep worsened everything: my mood, my 
back. My back in turn made it hard to sleep, which worsened my mood. 
And on and on in a vicious cycle. 

At the same time, Will and I began talking less. He was absorbed into 
his work on the west coast, and it was really the whole coast now, since his 
work was flying him up and down to speak at conferences, to give work-
shops. Our calls and texts dwindled to once or twice a week, then once or 
twice every few weeks, then once every month or three. He was aware that 
I was going through a hard time, but I didn’t tell him how bad it was. It 
wasn’t my way to appear weak.

Will wrote an article. With my help, my contacts in the field, he published 
it. What was real and what was not real? he said. Emotional pain was reg-
istered in the brain as if it were physical pain. Anyone who had a broken 
heart knew how much worse it hurt than a sprained ankle, and for longer. 
The centers of the brain that mediated experience registered each experi-
ence as a constellation of electrical signals. So what did it matter what 
source acted upon the brain to elicit an experience? If reality was your 
brain lighting up in particular configurations, then shouldn’t anything that 
elicited the lighting, be considered real? The arbitrary categories into which 
we divided our experiences, he said, were limiting us. We should liberalize 
our understanding of reality. Recognize that the physical world was only 
one among an uncountable number available to us. Life, after all, he said, 
was lived only in the mind; and the mind was limitless. 

My back got better. After a medical leave of absence, I changed to another 
division. We got a new editor-in-chief, then an infusion of funding from a 
well-known progressive foundation. As the token lesbian on staff, and with 
my new editor’s encouragement, I started writing features about women. 
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Hard-charging female artists; queer firebrands; Midwestern homemakers 
suddenly deciding to run for office in the middle of changing their kids’ 
nappies. It was still hard. So much of reporting the news is about trouble, 
about suffering. Ambulance chasing, as it were. There’s no news like bad 
news. But there was a new hopefulness in me. I think it had to do with 
interviewing these women. They suffered too, like everyone, in singular 
and unprecedented ways, but that didn’t stop them. 

At the same time that Will was going deeper into his life’s work, I was 
going deeper into mine. After the depression lifted, something happened. 
I felt as if I were living life for the very first time. The vividity of the world 
astonished me. I was newly ushered into it, like a child. I walked down from 
my apartment to Tompkins Square Park and sat under the trees, which 
were going gold-green, orange, bright red, and I sat there dumbfounded, 
underneath this canopy with the birds flitting in it like grace notes and 
the leaves drifting down to heap in colorful dry-rustling piles at my feet. I 
smelled woodsmoke on my walks by the river. The nights went cool, and 
the stars showed. I walked around as if naked, all my defenses stripped 
from me by pain, and finally the pain eased. I remember my first real 
breath—the first moment of relief after a long period of suffering. On an 
ordinary Tuesday evening, by the jazz club, the silvery notes wavering. It 
pierced me right through. 

After that autumn I rebounded. I went into the world and I talked to 
people from all over the country, Texan mechanics, high society ladies in 
Charlottesville, refugees fleeing the latest military coup in Myanmar or 
Syria or Ecuador, young kids in a pediatric oncology clinic who held their 
parents’ hands as they sobbed, scientists and lawyers working doggedly 
for climate reform. I wrote furiously. I was convinced of something. I was 
convinced that the world was not beyond saving. That it had ugliness in 
it, but also a savage and innocent beauty that redeemed it. My despair had 
shown me the depths to which I could sink, but it had also shown me the 
extent to which I believed in my work as an entrance into what was true. 
The truth was that I believed that the real world was not to be jettisoned, 
turned away from, escaped. As hard as that world was, it was precious, 
because it was all we had. 

In the middle of this I got back together with my girlfriend. Within a 
year we were engaged. In the spirit of my rejuvenation I swore to love her 
forever, believing that our differences could be resolved with counseling 
and mutual effort. The wedding was held at a lakeside chalet, strung with 
fairy lights, on a warm summer’s night. It was like something out of a 
dream. I, who never cried, cried and cried. My parents came, my friends 
and old classmates from all over the country, a few of my ex-lovers, now 
friends, and even some of the people who I had profiled over the years, 
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whose careers I had elevated, whose faces and companies I had helped 
make famous. The only one who didn’t make it was Will. 

