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Austin

The other night at a party in Westlake Hills, just outside of Austin, I stepped
outside to get some air and found a group of my old friends sitting around a
fire pit in the backyard, smoking cigarettes. It was a strange sight, not only
because I hadn’t seen most of these people in several years, but also
because they were all still smoking, almost as if they had been frozen there
in time, while I had been off somewhere else, getting married and having
children and getting older. It was close to one o’clock in the morning by
then, and my wife, Laura, had long since left the party. The air that night
was brisk, and everyone was huddled around the fire, hugging their knees,
holding their windbreakers close to their chests.

I sat down in one of the free chairs and raised my beer to the group,
and everyone smiled and then someone, I think it was Mitch Allen, said that
they should really ask me the question—that, as a father, I might have a
different perspective on things. Aside from Mitch, there was Mitch’s wife,
Julie, Evan Benoit, and Greg and Debra Hull, who were married but still
childless. Everyone there was at least forty-five years old, I realized, and
yet I was the only one with kids.

“What we were talking about was something that happened last year to
one of Evan’s friends,” Mitch said. “This guy Callen.”

Evan pulled out a cigarette from his pack and shook his head. “If
you’re going to tell it again, I’'m going to need another beer.”

“I’m not going to tell it again,” Mitch said. “I’m just going to give him
the short version.”

Mitch handed his pack of cigarettes to me, but I waved him away.
“Eight years nicotine-free,” 1 said, maybe a little too proudly. Everyone
looked at me.



“Bullshit,” Julie said. “I saw you smoking last summer at—where was
it?”

“Julie,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in close to seven years.”

Julie squinted her eyes, as if unsure of where she was at the moment.
Everyone there was drunk, but Julie was perhaps a little further gone than
the rest of us.

“Okay,” Mitch said, lighting a cigarette himself. “Back to the story,
okay? Check this out.”

But the story Mitch told made little sense. He kept stopping and
starting, revising what he’d just said, filling in background information that
he should have mentioned before he began, checking with Evan to make
sure that what he was saying was accurate, all the while taking long sips
from his 40-0z can of beer. The whole scene reminded me of college, which
was where I’d met most of the people there—everyone but Evan Benoit,
who had fallen into our circle later. Anyway, the gist of the story was this.
Evan’s friend Callen had come home one night to find an intruder in his
house. The intruder was a teenager, a little taller than Callen himself, but
scrawny. It had been dark, though, and Callen hadn’t been able to see
anything but the vague shape of this kid in his hallway. His first thought had
been to run, but then he’d remembered his girlfriend asleep in the bedroom,
so he’d gone at the kid, run at him, not realizing he was a kid, and all
pumped up on adrenaline, he’d somehow managed to kill him by ramming
his head into the doorway of the bathroom.

The details of the story were pretty hazy, Mitch explained, because the
guy that Evan knew had left Austin shortly after, had quit his job at UT,
where he’d been teaching in the Department of Economics as an adjunct
instructor, and was now pretty much incommunicado. As for the girlfriend,
she’d tried to go with him wherever he went—Albuquerque, Evan thought
—but he’d refused to let her. And of course there hadn’t been any charges
because it was perfectly legal to kill an intruder who had trespassed on your
property, regardless of whether that person was armed or not—at least in
the state of Texas.



“But look, that’s not even the point,” Mitch said. “The point is that this
guy—Callen, right?—he’s practically suicidal over this. He’s pretty much
checked out of life completely.”

“Well, he did murder someone,” Debra said. “Technically, I mean.”

“In some people’s eyes, yes,” Mitch said. “In other people’s eyes it
was self-defense.” Mitch looked at me then. “So that’s the question, okay,
and maybe as a father you can shed a little light on this, okay, maybe
looking at it from the perspective of the kid’s parents. I mean this kid was
like, what—fifteen, maybe sixteen?”

“Fifteen.” Evan nodded.

I shook my head. I’d left my coat inside and now had a sudden desire
to retrieve it. Everyone else around the fire was just smoking quietly. They
looked somber, like they’d all heard this story maybe one too many times.
Evan smiled at me plaintively.

“Maybe we should talk about something else,” he said.

We’d all convened here to celebrate the birthday of another friend,
Daniel Herron, who had moved back to the area after a five- or six-year
respite out in California. After Daniel had left, Laura and I had started
hanging out a little more with some of Laura’s other friends—her crowd
from work and some of the women in her continuing-education class—and
then we’d had the kids, Toby and June, one right after the other, and
suddenly we felt kind of exiled from the old crowd, not because we didn’t
miss them, or didn’t want to see them, but because we couldn’t afford
babysitters and didn’t have family in the area to help us watch the kids.
We’d still go out with them—maybe once or twice a month—but pretty
soon it became easier for us to hang out at the houses of other couples like
us, couples with kids, and I pretty much fell out of touch with Evan and
Mitch and the rest of them.

It often made me feel sad to think of this, and I often felt guilty, but
when I’d see their updates on Facebook—the concerts they were still going
to, the late-night selfies taken in various nightclubs around the city—I felt
as far away from them as if I’d moved to another country. They had



managed to preserve their youth, while I had given in to the widening
waistline, the boat shoes, the gray hair in my beard.

And yet, here was a familiar scene playing out before me—a late-night
ethical dilemma, something straight out of Dostoevsky, and better still, it
had happened to someone one of us knew—and yet I couldn’t bring myself
to play along with them. What I wanted to say was that I'd somehow lost
sight of how to discern things like right and wrong and that when it came to
matters like murder and death, it was all just sad to me. It wasn’t about
being justified or not. It was about something very sad that had happened to
two human beings and their families. Beyond that, there was not much to
say.

I didn’t say any of this though. Instead, I just excused myself to the
bathroom, promising Mitch I'd give him an answer upon my return—a
father’s take on what he’d just described—but somehow when I got out to
the kitchen, I realized I wouldn’t be going back. Something about the
conversation had rattled me, depressed me. I looked out through the sliding
glass doors at my friends, sitting around the fire pit with their cigarettes. I’d
known most of these people close to twenty years, and yet at that moment I
barely recognized them. I fixed myself a drink, and then, without saying
goodbye to anyone—there were only a few people still sitting around the
family room and kitchen—I walked down the hallway and out the front
door.

At home, I found my wife, Laura, asleep on the couch. She’d come
home before me—to pay the sitter and tuck in the kids—and now she was
lying there, fully clothed, on the living room couch, her body wrapped in a
blanket. I walked over to her and sat down beside her in the dim light and
then put my hand on her leg. In the other room, I could hear the faint sound
of music playing, something light and acoustic. After a moment, Laura
stirred and looked up, blinking at me, squinting, as if she didn’t recognize
who I was.



“What are you doing out here?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“Why are you sleeping on the couch?”

She rubbed her eyes and sat up. “June had a nightmare,” she said and
pushed the blanket off her legs. “Something horrific again. I read her a
book, and then we watched some TV, and then—I don’t know.”

“You put her to bed?”

“I must have,” she said and looked around the room. “I think I had too
much wine at the party. I shouldn’t have driven home.”

“Do you want me to check on her?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

Our house is small, small enough that it’s not hard to wake someone up
at night simply by walking around the hardwood floors, and so I slipped off
my shoes and walked quietly in my socks toward my daughter’s room.

Inside, I found her fast asleep, her arms wrapped around her pillow,
her body curved into the fetal position. She had just turned four years old—
she was a year younger than our son, Toby—and there was very little about
the world that upset her, very little that frightened her; and yet, she’d been
having these dreams lately, these horrific dreams that troubled us. She’d
describe them to us in exhaustive detail, almost as if she was describing a
movie she’d seen or a book that she’d read. They were invariably dark,
disturbing, filled with violent imagery and premonitory warnings, filled
with what she liked to call signs. I had no idea what to make of them or
where they’d come from. She was an otherwise happy child, described by
her teachers as well adjusted, sweet. She had a generous spirit, a kind heart.
How these other thoughts had entered her mind was a mystery to me.

I sat down beside her on the bed and turned on her table lamp, and then
I leaned down and kissed her gently on the forehead. The room was quiet,
silent except for the distant whir of the white-noise machine that Laura had
bought for her last year, a muffled, staticky sound, and I sat there for a
while, listening to it, mesmerized by the hum of this machine, staring at my
daughter’s face, wondering what type of dark thoughts were passing behind
her eyes.



Back in the living room, I found Laura still sitting on the couch, this
time holding a glass of wine. She’d been having her own sleep troubles
lately—terrible bouts of insomnia followed by short periods of intense
dreaming—and the only thing that seemed to remedy this was wine, several
glasses of it each night before bed.

For almost a year after June was born, she’d barely been able to sleep,
rarely more than two or three hours a night. She was exhausted all the time,
and her exhaustion fueled her worries, which were numerous and vague,
mostly worries related to the children and their health, their well-being,
their safety. She’d read on the internet about some strange disease or some
child development issue, and then she’d see evidence of this disease or this
issue in our children. It got to the point where our pediatrician had to say
something to her explicitly, where he had to get me involved.

Now she did her worrying privately, spent her evenings watching TV,
drinking wine, sometimes doing the crossword puzzle. I tried to give her as
much space as possible.

“Everything okay?” I said now, as I sat down beside her on the couch.

She nodded. “June’s sleeping?”

“She is.”

“Good.” She picked up her wineglass and took a sip. “I don’t really
know what’s going on with me tonight actually. Something in the air, I
guess.”

“Did you have fun at the party?”

“No. Did you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It was kind of weird, you know, seeing all
those people.”

She nodded.