Will was elusive for that long stretch of years. I knew the surface rea-
son was that his work was demanding, but secretly I thought that it was 
because our life paths were diverging, mine taking me deeper into the real 
world, him taking him deeper into worlds of his own creation. 

The reason he had not been able to attend my wedding was because he 
was chairing an important conference in Amsterdam. At that point we had 
not been close for several years. The division that had appeared between us, 
when I was reporting on environmental disasters and he was immersed in 
creating brightly colored digital environments while real ones flooded and 
burned, had widened. Some years I forgot his birthday. When we emailed 
each other we signed our names formally, and addressed each other using 
complete sentences, rather than the exclamations and rows of smiling 
faces we had employed before. One day I saw in a headline that he had 
secured $10 billion in funding for a project looking to develop virtual real-
ity environments as a means of treatment for military veterans with PTSD. 
Prominent technologist clinches major Department of Defense contract, 
the headline read. I immediately forwarded the link to my parents. They 
were happy for him. In truth, I was too. 

The one area of my life that did not yield to my determined optimism was 
the relationship I had with my wife. In the half decade after our wedding, 
our old patterns of dysfunction surfaced again. Old hurts, old fights. I 
remembered that night I had first seen her, resplendent in a dress, her hair 
cut in a pageboy, her smoky cat’s eye eyeliner. She was still as beautiful and 
as lively to me as when I’d met her more than fifteen years ago now, but the 
patterns of behavior in which we were locked seemed impossible to break. 
Worse, as my health fluctuated, so did my limitations. There were times, 

increasing in frequency over the years, when she did all the lifting and 
moving and the climbing and stooping around the house, ferrying in the 
groceries, handling the laundry, while I lay with my back against a heating 
pad, playing her inspirational music from my laptop and trying not to feel 
guilty; when we couldn’t go on the hikes or extended walks we used to love 
and had to stay inside, alone together in front of our respective screens; or 
when she became angry at me because I insisted on exceeding my restric-
tions in pursuit of a story. Those were the worst, those fights about what I 
couldn’t do, what she wouldn’t allow me to do, what I nevertheless insisted 
on doing. 

Finally we agreed to a trial period of separation, after which we would 
regroup and determine what to do next. I moved out of our place into an 



the iowa review 103

apartment out in Queens, a two bedroom above a health food storefront that 
sold ginseng in stapled baggies and insect shells pounded into a powder. 
I was distraught, so I escaped into my work, taking on new assignments 
on the regional effects of climate change, ones that didn’t require quite so 
much travel. How ironic, I thought, that in our separation I was listening 
to my wife after all. 

The separation stretched out. Two years, then three. I continued to limit 
my travel and reported only one story on international relations, a climate 
change summit where the signatories tore up their hundred-page agree-
ment at the eleventh hour. It began to feel like my back was preventing me 
from keeping up my expertise on our deteriorating world, which infuriated 
me at the same time it drove me to panic. At the same time I wanted to 
show my wife I could operate within the bounds of safety, of acceptability. 
In an attempt to distract myself I began drafting a manuscript for a book—a 
memoir. I had a physical therapist for my back, regular ergonomic evalua-
tions. I exercised it faithfully and regularly. 

None of it did any good. My wife and I tried on several occasions, and 
failed on several occasions, to reconcile. I resigned myself to waiting to be 
served with divorce papers. I was forty-five years old. 

Funny, I thought, in one of my black moods. There were all these statistics 
on how often men left their female partners when they got sick, and how 
often women left their male partners who got sick too. But no numbers on 
women who left women. 

There was one time in that period of years where I got to see Will, I mean 
really got to see him. It was during the holidays. For once, I wasn’t traveling 
for an assignment; for once, his work was in a lull. We went back home, to 
our folks. 