I thought then of telling her the story about the intruder, the story that
Mitch Allen had told me, though I don’t know why this thought occurred to
me. This was exactly the type of story that would set her off, that would
send her into a panic. So instead, I mentioned a couple of our other old



friends, Monica and Stacey, whom I’d spoken to earlier that night. They had
a son who was around Toby’s age.

“Did they tell you what happened to Noah?” Laura said.

“No,” I said.

“Really?” she said. “I would have thought they’d mention it. It’s so
sad.”

I could tell from her expression that she wanted to talk about this—that
she wanted to talk about whatever had happened to their son, Noah—but at
that moment I didn’t want to know.

“I think I'm going to make myself something to drink,” I said. “Do
you want anything?”

She shook her head. “I just want to sleep.”

In the kitchen, I fixed myself a gin and tonic in the dark, using the light
from the open refrigerator door to guide me, and then I brought my glass
back into the living room and sat down with Laura for a while, sat there and
watched her sleep. Her eyes were closed now, and I could see her chest
moving up and down slowly.

In the other room, I could hear the sound of classical music coming
from the stereo, a polonaise by Chopin that I recognized from my youth,
and after a while, I decided to pick up my drink and walk in there. This was
the family room, I guess, the room with the TV and the stereo and all of our
books lined up against the walls. Like every other room in the house, Laura
kept it dimly lit at night—she has a sensitivity to light—and I’d always
enjoyed sitting in it with a book and a glass of wine, sometimes a mixed
drink. These were the simple pleasures of my life these days—the way I
spent those two or three hours in the evenings after work, just after the kids
had fallen asleep. Did I want more? I sometimes believed I did, but at that
moment, I was content to simply sit there and listen to this music, to the
strange poetry of it, to hold a drink in my hand, and to know that I was in
my own house and that I was safe here, that down the hallway my children
were asleep in their beds.

Outside I could hear the occasional sound of a car passing, young
people shouting things into the air. When did I become the person who



listened to such sounds and not the person who made them? These were the
types of questions I often asked myself late at night, as I sat here in this
chair, sipping on my drink, feeling at peace, but also somehow adrift,
somehow disconnected from things, as if I’d been untethered from some
larger purpose. There was always the sense of a shadow looming just
beyond the wall, the hum of a greater absence. There was always that sense
that something I'd once owned had been lost, or left behind, abandoned.
How could I explain such feelings to my wife? I closed my eyes and
returned to the Chopin. It was a different melody now. A nocturne. Delicate,
lyrical, soft.

I don’t know what happened after that. I must have drifted off because
the next thing I remember was Laura shaking me awake, saying that she
had heard something out in our backyard. We have a laundry that attaches
to our garage—a kind of inconvenient eccentricity of our house—and often,
at night, Laura will claim that she hears things out there. It’s true that once
or twice I’ve gone outside and found the door ajar, but I’ve never actually
seen anyone in there. Our backyard is surrounded on all sides by a fence—a
fairly tall fence—and so one would have to be pretty brazen to climb over
the fence and then try to access our garage or laundry room, even under the
cover of darkness, but even so, I could see that Laura was serious. She was
holding a flashlight in her hand and staring at me intently.

“And another thing,” she said. “The light’s on in the laundry room. Did
I mention that?”

“That’s happened before,” I said. “It was probably me.”

“It wasn’t on earlier,” she said, “when I got home. I would have
noticed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

I took the flashlight from her hand and stood up.



Out in the living room, I could see that she’d woken up the children
and had them sit on the couch. They were bleary-eyed and barely
conscious, our younger one, June, wrapped in a blanket, our older, Toby,
dressed in his Cowboys pajamas. It was almost three o’clock in the
morning.

I smiled at the kids and then put on my shoes again, and Laura
shepherded me toward the kitchen and then out to the little hallway that led
to the back deck. Of course, I was thinking about the story that Mitch had
told earlier. I wondered what the chances were—hearing a story like that,
and then living it out, being faced with a similar dilemma myself. I
imagined them telling that story.

It was probably the unlikelihood of this scenario playing itself out that
made me so certain I wouldn’t find anyone out there in the garage or the
laundry room, even with the light turned on, and in fact I didn’t. Everything
was just as it should have been. I turned off the light above the laundry
room sink, and then stood there for a moment in the darkness, staring out
through the little round window above the dryer. I could see the house about
twenty yards away and the faces of my children and Laura framed in the
kitchen window. I don’t know why this suddenly frightened me, but it did. I
realized that they were staring out at me but couldn’t see me. They had no
idea where I was.

I stood there for a moment longer, though, just staring at them, and
that’s when I felt what seemed at first to be a throbbing in my leg, but
which turned out to be my cell phone buzzing, pulsing in my pocket,
alerting me of an incoming text—or, in this case, a text that had been sent
earlier that night from Mitch, my old friend, probably wondering why I
hadn’t returned from the bathroom, why I’d never come back to answer his
question. I flipped open the phone but didn’t look at the message. Instead I
was focused on the house again, on the window, where my family had just
now been standing. The window was empty now, their faces gone, and I
wondered for a moment if I had imagined it, dreamed it. This had become
such a ritual lately, this waking up at night to check on the backyard, the
laundry, the garage, this inspecting of strange noises, this securing of



windows, this strengthening of locks. This was all part of this new world we
had entered, this new dream we had begun to dream. And yet, at times,
there were still cracks in the dream, voices from the past that startled you,
little winks from that other life, like that text message from Mitch that still
glowed faintly on my phone. What happened to you, buddy? it read, in soft
blue text. Where did you go?






Cigarettes

In the other life, the life before we had kids, I used to sometimes imagine us
in some foreign city—Barcelona, Rome—sitting in a courtyard drinking
espresso, smoking cigarettes, which we’d always smoked since we’d known
each other and which I had imagined at that time we would always smoke
for the rest of our lives. Our afternoons and mornings back then were quiet
affairs, reading books, preparing for our classes, sometimes catching up on
the news; our evenings, though, were what I looked forward to; the
movement from coffee to wine, from dinner to after-dinner drinks and
cigarettes out on the back deck, listening to music from our childhood, our
teenage years, often having friends over for more drinks, more cigarettes,
but always ending the evening together, in bed, or pressed together on the
couch, our bodies entwined.

How were we to know back then that all of that would change—that
that would not be us forever, that after the first child the cigarettes would be
gone forever, and after the second, the wine and late nights? There would be
the richness of our lives together now, the love and goodness multiplied by
two, more bodies in the house, more laughter, more fun, but also, at the end
of the dayj, less of us.

The other night when you were lying supine on the couch, the kids in
bed early for once, I snuck into the dining room in search of the one pack of
cigarettes I’d saved and hidden—the “emergency pack” I had called it all
those months when I was quitting—and was surprised to find it still there,
perfectly intact, sealed in a plastic baggie, maybe a little old, but not totally
stale yet, certainly smokeable.

I pulled out the shot glasses, put on some Nina Simone. I went in
search of the orujo my sister-in-law had brought us last year from Spain. It
was only eight o’clock and neither of us had classes the next day. I was



thinking that maybe we could take the orujo and the cigarettes and the
music out onto the back deck and maybe, I don’t know—I’m not really sure
what I was thinking, but it didn’t end up mattering anyway because by the
time I’d found the orujo and set up the glasses on a tray and found a pack of
matches for the cigarettes, you were already fast asleep on the couch, your
mouth wide open as if you’d been in the middle of a sentence and forgotten
what you wanted to say.

You looked beautiful, though, even with your mouth open, and I stood
there for a moment, in the dim light of our family room, watching you,
wondering whether or not to wake you.

In the end, I decided to just let you sleep and took the cigarettes and
the orujo out onto the back deck by myself. It was a cold night,
unseasonably cold for San Antonio, and I was shivering by the time I’d
poured myself a half-shot of the orujo and pulled out the cigarettes and the
matches.

There’s always that fear of starting up again, of falling back into the
hole of nicotine addiction, but that’s not what I was thinking about then, and
that’s not why I started crying. I’'m not really sure why I started crying,
actually, because I don’t cry, as you know, and had not cried in probably
five or six years, maybe longer, and so I’m not really sure what it was that
brought it on, maybe just the overwhelming fatigue of our lives lately, all
the long days finally catching up with me, or maybe it was the strength of
the alcohol in the orujo, or maybe just the cold and the sight of you through
the sliding glass doors, fast asleep, that sense of something being lost, or
maybe it was simply the fact that when I lit up that cigarette after all those
years—it had been four, I realized only then—I knew before I even inhaled,
before I even pulled the smoke into my lungs, that it had been a mistake,
that I had been wrong to do this, and that of course the cigarette—stale and
dried out and shriveled from all that time alone—would taste nothing at all
like I remembered.






Vines

Just last year I discovered that I had an entire closet filled with things that I
had no practical use for, things that I had accumulated over the years but
wasn’t ready to part with yet. One of the things in this closet was a small
painting by an ex-girlfriend of mine who had since died of cancer. The ex-
girlfriend’s name was Maya, and she had died two years earlier at the age of
forty-three. The painting was one of the last paintings she made before she
stopped making paintings altogether.

At the time that Maya gave me this painting we were living together in
a small garage apartment on the south side of San Antonio, just a few
blocks up from the old Pioneer Flour Mills, an area of the city called King
William that was famous for its historic homes. The home that our
apartment was attached to, though, wasn’t historic. It was just a modest
one-story house owned by a man named Lionel Merritt, who had purchased
it in the late eighties when he’d taught printmaking out at the University of
Texas at San Antonio. Lionel had kept the house even after his daughter had
left and his wife had died and he had retired from teaching. He had three
bedrooms in the main house and a large studio out at the far end of the
backyard that he let Maya use in the evenings.

Lionel did his own work in the early mornings, sometimes waking as
early 4:00 a.m. to get started. He liked to work when it was still dark out, he
said, when he was still only half-awake, when he still had one foot in his
own dreams. As the sun gradually rose in the large oval-shaped window at
the far end of the studio, he’d feel himself waking up, returning to the world
of the living, as he put it, and by the time the sun had fully risen he’d be
winding down and getting ready to stop.

When I'd come down from our garage apartment in the morning, 1’d
often find him sitting out there on one of the small metal chairs outside the



studio, smoking a cigarette and drinking a cup of coffee, his work for the
day already done.

Back in his youth, Lionel had made a bit of a name for himself as a
printmaker, but now he was doing mostly watercolors, figurative paintings,
many of them sexual in nature and often strange. He kept these pieces
locked away in a large locker at the back of the studio, but occasionally
he’d leave a few out to dry and Maya and I would come across them when
she went in there in the evenings to work. I remember the first time we
came across one of his nudes sitting out on a large, white worktable. The
figure in the painting was turned away from the viewer, but I could tell right
away who it was. It was a girl we’d seen going into his studio in the early
mornings, two or three times a week over the past month—a blond girl,
probably no older than twenty-five, with long limbs and a striking face. A
sort of sun-drenched beauty. Lionel had never introduced us to this girl, and
so we’d spent a lot of time in the late evenings drinking beer and
speculating about who she was: A wayward daughter? A niece? A former
student? A lover? It was like a game we played, and Maya would often get
carried away with her theories, piecing together evidence from all of the
things she’d observed. Sometimes she smokes with him, she’d say, picking
up her beer. She probably wouldn’t smoke with him if she was his daughter,
right? He wouldn't let her.

But now, with the nude sitting right there before us, all of these
theories seemed to go out the window.

“Probably just a model,” 1T said. “Someone he’s paying, right? Don’t
artists do that?”

“I don’t think she’s just a model,” Maya said, picking up the sheet and
staring closely at it. “I can tell. He’s definitely sleeping with her.”

“How do you know?”

She shrugged. “I can just tell.”

“He’s, like, sixty years old,” I said.

“I know,” she said, “but he’s a youthful sixty.”

“You think he’s youthful?”



“I’m just saying he’s a handsome man, you know, and famous—
locally, at least.”

I stared at her. “You’re starting to worry me.”

“Please,” she said. “I’m just saying I remember what it was like to be
twenty-three or twenty-four years old and the power of an older man like
that—especially when you’re starting out as an artist and seeking all that
validation.”

“You think she’s an artist?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Probably. Don’t you get that vibe?”

At the time, Maya had recently turned thirty-one, and though she could
have easily passed for twenty-three or twenty-four herself, I knew she
didn’t feel that way. She had recently started complaining about all of the
tiny lines at the corners of her eyes, the soreness in her joints, the sunspots
on her arms. I’'m turning into an old lady right before your eyes, she’d say
and then she’d drop her head dramatically into my chest and ask me to hold
her. We had been together for almost two years at that point, the longest I
had ever been with one woman and the longest she had ever been with one
man. We weren’t talking about marriage or anything, but we weren’t
avoiding the subject either. When people would ask us about it, we’d look
at each other knowingly and then one of us would smile and say, Who
knows? Stranger things have happened, right?

That evening, though, I could tell that something was bothering Maya.
She seemed lost in thought. There was something about the girl in the
watercolor that had unnerved her.

Later that night, as we lay in bed, passing a cigarette back and forth,
she said, “It’s disgusting. Don’t you think?”

“What?”

“Next door,” she said. “What’s going on with Lionel and that girl.”

I picked up the beer I'd brought in from the kitchen and took a sip. It
was close to a hundred degrees that evening—mid-July in San Antonio, the
heat refusing to burn off. Above us, the ceiling fan was running at full
speed.

“It’s disgusting,” I said. “Yes.”



Maya slid up next to me in the bed and took the beer from my hand,
pressing the sweating bottle against her cheek.

“I want to know who she is,” she said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and then she looked out the window in the
direction of the studio, though it was too dark to see anything. “I just do.”

At the beginning of the summer Maya and I had driven all the way out
to California to see my parents, and on the drive back, somewhere between
Las Cruces and El Paso, she told me that she’d been thinking a lot about an
article she’d read about an artist named Sara Genn. Genn had talked about
the importance of an artist having a studio close by—a few paces from the
house or in the loft next door. It was very important, this artist felt, for one’s
art to always be available.

Maya had always worked out of a studio on the south side of San
Antonio, a communal space that she had access to twenty-four hours a day
but which also required her to drive at least twenty minutes each way every
time she wanted to work. More and more often she’d found herself opting
not to work simply because of the drive.

The other week, though, an old professor of hers from graduate school
had brought up the local printmaker Lionel Merritt and mentioned that
Lionel often rented out the small apartment above his garage as well as a
portion of his studio space to local artists. He’d given her Lionel’s number,
and when she called him he told her that the apartment had just become
available.

We were driving through the flat, barren deserts of West Texas at this
point, and I could tell that Maya was building up to something. She said
that right before we’d left for our trip she’d stopped by to see the apartment
and it was perfect. The only problem was the rent. If she was going to live
there, she’d need to get a roommate.



At that point we’d talked casually about living together, but never
seriously. We both lived in small apartments less than a mile apart. We
could walk to each other anytime we wanted. It was a nice arrangement.

“I would never pressure you,” she said.

“I know.”

“You can take some time to think about it.”

“I don’t need to,” I said, and then I reached over and took her hand, the
sun setting in the distance. “I think this’ll be a good thing.”

And so far, it had been. In the mornings Maya would leave for her job
at the San Antonio Museum of Art, where she worked part-time in the
protective services department, and I would leave for mine at the local
coffee- and teahouse in our neighborhood, where I worked as a barista. In
the evenings, we’d find each other in the small courtyard behind Lionel’s
house, where we’d share a couple of beers and sometimes a light salad
before Maya would head into the studio to work.

Since we’d been here, Maya’s work had been going well. She worked
five to six hours each night, sometimes finishing up after I was already
asleep in bed, and the work she was doing was good. Mostly abstract
paintings inspired by her numerous trips to Mexico in the past few years. I
could tell she was aware that she was doing good work and that this was a
particularly fruitful time for her, maybe even a breakthrough period, so we
didn’t talk about the work she was doing and I didn’t look at it unless she
asked me to. There was something almost superstitious about it, like a
baseball player on a hitting streak. We didn’t want to jinx it.

Meanwhile, I spent most of my evenings sitting out in the courtyard
reading books, catching up on all of those classics I’d always meant to get
to but never had had time to read: The Brothers Karamazov, Madame
Bovary, Effi Briest. The courtyard was surrounded on all sides by various
desert plants—salvias and yuccas and cacti—and at the far end of the yard



there was a tall metal fence covered with bougainvillea and other flowering
vines that spilled over into the back alley.

Sometimes, in the evenings, Lionel would come out to join me for a
cigarette and a glass of wine. He never drank beer, only wine, and he
always brought his own bottle and glasses for us to use.

Maya had been right about Lionel’s looks—they were youthful and
refined, almost feminine, his eyes very pale, his skin smooth and tan, his
thick hair only slightly graying but otherwise blond. He liked to wear light,
flowing shirts and linen pants, dark sandals, or sometimes no shoes at all.

When he’d sit down, he’d always smile at me knowingly, as if we were
in cahoots about something, and then he’d uncork the bottle and pour us
both a glass.

I knew that the wines he was sharing with me were very good, though
I knew little about wine, and occasionally he’d talk about them and where
they’d come from and who the vintner was. Mostly, though, he liked to talk
about himself and the work he was doing and where he was planning to
travel next and who he had just met recently who had impressed him. It
didn’t take long to get the sense that Lionel held himself in very high
regard. No shortage of ego there. Still, there were moments when he also
seemed suddenly vulnerable and lost, lonely—especially when he talked
about his second wife, who had died three years earlier, or about his
daughter, who was currently living in Brooklyn and not talking to him.

Maya always encouraged me to ask him about the girl who stopped by
in the mornings, just to see what he would say, just to see what I could find
out, but I could never bring myself to do it. I knew that if he’d wanted me to
know about her, he would have told me by now. So instead I’d ask him
about himself or about his early life as an artist in San Antonio, and
occasionally I’d even talk about myself or about Maya and our relationship.

Early on, Lionel had assumed that I was an artist of some sort, and
when I’d told him later that I wasn’t, really—that I was just a barista—he
remained skeptical.

“But what do you love to do,” he’d said to me one evening, as he
poured us both another glass.



“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I’m still figuring that out.”

“How old are you?” he said.

“Thirty-one.”

He nodded and sipped his wine. I could tell that he wanted to say
something then, but he didn’t. Instead, he put out his cigarette. After a
moment, he said, “What did you major in in college?”

“Film,” I said. “But I didn’t finish.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I never really figured that out. I think I just lost
interest.”

He nodded again. “But you did want to make films at one point?”

“No,” I said. “I was more into the theory side of things. At least for a
while.”

He put down his glass. “Well,” he said. “There’s a life to be had there,
too, right?”

“There is,” I said. “Just not my life.”

He laughed lightly, and then motioned for me to hand him one of the
cigarettes from my pack, which I did. After he’d lit the cigarette, he looked
at me for a long time and smiled.