Our folks lived out in Nevada. My mom was an accountant; my dad a 
school administrator. Both were retired by now and in their late seventies. 
They were good people, homespun, folksy yet unsentimental, content to 
live out the remainders of their lives in the small town where they had 
raised us. Their only bewilderment was how their progeny had gotten 
out and become so radicalized, what with the reportage in far-flung 
places and the trafficking in alternate realities. When Will talked about 
his work my mom and dad nodded in tandem, smiling encouragingly, 
not understanding a single word. Most of that time we spent talking 
about health problems, like my dad’s wobbly knees, which had recently 
necessitated a walker, or my back. 

I arrived home driving a rental car because I didn’t want my parents to 
come out and get me. The morning was typical Nevada; hot, blowing hotter. 
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Little swirls of dust leapt and cleared on the sidewalk. I got out of the car and 
swung my luggage from the trunk. Wheeled it up the entranceway, listening 
to the wheels rumble, feeling very young and very old at the same time. 

Will opened the door. He looked questioningly at me for a moment, as if 
I was not the sister he expected, but then his face cleared, and he smiled in 
recognition. He looked good. He was heavier, his gut carried in front of him 
like a bowling ball, and his hair was going, but he was wearing a fitted suit 
jacket, which I had never known Will to wear. It made him look almost like 
the capable executive he was, and his voice when he spoke was humorous 
and spirited. He gave me a big bear hug. Showed me the Fitbit strapped to 
his forearm with a pink wristband. The meatspace body a priority after all. 

After our parents went to bed that night we stayed up talking and catch-
ing up. He asked how I was. He asked after my estranged wife. About my 
work. When I talked he was entirely there with me, listening. It was a part 
of being a leader, I suppose. Making people feel heard. How ironic that in 
all his work on alternate reality he had gotten very good at concentrating 
himself in this reality. There is a special person who can effect that kind of 
presence. It is a luminous thing. When my brother had achieved this ability, 
I was ashamed to say that I didn’t know. 

I asked about him in turn because that was my job, asking people about 
their lives, but also because I suddenly really wanted to know. Not know 
in the superficial way that people expect to know when they ask, how are 
you? and are given one of maybe two possible responses, both entirely facile 
and likely untrue, but know in the deep way that something is known, like 
the face of someone you love, even as it changes beyond recognition over 
the long years. 

He got very serious then, going quiet. His gaze went beyond me for a 
moment, and he nodded to himself, as if coming to a decision. He said then 
that his company was in trouble. 

What kind of trouble he didn’t say, and continued to decline to say, as 
we spoke of it over the course of the night. I was worldly enough to know 
that Will wouldn’t bring up a trifle. This was something serious—a govern-
ment investigation or irreversible financial insolvency. We stayed up until 
two—far too late for both of us. He seemed uneasy, but resigned. I was 
more afraid than he was. Here was his life’s work, its viability hung in the 
balance. We talked about how he felt, the fees for the law firm he’d placed 
on retainer. He said don’t tell Mom and Dad, I don’t want them to worry. 
We parted a few days later, a few days before New Year’s Eve, and promised 
to keep in touch. 

Then a long period when I didn’t hear anything from my brother. I asked 
my parents and they said he was responding sporadically, that they’d 
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last talked to him while he was on an airplane to Hong Kong, the Wi-Fi 
sputtering in and out until it disconnected. 

My back was acting up, as it did with greater and greater frequency as the 
years wore on. I attempted to contact my wife but it seemed that she, too, 
was out of reach, traveling in another country perhaps, or busy with new 
and exciting endeavors that didn’t involve the contemplation of our failed 
relationship. I began to sink again, at first imperceptibly. My interest in my 
work faltered. When any number of manual exercises failed to strengthen 
my back, I fired my longtime physical therapist, irate. I spent long weeks in 
bed, working from home, shakily levering myself in and out of the bathtub, 
or onto or off of the toilet, and ordering takeout of days’ worth of meals at 
a time. I tried to cling to the old exhortations which had buoyed me but it 
was hard to believe them as I once had. 