Then he reached over casually, almost like he was reaching for my
glass, and took my hand. It was a strange moment. He held it for a short
time and then he looked at me very seriously and said, “You know, if you
ever need anything, I’m right next door, okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

“I’m serious,” he said. “Anything at all.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

Then he stood up and turned around and headed back inside.

That night, when Maya got home from working, I decided not to
mention anything about Lionel and our strange little moment in the
courtyard. I could tell that she’d had a bad night, that she’d lost a little bit of



that inner force that had driven her in recent weeks. She complained about
feeling boxed in, uninspired, frustrated. She said that ever since she’d seen
that painting of the girl she’d lost her focus.

She said Lionel had somehow sexualized the space and it had thrown
her off.

“Plus, his paintings are so good.”

“So are yours.”

“Not like that, though.”

“I like yours better, personally.”

“Of course you do,” she said. “You’re a loyal man.”

“Even if I didn’t know you,” I said. “I’'m serious.” And I was. I loved
the work that Maya had been doing since we arrived there, loved all of her
work, in fact, but especially these latest paintings, which seemed inspired
by something very primitive and instinctual, something very human inside
of her.

I told her all of this that night, but she remained discouraged. She was
wearing the baggy overalls she always painted in and a tight tank top, and
after she’d finished her beer, she took them both off right there in the
middle of the kitchen and walked into the bathroom to shower. I went into
the bedroom and turned on the jazz station she liked.

When she got out of the shower a few minutes later, she came over to
the bed, her body wrapped in a towel, and lay down.

“I thought of at least three things I want to say to Lionel the next time I
see him,” she said.

“Okay.”

“Only I’ll never say them, so what’s the point?”

“That he’s a pig,” I said.

“Well, yes, that. I was actually going to use the word predator.”

“That he’s overrated.”

“Yes. Only he’s not. He’s actually doing some of his best work right
now.”

“What else?”



“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s stupid. Why do I hate him so much? I
should be grateful to him for giving us this space, right? We have a nice life
here.”

She rolled over onto her side and looked at me. Then she pulled off her
towel slowly, so that I could see her body.

“Do you think I’m as beautiful as that girl?”

“What are you doing?”

“Just answer me.”

“Of course,” I said and kept my eyes on hers. “What’s going on with
you?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “I think that turning thirty last year really
fucked me up.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.”

“Be nice.”

I eased up close to her. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever
known personally,” T said and took her hand. “And definitely the most
beautiful woman I’ve ever dated.”

She looked at me then, briefly, before turning away and staring up at
the ceiling. “I appreciate that,” she said and closed her eyes. “You can’t
understand why, but I do.”

At the end of the summer Maya would give me a series of three
paintings that she’d painted in quick succession. A triptych. She knew that I
was a big fan of the fourteenth-century Italian painter Giotto and
specifically the frescoes he’d done in the Arena Chapel in Padua, and so
she’d modeled these paintings after those of Giotto, perfectly catching the
deep blues of Giotto’s skies, the complex yet simply rendered religious
themes.

Months later, after we’d broken up, she’d ask for this triptych back.
She’d want to use it in her very first gallery show in San Francisco, and it
would sell on the very first day to a doctor, who would then take it away to



his private residence and hang it on a wall, never to be seen by either one of
us again. But that July, as the heat was topping off in the triple digits every
night, I remember her working on those paintings in the dim evening light
of Lionel’s studio. Even Lionel said something to me about the triptych one
night while we were sitting out in the courtyard, having a glass of wine.

“She’s in that rare space,” he said. “I can tell.”

I nodded.

“It’s nice when that happens.”

I looked back at the studio where I could see a light on in the window
and knew Maya was working. After a week of feeling thwarted and
discouraged, she’d hit her stride again.

“One’s twenties are for figuring out what you want to do, I think. But
one’s thirties are when you do your best work.”

“Is that when you did your best work?”

He nodded. “Without a doubt.”

This seemed like a good opportunity to ask him about the girl who’d
been stopping by in the mornings, the girl he’d been painting. He’d referred
to her a few times in the past week as Caroline and implied that she was a
protégé of sorts. I asked him if she was in the figuring-out stage still, and he
just smiled.

“Oh no,” he said. “Caroline came into the world fully formed as an
artist. She’s one of those rare breeds. She’ll have a show in Houston by the
end of the year, I’'m sure.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. Definitely.”

I looked at him. “You two seem close.”

He smiled. “If you want to know if I’'m sleeping with her, just ask me.”

“Okay,” I said. “Are you?”

“No.” He laughed. “Of course not. She’s probably half my age,
Simon.” He picked up his wineglass and took a long sip. “Plus,” he said,
“as maudlin as it may sound, I think I’m still in love with my wife.” He
looked down at his feet and rubbed them. Then he smiled at me, but there



was something distant about the smile, forced, as there always seemed to be
when he spoke about his wife.

After a moment, he put out his cigarette.

“Another?” he said, nodding at the bottle.

“No,” I said. “That’s okay.” And then I stood up. “I think I’m probably
done for the night.”

Later that night, when Maya got home, I was lying in bed, listening to
the radio—we didn’t have a TV at the time—trying my best to fall asleep.
The program I was listening to was called Los Olvidados, and it was about
lost children in Guatemala. It had depressed me. When Maya came in, she
went straight into the bathroom and turned on the shower. A few minutes
later, she came out in just her towel and sat on the bed.

“It’s late,” I said.

“I was talking to Lionel.”

“Yeah? What about?”

“Nothing, really,” she said. And then she stood up and went over to the
closet to get dressed.

As she put on her clothes, I told her a little about my conversation with
Lionel earlier that night and how we were probably misreading what was
going on with that girl, how he claimed to still be in love with his wife. I
could hear Maya pull down a few of the boxes from the top shelf, but she
said nothing.

A few minutes later, when she came out of the closet, she was dressed
in a T-shirt and cutoffs, her wet hair now dripping on the bed.

“Ever heard of a towel?” I said as she slid up next to me.

“I think you’re wrong,” she said. “About Lionel. I think he probably
just told you that stuff to deflect the question.”

“Maybe,” I said. “It’s possible.”

She slid up closer.



“Seriously,” she said. “I know at least three women who have slept
with him in the past year.”

“Really?”

“Really,” she said. She sat up then and wiped the water off her arm. “I
kind of get the sense that Lionel is like that Quik Stop around the corner.”

“How’s that?”

“Oh, you know,” she said, smiling, “always open for business.”

Over the next few days I made a careful study of Lionel and what was
going on with Caroline in the mornings, but nothing seemed unusual. She
always arrived before Maya and I woke up and always left just as I was
standing at the kitchen sink making us breakfast. She and Lionel would
have a ceremonial cigarette before she left, rarely saying more than a few
words to each other as they stood there, smoking, and then Lionel would
give her a hug, pat her on the back, and leave.

Meanwhile, Maya rarely mentioned Lionel anymore. She was focused
on a new set of paintings, all of them inspired by religious folk art she’d
encountered in Oaxaca. These were perhaps the strongest paintings she’d
done that summer, so good that she didn’t even try to talk about them. One
night, when we were sitting in the kitchen playing Scrabble and drinking
beer, Maya still coming down from a long three-hour session in the studio, I
told her that I hoped she wouldn’t forget me when she was famous.

“Right,” she said. She had never even had a gallery show outside of
San Antonio at that point, but I could tell—and I think she could, too—that
that was about to change.

“Lionel said that he’d be happy to put you in touch with some people,”
I said. “In New York. L.A. San Francisco.”

“Why are you talking to Lionel about my work?”

“I’m not,” I said. “He brought it up.” I looked at her. “He’s seen what
you’ve been doing.”



She looked away, and I could tell I’d hit a nerve. Maybe it was the
superstitious thing.

“I don’t want Lionel involved in my career,” she said. “In any way.
Okay?” She stared at me evenly.

“Okay,” I said holding up my hands, and then I went into the other
room to change the music.

When I came back out, Maya was standing at the kitchen sink, looking
down at the courtyard, lost in thought. She seemed depressed. I came up
behind her and put my arms around her stomach, and she squeezed my arm.

“This is a good time in our lives, isn’t it?” she said.

“It is,” I said and pulled her closer. “A very good time.”

In the weeks that followed, our lives would take on a sort of tranquil
simplicity. We’d wake each morning at the same time, share a quiet cup of
coffee as we listened to the news, and then leave for work. In the evenings
I’d return to find the kitchen empty and a note from Maya on the counter,
usually with directions on how to heat up whatever it was she’d left for me
in the freezer that night—chicken teriyaki, empanadas, lasagna. I think she
left me these meals as a sort of peace offering, out of guilt, a way of saying
I’'m sorry for disappearing every night, but I never minded that she
disappeared. She was in that rare space, as Lionel had said, and I was happy
for her. I wanted her to work, and I never asked her to explain.

In the late evenings, when she returned from the studio, we’d lie in bed
and listen to this UFO conspiracy show that always cracked us up, people
calling in with eyewitness accounts, preposterous theories about the
government’s cover-ups, little-known facts about Area 51. Other times,
we’d just lie there listening to the jazz station Maya liked or playing these
books on tape that Lionel had lent us, classic novels and murder mysteries,
short stories by Edgar Allan Poe. Maya liked her wine at night, and
sometimes we’d roll a joint, if I had managed to track down some pot
through one of my coworkers at the coffee shop, but mostly we’d just lie



there, not talking, listening to the radio or tapes, a silent conversation
passing between us.

By that point, Maya had stopped accepting any social invitations at all,
and so had I. She had become very protective of her time, her space. I think
she was aware that something special was happening and didn’t want to
ruin it. She wanted to keep the routine regular. Morning coffee, then work
and studio time, followed by our late-night ritual of lying in bed and
listening to the radio.

Meanwhile, Lionel had stopped coming out to the courtyard in the
evenings, and Caroline had stopped showing up in the mornings, and so it
often felt like it was just the two of us in this quiet back courtyard,
overgrown with vines and flowering desert plants, succulents and salvias. I
would have thought that I might have been lonely living this way, but I
wasn’t, even with Maya disappearing for four- or five-hour stretches at a
time. I had my books, and I had my music, and I’d recently started writing
letters to old friends, people I’d known in college but never saw anymore.

Once in a while I’d have a feeling that I was missing out on something
or being left behind, but usually that feeling would pass. I’d get phone calls
sometimes from my parents in Claremont, asking if I had figured out what I
wanted to do for a career yet, had I received that book they’d sent on
finding your inner drive, but I usually didn’t let these things distract me. I
was thirty-one and I liked my job. I didn’t feel ashamed of my life, and as
long as I was with Maya I felt that I was contributing in some small way to
something larger than myself, to someone else’s art, simply by being there.
I was a part of her process, she’d told me one time, and I believed this.

Once she’d even told me that she didn’t think that she’d be able to
finish any of the paintings she was working on currently—she was now
beginning to see them as a show—if I wasn’t there.

She said this to me one night as we were sitting in the kitchen and
lighting up our cigarettes. I’d put on some Nina Simone and Maya was



jittery with excitement, having just finished the last four paintings in what
she was calling a ten-painting series. She’d shown these paintings to Lionel
earlier that week, she told me that evening, and he’d offered to make a
phone call on her behalf to a gallery in San Francisco.

“I thought you didn’t want him involved in your career,” I said.

“Did I say that?”

“Many times.”

It was early September now, but the evenings were still warm, and we
had all of the windows open and the fans running full blast.

“Well, I guess I changed my mind then,” she said.

“Any reason?”

“No.” She shook her head. “It was just time. That’s all.”

And I knew what she meant: she’d finished the work she’d started at
the beginning of the summer—she had seen it all the way through, this
strange period of artistic output—and now it was over.

She stood up then and walked over to the sink and stood there with her
cigarette.

“I thought you said he was a predator,” I said after a moment, though I
didn’t know why I said this, why I couldn’t drop it.

“Huh?”

“Lionel,” I said. “You once called him a predator.”

She pretended to ignore me.

“He’s not a terrible person,” she said, and then she dropped her
cigarette in the sink and went into the bathroom to change.

The next morning when I woke, Maya was still asleep. I went over to
the window and looked down at the courtyard and noticed Caroline,
standing in a pair of cutoffs and a white T-shirt, smoking. Lionel wasn’t
there at first, but after a few minutes he appeared from the back of his
house, clearly annoyed. It had been a few weeks since I’d seen Caroline
around, and I wondered why. I asked Maya once, but she said she had no



idea. Probably lost interest, she’d said, referring to Lionel. But that morning
it was clear that Caroline was upset. I watched her as she waved her hands
around, and then as she flicked her lit cigarette at Lionel’s bare feet, causing
him to jump. A moment later, she was walking away, disappearing down
the small gravel path at the side of the house. Lionel stood there for a
moment, then he looked around and headed back inside.

When Maya woke up, I didn’t mention anything about what I’d seen,
and that evening after work I didn’t mention it either. I actually came home
to find the apartment empty and no sign of Maya at all. The lights in
Lionel’s studio were off; so were the lights in his house. I sent her a text but
got no reply.

After a while, I decided to go down to the studio, just to check in
person, to be sure, but the studio was empty, and all of Maya’s paintings
were covered with canvas tarps. I went around to the white worktable where
Lionel often left out his work, and though the work he’d been doing lately
was less provocative, mostly still lifes, that night I saw a nude, a series of
them, actually, all of the same woman, all of them very similar in
composition. The woman in the paintings was very vaguely rendered and
impossible to discern or identify in any definitive way, though I was certain
it wasn’t Caroline, as the woman had dark hair—hair that was roughly the
same length and color as Maya’s, though it could have been anyone, really.

It’s hard now to describe how I felt at that moment. Confused. Sad.
Uncertain. I stared at the paintings for a long time, trying to suss out who it
was, though of course it was impossible to tell. There was nothing definable
there, no identifiable characteristics, and yet somehow I still felt certain it
was her, that it was Maya. How do you know such things? I don’t know that
I can answer that, even now. All I know is that when I looked at those
paintings, I knew.

When Maya returned later that night she was giddy with excitement
and clearly drunk. She had gone out earlier with Lionel and some of his



artist friends to celebrate the good news: the gallery owner that Lionel had
put her in touch with in San Francisco, the one she’d sent some images of
her work to, had called that morning to offer her a show. Just a three-week
show, but even so, it was her first real show at a legitimate gallery outside
of Texas. She claimed that she’d tried to call me so I could join them but
that the reception at the restaurant was terrible. Then she’d tried to text me
but her phone charge ran out. She held up her phone to show me it was
dead.

I said nothing. She was so excited about the show I didn’t have the
heart to bring up Lionel’s paintings or my suspicions about them. I don’t
know what I would have said to her anyway, or what I could have said if
she had denied that the woman in the paintings was her. It’s not like I could
prove anything. So instead I just held her closely and congratulated her and
then I poured us both a glass of wine and made a toast.

“So, when do you think the show will be?” I asked.

“No idea,” she said. “It’s still pretty up in the air. There’s a lot of
paperwork to sign, and stuff like that, you know—"

“But it’s happening.”

“It is,” she said. “As far as I can tell.”

I put down my glass and stared at her, and already there was that sense
that she had left. Something in her eyes. It was maybe the only time in my
life when I have felt that way in the presence of another person—that I was
looking at someone who was already gone.

She walked up to me. “You know, maybe we can stay at your parents’
when we go out there.”

“Sure,” I said, though I knew, as she must have known the moment she
said it, that this would never come about.

It had been happening all summer, this gradual pulling away, but I
hadn’t felt it physically until that moment. There was a different energy in
the room now, a different mood. Maya was looking forward, and I was
somewhere in the background, on a distant train platform, watching.

“I still can’t believe it,” she said to me later that night, as we lay in
bed. “I mean, did you ever think this would happen?”



“I did,” I said.
“You did? Really?”
“Sure,” I said. “I never had a doubt.”

Over the next few months, Maya would travel out to San Francisco
several times to meet with the gallery owner and talk about her work, and
each time she came back more in love with the Bay Area and more certain
that she wanted to move out there. She’d been to my parents’ place in
Claremont several times before, but somehow Southern California didn’t
resonate with her in the same way that the Bay Area did, especially San
Francisco. She compared it to Europe, said there was just a lot more going
on there, in terms of the art world. She’d apparently met other artists, other
gallery owners.

I could see what was happening and understood, as I’d understood the
moment she told me about her show, that I was powerless to stop it, that this
no longer involved me. She had wanted to leave San Antonio for years, and
now she finally had her chance.

I remember one night standing with her in the kitchen as she spoke on
the phone to the gallery worker who was helping her with the transportation
of her artwork. It was a complicated process for some reason, and when
Maya got off the phone she looked exhausted, frustrated. I walked up beside
her and put my arms around her, and I remember her standing there so
stiffly, so rigidly, that I knew almost immediately that something was
different. The next day over breakfast, she asked me if I had time to take a
walk before work.

“A walk,” I said. “Sure. What’s up?”

But I already knew what was up. I could see it in her eyes. I knew that
this was the talk we’d been avoiding for weeks.

“Let’s just go for a walk,” she said, and that was it. That was the end.

And though I remember us both crying on that walk, as we moved
along the river a few blocks from our apartment, I knew I wasn’t angry with



her, just as I hadn’t been angry with her when I found those watercolors in
Lionel’s studio. With any other girlfriend, I would have been, but for some
reason I wasn’t with Maya. That’s just not how it was with us. She had
already asked me several times to move out to the Bay Area with her, and
each time I had told her I couldn’t. Not because I didn’t want to, but
because I knew how it would end. Instead of being single in San Antonio, I
would be single in California, and that wasn’t something I wanted.

Later that night, as we were sitting in our apartment, talking about the
logistics of when we would move out, what we’d tell Lionel, and so on,
Maya disappeared for a minute and then came back with a small painting in
her hands, an oil painting that she lay down before me on the table. The
painting was of a still life from our apartment that summer, a glass of wine,
the tiny black radio we kept above the kitchen sink, a pack of cigarettes,
and a few of the succulents from the pot we kept on the windowsill.

She didn’t say anything about the painting or why she was giving it to
me. She just set it down on the table and then walked out of the room.

Later that night, as I lay in bed, Maya came into the room and lay
down beside me. We still hadn’t figured out what the sleeping arrangements
would be like now. She rested her head on my chest, and I put my arms
around her. In a year she would discover a small lump in a lymph node and
her life would be forever changed, but at that moment she couldn’t have
been more vibrant, more alive. And later that night, after we’d had sex, I
cried again, this time because I knew it had been the last time, and Maya
had cried, too, perhaps for the same reason. The sex had been terrible, and
we both laughed about this later on, as we stood in the kitchen doing the
dishes.

After we finished, Maya sat down at the table for one last cigarette
before bed, and that’s when she brought up the issue of the triptych. She
said that the gallery owner she’d been working with had wanted her to use
it in the show, and she wanted to know how I felt about that. I told her that
this would be fine, because I didn’t know what else I could tell her. She
nodded.



“But I want you to have this one,” she said, handing me the still life. It
was, I realized only then, a gorgeous painting.