In the middle of the night, the thought would come to me: Maybe, 
I thought, my brother was right. Maybe it was better to be elsewhere. 
Anywhere but here, in this difficult, riven world. 

On a whim I accepted an assignment that took me out to Guatemala. The 
immensity of all that greenness right outside, monolithic; the hotel room’s 
windows fogged with humidity. The hotel concierge eyeing me, a woman 
traveling alone. I was too unwell to do this story but I went. There was 
something important to cover, some story that I needed to tell the world. 
If I didn’t tell it things would get worse. The old raring daring in me, never 
extinguished, flipping the finger to the limitations which barred me. 

But jet-lagged, lifting my luggage from an inconvenient position in my 
room, I felt the muscles of my back distort in that now familiar way. I went 
down onto the ground, ungracefully collapsed, and lay there counting out 
my life in increments of ten. Deep breaths. When I could move again, I 
crawled to the bed. Heaved myself up into it somehow. 

The bed was lumpy. Unideal, my physical therapist would say, even danger-
ous, for my current condition. No matter. Nothing to be done. I fumbled the 
phone off its cradle and called staff up and they came with cold compresses, 
speaking rapidly to each other over my becalmed form, shaking out pain 
medication into my open palms which I swallowed down dry, choking. They 
got my knees up under a mound of pillows. One of them brought me my cell 
phone, my laptop. These I had him place on the bed next to me. There was 
an air of confusion, of multiple people speaking over each other at once. At 
last a course of action was decided on. It was too late in the evening now, they 
said. They would call the doctor first thing in the morning. 

They left. The room was suddenly quiet. Outside the air itself seemed 
green-tinted. Like being in an algae-darkened aquarium. The spasms came 
on in waves, rhythmic. A punishing music I didn’t want to hear. I twisted 
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and sweated into the bedsheets and cursed my bad timing. Here I was, in 
a foreign country, lacking health care access, with rudimentary language 
proficiency, no friends or family within a thousand-mile radius. It occurred 
to me that I might be in real danger. 

I stayed up all through the night, compulsively checking the battery of 
my equipment. My phone still had juice. I didn’t want to call my parents, 
didn’t want to worry them. It was, I knew, five a.m. in New York. I called 
my friends in New York and left messages. I called my wife; no answer. 
If it was five a.m. in New York, it was two a.m. in California. I thumbed 

through my contacts and paused on my brother Will. Our last conversation, 
the history said, was six months ago, over text. I hit dial. 

A spasm gripped me and I almost dropped the phone. When it passed 
the phone was still ringing. After three more rings it went to voicemail and 
Will’s voice filled the room. 

I left a terse message, then hung up and laid in bed. I looked up at the 
ceiling. My mind was all twisted up with ugly, fearful thoughts. I was 
totally alone. I tried to quiet my breathing but couldn’t. I was afraid. 

An hour passed. Then the screen lit and without thinking I grabbed it. 
I could have cried. It didn’t matter who it was as long as it was someone. 
I held it right in front of my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating from 
pain and exhaustion. The screen showed my brother’s name. I put him on. 
His voice filled the room again—the real one. I put the phone against 

my sternum so I could listen more easily and so I could feel its warmth 
against me. 

Hey Will, I said, almost lightly. It was easier to conceal my fear now that 
I was talking to someone. 

Why are you awake? he asked.
I’m in … a bit of a pickle, I said. 
He laughed. Yeah, he said. In a tone of voice that said: I figured.
Can you just stay on the phone with me? We don’t have to talk or any-

thing. I’m in Guatemala right now, I said.
Okay, he said, sure.
I felt calmer. I heard him tapping on his keyboard. The tapping made me 

feel better, like I was twenty again, crying and bemoaning my condition 
with Will on the line listening. After a while he started humming. Some 
stupid song. I didn’t ask him how he was, what had happened with his com-
pany, if he was happy with his life, happier than I was in mine. I lay there 
with my eyes closed with the line between us open in my palm. Somehow 
it was all beside the point.