“Why?” I said.

“Because,” she said as she turned to leave the room, “it’s my favorite.”

In 2014, a few months before she died, Maya sent me an email with
some photographs of her new house in Walnut Creek, just outside of
Berkeley, and her two children, four and six. She’d been in remission for
about ten years at that point, and she looked great. She said that she’d been
running about three or four miles a day, eating well. She said that she felt
better than she had in many years. She made a comment about one of the
photos she’d sent, the last one, in which she was dressed in what she called
“mom clothes,” standing next to her daughter outside her daughter’s school.
Can you believe this is me? she’d written. Look at how normal I’ve become.
All those years ago, who would have thought?

I tried to remember her as she had been during that last summer in San
Antonio, her paint-speckled overalls, her hippie sandals, her long hair
hanging down her back. Her hair now was short, her clothes conservative,
expensive. I didn’t know much about her husband, only that he had done
well during the tech boom in the late nineties and was now semiretired. At
the very end of the email Maya made a few references to our time together
at Lionel’s, which was something she almost never did. She said she often
thought about those days, but that was all. I knew that she’d never made
another painting after she moved to San Francisco, and though she never
said why, I suspected it had something to do with her cancer diagnosis the
year after she left, an experience that she said had changed her in such a
fundamental way she couldn’t even remember who she’d been before. She
went through a bone marrow transplant and two rounds of chemo that year,
and, when she came out on the other side of it, she wrote me an email in
which she said, I’m writing this to you from my email account but I am no
longer me.



I never asked her to explain what she meant by this, and she never did.

Over the years, we went through periods of writing to each other often,
and periods when several months would pass, sometimes even a year, with
no contact at all. During that entire time, she never mentioned her artwork
or why she had stopped painting, and I didn’t ask. It was simply another
part of her life, I assumed. The life she had had with me was a different life
than the life that she had now with her husband and children.

And though I don’t find myself thinking about Maya as much as I used
to, when I do, I usually think back to that night I discovered the watercolors
in Lionel’s studio, those nudes, and wonder, as I did that night, if they were
her.

If they had been her: What was she thinking when she posed for him?
Why did she do it? I try to imagine her coming home from work early and
stopping by his studio, taking off her clothes as he sat there behind his small
wooden easel. What had they talked about that afternoon while I was at the
coffee shop, completely unaware? If the woman in the watercolors had in
fact been her, what had she hoped to get from Lionel that he probably
couldn’t give her?

And what had she wanted from me? Was it the same thing she wanted
from Lionel? Maya and I slept together, side by side, for almost two years
of our lives, and yet I wonder, even now, if I ever really knew her. Or if she
ever really knew me.

Lionel Merritt died a few years before Maya, also of cancer, though I
never saw him again after that fall when we moved out of the apartment
above his garage. I did see Caroline again, though. This was a few years
ago, at a fundraiser in the city for a local arts program. She was ten years
older, of course, but looked practically the same. Still beautiful, still
youthful, still tan. I waved to her across the room, but it was clear from the
way she smiled at me tentatively, the way she turned away and then
whispered something briefly to her friend, that she had no idea who I was.






Limes

I remember the first housewarming gift we received was a Mexican lime
tree. It was given to us by our friend Lorena, who is a sculptor of some
local renown, and it was delivered to us in a gorgeous ceramic pot that
Lorena herself had made. This thing will live forever, she’d said to us the
night she’d dropped it off. And she was right. That Mexican lime tree
proved to be the most resilient of all of the plants and trees on our back
deck, the only one to make it through that first frosty winter in San Antonio.
By spring, we were using those limes to garnish our margaritas, and by
summer Lorena was married again, her fifth husband and, she hoped, her
last. I love and I love and I love being in love, she often said, and I even like
getting married. But somehow I just don’t seem to like being married. But
that fifth one would stick, and for years afterward I would make a
connection between that marriage and our lime tree. I’'m not really sure
why. I’m not a superstitious person, but I was about that tree. Winter after
winter, I would water it and protect its leaves with burlap tarps. Somehow it
seemed the most important thing in the world that it not die.






Cello

A few days after my forty-second birthday, my wife, Natalie, and I went to
a lecture at the university where she teaches. The lecture was on the idea of
the real self and whether or not such a thing as a real self exists. The
lecturer, a young woman in her early thirties, who apparently teaches at the
University of Texas, concluded that while no, such a thing as a real self
does not exist, many people believe it does and therefore the concept of a
real self is very powerful.

There was more to the lecture than that, of course, but that was the gist
of it, and as we left the small auditorium where the lecture was held and
headed back along the wooded pathway toward our car I could tell that
Natalie was bothered by something. She had been invited to a small
reception afterward—some sort of informal thing on the other side of
campus—but had decided not to go. Instead she said that she just wanted to
get home, pay the sitter, put the kids to bed, and have a drink. She looked
worn out, like she hadn’t slept in several days, and the whole way home she
looked out the window absently, tapping her fingers along the dashboard or,
alternately, resting her hands in her lap. I tried my best not to look at her
hands—it had become a bad habit lately—but couldn’t help myself. I
noticed that the right one was fine, but that the left was trembling slightly,
though not as badly as it had been that morning.

At a stoplight, I asked her how she was feeling. She shrugged. “About
the same. Mostly just tired.”

I nodded and looked out the window at the quiet, wooded streets of our
neighborhood, a small, secluded neighborhood near campus where we have
lived for almost seven years now, a neighborhood that reminds me so much
of the Connecticut neighborhood I grew up in that I often forget we live in
Texas.



“You know,” she said after a moment, “no one at the lecture even
looked at me.”

“You mean from the department?”

“Yeah.”

“I think you’re probably just imagining that,” I said and reached over
and touched her hand.

“No, David,” she said and looked out the window. “I really don’t think
I am.” She sighed and straightened her dress. “You know, I can take a lot of
things, but pity—that’s one thing I can’t take.”

“I don’t think anyone’s pitying you,” I said, and reached over again for
her hand. “Besides, what if they are? Let them. What does it matter,
anyway?”

“Well, you’re not the one who has to work with them,” she said, and
then she looked out the window again. “You’re not the one who has to deal
with their stares.”

At home I paid the sitter while Natalie went into the bedroom and
undressed. The kids were already in bed—we have a daughter, Eryn, and a
son, Finn, two and five respectively—and after I walked the sitter to the
door I went into their bedroom to check on them. They’d been sharing a
bedroom lately, ever since Eryn had graduated from her crib, and so far it
had worked out pretty well. Finn seemed to respect the fact that Eryn was
still a toddler and would occasionally wake up and cry, and Eryn seemed to
accept the fact that she had left the familiar comfort of her parents’
bedroom and was now sleeping on her own. For two siblings born so close
together, they were amazingly compatible with each other, even sweet at
times. I knew that this probably wouldn’t last, but for now, at least, it was
working.

That night I stood there for a while in the dim light of their room,
watching them sleep, wondering if I should wake them and let them know
that we were home. They both looked so angelic at that moment, so at



peace, so different from how they normally looked during the day. On the
other side of the house, I could hear the shower going on—a sign that
Natalie was probably especially tired tonight—so after a while I turned off
the light and then headed back toward the kitchen in search of the wine.

This had become a bit of a nightly ritual lately, the drinking of wine
before bed, or after dinner, a ritual that we’d picked up shortly after Natalie
discovered that a glass or two each night seemed to relax her nerves and
ease her tremors, and though it was a short-lived relief, rarely lasting longer
than half an hour, it had begun to make her evenings manageable. That
night I pulled out several bottles, unsure of what she might be in the mood
for, and then I set out the wineglasses, the cheese, a bowl of olives. I
dimmed the lights and searched through the drawers for a corkscrew.
Outside the window above the kitchen sink, I could hear the distant hiss of
our neighbors’ sprinkler system, and across the lawn that separated our two
houses I could see our neighbors’ daughter, a teenager, sitting on their back
deck passing a joint back and forth with a friend.

It was early evening now, a faint breeze moving through the trees at
the far end of our yard, the last light of the day fading. I stood at the sink for
a while longer, watching the sun descend beyond the loquat trees and the
tool shed and the small studio in the back. I heard the shower go off on the
other side of the house, and then a few minutes later I heard some music go
on, not classical music, the music that Natalie had been trained in and
devoted her life to, the music that had filled every apartment and every
house we’d ever lived in, but Bessie Smith, a newfound love, a rich and
soulful presence in our lives these days. I uncorked the wine, filled two
glasses, making sure to fill Natalie’s only halfway—any higher than that
and she tended to shake it out—and then I sat down at the island in the
middle of the room and waited.

After a while Natalie emerged in her bathrobe, her hair combed back
from her face, her arms crossed, and as she walked across the living room
and into the kitchen I stood up to embrace her. She came to me and buried
her head in my chest, and for a moment I just held her, rubbing her back



and then her shoulder, the sore one, the one that she had begun to call the
bane of her existence.

“Still sore?” I asked as she pulled away and sat down on a stool at the
island.

“Every time I play on the A-string,” she said and sighed. “This
morning I thought I was making progress, you know, it felt okay, but ever
since lunch it’s been killing me.”

In the past few weeks, Natalie has been experimenting with the
positioning of her cello, extending the endpin so that she has the cello at a
lower angle and slightly to the right, and she’s also been using a heavier
bow to lessen the tremor, and trying to control it by tensing up her right
arm. But all these changes have resulted in other problems, most
significantly a sharp throbbing in her right shoulder whenever she plays for
longer than half an hour.

“But I don’t want to talk about any of that tonight,” she said, putting
down her glass.

“Okay,” I said. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Anything else,” she said and smiled.

I walked over to the cabinet and pulled out some bread. “I talked to
Frances today,” I said. “She said that she’d like to see you this week.”

“Did you tell her I was worse?”

“No,” I said. “Because I’'m not convinced that you are worse. From
what I can tell, it seems to ebb and flow, right?”

She stared at me. “It’s my body, David, and I’m telling you it’s worse.”
She walked over to the window and looked out again at the neighbor girl
and her friend on their back deck, smoking. She seemed to consider them
for a moment, and then turned away.

“By the way, did I mention that Finn’s begun to notice?”

“Notice what?”

“The way I hold my fork now. My handwriting. The fact that I can’t
put pigtails in Eryn’s hair.”

“I can’t put pigtails in Eryn’s hair,” I said.



She looked at me and then took another sip of wine. “You know, at a
certain point we’re going to have to talk about this, David.”

“About what?”

“About the children.”

“The children are going to be fine,” I said. “We’re all going to be fine.”

“David, there might be a time when you’re having to take care of
everything around here, and we’re going to have to talk about what that’s
going to look like.”

“We’ll figure it out when it happens,” I said. “If it happens.”

“There’s no if,” she said.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes,” she said, “I do.”

Many people go through life and they never need to know what a term
like deep brain stimulation means. For a long time I was one of those
people, and so was Natalie, and then one night, as we were coming home
from a party, driving along a quiet street near campus, Natalie held up her
pinky and asked me if I noticed anything strange about it, anything unusual,
and though I was driving I could see that it was shaking slightly, a small
tremor. It was barely noticeable.

A few days later, over dinner, she told me she’d noticed that her down-
bows had been shaking quite a lot over the past few weeks, especially on
the down-bows in the middle of the bow. And the double-stops in the
middle of the bow were even worse. I suggested that she make an
appointment with our family doctor, but she’d already made an appointment
by then to see a specialist, a neurologist. She knew. She would tell me this
weeks later, as we were standing in line at a restaurant, that at the moment
we were having that conversation, she already knew.

The neurologist she saw ran a series of tests on her but felt it was too
early to make an official diagnosis. He mentioned that one possibility was
Parkinson’s, of course, but he felt it was more likely essential tremor, a



condition that’s typically less severe and not always progressive, but still
life-altering, especially for someone like Natalie, whose livelihood depends
on her hands. He told her that in some cases the tremor might get worse
over time, but in others it stayed the same, or barely changed, and in some
rare cases it even got better. At this point the tremor was only in Natalie’s
hands, which was good, and it was mainly in her right hand. What he
wanted to do right now was monitor it. Monitor it and wait.

For a few days after that Natalie went into a bit of depression,
anticipating the worst. She talked a lot about her career and what this was
going to mean for her, not just as a performer but also as a newly tenured
professor in the Department of Music. She’d recently been appointed chair
of the string area. She taught courses on music theory and gave weekly
lessons to several students in the department, not to mention her
commitment to the university’s string quartet and all her other performance
obligations, some of which required her to travel great distances. Her doctor
had warned her that any type of stress in her life, whether physical or
emotional, could potentially set off her tremors and that she needed to cut
down on her commitments considerably if she wanted to continue to play
the cello. He’d told her this at her second appointment, later that week. He
also prescribed beta blockers for her performances and recommended a
physical therapist in our area who specialized in ET, and then he gave her a
pamphlet with some surgical options, including deep brain stimulation.

Natalie came home from that appointment in a bit of a daze. She told
me a little about what the doctor had told her, though not everything, and
then she said that she needed to be alone. I watched her walk out to the
studio in our backyard that her brother Trent built for her last year. Trent is
an architect at a fairly prestigious firm up in Austin, and he and some of his
colleagues designed this studio for Natalie’s fortieth birthday last June.
Natalie’s father paid for it, but I could tell that for Trent it was a labor of
love. The walls of the studio are made entirely of glass, and though the



studio itself is fairly small, only twenty feet by twenty feet, at night, when
Natalie is playing out there, it often resembles a large glass cube glowing in
the middle of our back lawn.

That night Natalie didn’t take her cello along with her, though. She
walked out to the studio by herself and sat down on a small chair in the
middle of the room. The walls of the studio are soundproof, but I could tell
that she was listening to music. I could tell by the way she was just sitting
there in the middle of the glass-walled room with her eyes shut, leaning
back in her chair, a glass of wine on the floor beside her.

When she came in a few hours later, she said nothing. She just went to
bed, and when she woke up the next day, she seemed possessed by a
newfound optimism and determination. She wouldn’t be stepping down
from her position as chair of the string area, she said; she wouldn’t be
relinquishing her responsibilities as a professor; and she wouldn’t be
walking away from the string quartet. She’d take the beta blockers, as the
doctor suggested, she’d start physical therapy, she’d watch her diet, try to
exercise more, keep a healthier outlook on things. She’d do all the things
the doctor and the support forums she visited online suggested. It was going
to be a tough road, yes—potentially a very tough road—but she wasn’t
going to let the condition define her.

I watched her with a kind of stunned amazement as she did all the
things she said she was going to do, as she continued to teach her classes
and lead her solo lessons, as she continued to practice with the university’s
string quartet, as she told her colleagues without embarrassment or fear
what was happening to her, as she even joked with some of our friends
about what our lives were going to be like in the future, about how
inventive we’d have to be about sex or about how terrible she was going to
look when I was the one doing her makeup. This went on for about two or
three months, I guess—this period of optimism—and then one day, maybe
about three or four weeks ago, I came home and found her lying in bed,
complaining of an intense dizziness that she couldn’t make stop. She was in
tears and asked me to call the music department and explain that she
wouldn’t be coming in. I could tell that she was scared.



“I think we need to go to the hospital,” I said.

“No,” she said. “We don’t. It’s happened before. It’1l pass.”

“Let me know what I can do.”

“Just turn off the lights,” she said. “And close the door, and when you
go to get the kids later on just tell them I’m sick or something.”

I turned off the lights, as she’d asked, and then stood for a moment in
the doorway, watching her. She had her eyes closed, and in the darkness I
could see her chest moving up and down slowly. I couldn’t tell if she knew I
was there, but after a moment she turned and looked up at me, just briefly,
and sighed.

“I’m sorry, David,” she said.

“For what?”

But she didn’t answer. She just closed her eyes and turned away.

Since that evening, she hasn’t wanted to talk about her classes or the
string quartet or her future as a performer; she’s only wanted to talk about
the children and our future and what that’s going to look like, and she’s
wanted to talk about it with an intensity and an urgency that worries me. I
try to remind her about what the doctor has told us—that at this point it’s
way too early to know anything specific, and that though, yes, the dizziness
is troubling, in isolation it doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Still, I can
tell that these recent changes to her body have worried her. A few days ago
she canceled her performance with the university’s string quartet. They
were doing several pieces by Erwin Schulhoff and the famous “Kreutzer
Sonata” by LeoS Janacek, one of Natalie’s favorites, and I knew it
devastated her. The night she told me this I was in the kitchen making
Eryn’s dinner. Finn was at a neighbor’s house, playing with one of their
sons, and had he been there she probably wouldn’t have cried, but that night
she did. That night she lost it. It was the first time she’d wept since the day
she was diagnosed.



Later that night, as we were lying in bed, I tried to get her to talk to me
about what had happened with the string quartet. These are people we’ve
known for many years, close friends we’ve vacationed with, had over for
dinner countless times. I knew that there was more to the story than what
she was telling me, but she wouldn’t elaborate. I told her I found it hard to
believe that they would’ve just let her walk away like that, but she said
nothing.

The following day I called Frances, Natalie’s closest friend and the
lead violinist in the string quartet, and asked her what had happened. I've
known Frances for almost seven years and admire her very much. I knew
that she’d tell me the truth. But Frances was cagey at first, evasive, and then
finally, after a little prodding, she admitted that Natalie had been difficult
lately—*“querulous” was the word she used. She’d been having trouble
keeping up with the rest of the group, Frances said, and they’d had to talk to
her about the possibility of stepping down for a while, just till she had a
better sense of what was going on with her body and how she might control
it. They’d talked about this openly, as a group, and Natalie had apparently
sat there for a long time listening, not saying a word. Finally, after they’d all
given their opinion, she’d stood up, packed up her cello, and left. They all
felt terrible for her, Frances said, they couldn’t even begin to imagine, but
they had to move forward as well. Frances’s voice kept breaking as she was
telling me this, and she kept apologizing, but I told her not to worry about
it, that I completely understood.

“You know, if she ever just wants to play,” Frances said at the end,
“I’m sure I could talk to the others—” But I stopped her before she could
finish.

That night I tried to bring it up with Natalie again, but she said that she
was over it, that she didn’t want to think about the string quartet anymore,
and that she was already moving on. She accused me of being sentimental,
of being in some type of denial. She said I needed to get a clearer
perspective on things.

Later that night I called Frances again and asked her if there was any
chance that Natalie could rejoin the quartet if her symptoms improved and



if she apologized to the others, but I don’t know why I did this. I already
knew the answer.

“We’ve already found a replacement,” Frances said, softly. “I’m sorry,
David.”

“Who?”

“Does it really matter?”

“Is it Eric Janowitz?” I said. Eric was Natalie’s star student for several
years, her protégé, before he graduated and joined the faculty himself as an
adjunct.

Frances didn’t answer. Instead, she said, “How are you both doing,
David? Everyone here is so worried. Not just about Natalie, but about you,
too. We want to help out in any way we can.”

I thanked her for her concern and then told her we were fine, and
though I felt a touch annoyed—after all, Natalie had gone to bat for Frances
many times (in department meetings, with the other members of the group)
—1I said nothing else. I told her we’d be in touch.

Natalie was back at the window now, the window above the sink,
staring out at the neighbor girl and her friend. It was almost dark.

“Do you think they’re smoking a joint?” she said.

“No,” I said. “I think it’s just a cigarette.”

She shook her head. “When did she turn into such a teenager? Do you
remember what she was like when we first moved in?”

“A kid,” I said. “But that was seven years ago.”

She shook her head again and sipped her wine, and I knew where her
mind was going now: to our own children and what it would be like when
they were teenagers, especially if her symptoms progressed, especially if
she was worse off then than she was now. She had recently shown me some
videos on the internet, the worst-case scenarios, as she called them. She said
that she wanted me to be prepared for the worst, to know what our lives
might look like if she had Parkinson’s or something worse. After the second



video, I made her stop. I told her that I wouldn’t be watching these videos
anymore. Now I could see that her mind was returning there, so I tried to
steer the conversation back to Frances and her ongoing efforts to reach out
to her. I reminded her that Frances had called the house at least a dozen
times that week, maybe more.

Natalie rolled her eyes and put down her glass.

“You know, apparently it’s Eric Janowitz,” she said. “My
replacement.”

“Are you surprised?”

“No. But I know he’ll never step down. Even if my symptoms
improve.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “He’s too ambitious.”

“Well, there are other quartets.”

“Not for me.”

“What about solo stuff? You could travel again.”

“David.” She stared at me. “I can barely hold a fork.”

She nodded for me to fill up her empty glass again, which I did. It was
her third of the night.

“I’m cutting you off after this,” I said, sliding the glass back to her.

She ignored this and sat down on her stool.

“I keep thinking about what that woman at the lecture was saying, you
know, about how our choices and actions are judged in terms of their
relationship to the true self and how those acts that are congruent with one’s
true self are deemed valuable. But what about when you are no longer in
control of your choices and actions? What about when you’re no longer in
control of your own body?”

She looked at me.

Earlier that night, toward the end of the lecture, the woman who was
lecturing had said that she wanted to conduct a little experiment just to
prove a point.

She had her teaching assistants pass out scraps of white paper and
small pencils and then asked everyone in the audience to write down words



in two columns—one column for words that best described their “true” self,
the other for words that best described their “actual” self. Natalie had had
trouble holding the tiny pencil and eventually gave up, but not before I’d
caught a glimpse of a few of the words she’d written down: mother,
perfectionist, vessel, abandoner, cripple, cellist, ghost. 1 didn’t know what
to make of these words or what column she intended to include them in. It
was painful to read them. I leaned over to say something to her, but before I
could she crumpled up the paper. Now I wondered what those words had
meant, why she’d written them. I could no longer remember what the point
of the experiment had been.

“I mean, what happens to my true self when my body is no longer my
own?” she continued. “What happens when I can no longer dress myself?
When I can no longer comb my own hair?”

“I think you’ve had enough wine,” I said.

“I’m asking you something very serious here, David, and you’re not
listening to me.”

“l am,” I said and walked over to her. “You’re scared. It’s
understandable. I’m scared, too.”

“But that’s just the thing,” she said, sipping her wine. “I’m not scared
at all.”

On the night I met Natalie, our junior year in college, she was
performing a cello concerto by Dmitri Shostakovich as part of the spring
concert series. She was the only student in the show with a solo
performance, and I’d find out later on that this was because she was the best
cellist to pass through Oberlin College in the past ten years. When people
spoke about her, they used words like prodigy and virtuoso without
exaggeration.

Later on that night, I was introduced to her backstage by a mutual
friend, a woman whose name I no longer recall, and we ended up going to a
keg party at some dorm on the other side of campus along with seven or



eight other students from the college’s orchestra. After the party we walked
along the quiet streets on the east edge of campus as we made our way back
to her dorm by the river just as the sun was coming up.

But before all of that I remember watching her on the stage and being
aware, though I knew nothing about music, that I was in the presence of
greatness. That I was observing a singular and remarkable talent. I
remember watching the way her bow moved, so fluidly, as if it were an
extension of her body, a part of her arm, and the way she closed her eyes at
certain points in the performance and seemed to disappear within herself,
the way her breathing sped up and then slowed down as the tempo
increased or fell off, and the way she seemed to brighten at certain
moments, as if awakened from a dream or a trance. It was all very intimate
and hypnotic and I found it hard to look away from her, hard not to stare at
her, even as the performance was ending. I remember how the lights came
on and everyone in the audience stood up and clapped. I remember how
they all kept standing there, clapping their hands, for several minutes.

This was what I was thinking about later on that night, as I stood in our
backyard in the dark, watching Natalie through the glass walls of her studio.

Earlier, after she’d checked on the kids, after we’d both finished off a
second bottle, she’d gone into the bedroom to look for her cello. I thought
she’d only want to check the bridge, to check if it was slanting—this had
been an issue lately—but a few minutes later she came out with the entire
case, saying that she felt like playing. I reminded her that it was almost ten
o’clock and that the doctor had recommended she start going to bed earlier,
but she ignored this and went into the kitchen for more wine.

A moment later, I watched her walk out to the studio in the backyard,
watched her as she moved through the darkness with her cello under one
arm, the bottle of wine in the other. I waited until I saw the lights go on in
the studio, the glass-walled cube suddenly aglow, and then I headed out to
the backyard to watch.



That night Natalie didn’t open up her cello case, though. Instead she
just set it down in the corner of the room and then she sat down on the one
small chair in the middle and turned on the stereo system connected to her
iPod. I watched the equalizer lights turn on, and then I saw Natalie lean her
head back and close her eyes, just as she had that other night, the bottle of
wine on the floor beside her.

I thought about the children asleep in their rooms and how sad it would
be if they never got to see their mother play, really play, in the way I had, in
the way she had that first night I met her, in the way she had so many times
in this very studio, late at night, while they were asleep in their rooms. They
might have memories of her playing now, or in the past, but they would be
distant memories, vague and incomplete. They wouldn’t be memories like
this. I thought about Natalie’s symptoms lately—her dizziness and her loss
of balance—both things that we knew to be connected to Parkinson’s and
that the doctor had admitted were “troubling.” He had asked her to come in
for some more tests earlier that week—more blood tests and an MRI—and
now we were waiting, waiting as it seemed we had been for many months,
floating in this liminal space, not knowing what the future might hold, and
yet fearing every outcome, feeling in our private moments what we always
seemed to feel now: the utter frailty of our own bodies, how suddenly and
inexplicably they might fail us.

I moved in a little closer to the studio then, though not so close that
Natalie could see me. I could feel the cool earth beneath my bare feet, a
gentle breeze at my back. It was very dark out, dark except for the intense,
glowing light from the studio. I moved in closer. I watched Natalie lean her
head forward, relax her shoulders. I wondered what might happen if I
waved to her or called out her name. I wondered if she might see me, if she
might come to the door, just this once, and let me in.






Rhinebeck

For the past few years, my daily routine has been pretty much the same: I
wake up around six, make myself a large pot of coffee, read the morning
paper, go for a run, shower and shave, then work on my freelance
assignments until about five. After that, I open a bottle of wine, answer
emails for about an hour, then head over to Fontaine, where I always sit at
the same place at the wine bar. Rebecca is almost always there, standing
behind the bar, and we usually share a couple of glasses of wine and then
Colette, or one of the other waitresses, will begin to bring me things—Iittle
sample plates of whatever they’re serving that night—and David or one of
the other chefs will come out from time to time to check on me and ask me
what I think. “Delicious,” I’ll always say, “even better than last night.” And
they’ll always smile and pat me on the back and tell me I’m lying, but I
never am. The food they make there is consistently great. It’s one of the few
things in my life I can rely on.

I’ve known the owners of Fontaine, David and Rebecca, for almost
twenty years now. They’re my oldest and closest friends and the reason I
live here in Rhinebeck. We all went to college together down the road in
Poughkeepsie, spent a couple of wild and unproductive years in New York,
and then eventually moved up here to open Fontaine—or rather, they
moved up here to open Fontaine, and I came along for the ride.

My initial plan was to stay only a couple of months, to help them out
until they got the restaurant off the ground, but somehow those couple of
months turned into a couple of years and those couple of years turned into
twenty. When I think about it too much, which I try not to, it frightens me
sometimes: just how quickly time can pass.



On a typical night, I’'ll stick around the restaurant until the evening
service has ended; then I’ll hang out for a while with the kitchen staff and
waitresses, listening to them as they swap stories about the customers and
drink wine and eat whatever’s left over. From time to time, David will come
out to join us, or Rebecca will stop by with a bottle of wine she’s been
considering for the menu, and we’ll all take a sip and give her our opinions,
and then she’ll disappear for a while, only to appear a half hour later with
something else: another bottle of wine, a plate of cheeses, a pluot tart. At
some point, the kitchen staff will head outside to smoke, and the waitresses
will start to text their boyfriends, and I’ll be left there by myself in this dim-
lit room, watching the candles flicker, the snow outside the window,
swirling in slow motions.

Back in the early days, back when the restaurant was just starting out, I
used to help them from time to time in the kitchen. It wasn’t a regular thing
and I wasn’t paid for my time, but I still enjoyed it. Mostly what I did was a
lot of prep work, something that David had schooled me in back in New
York, back when he was still holding out hope that I'd follow him and
Rebecca on their restaurant venture. I actually considered it for a while. I
enjoyed the simple pleasure of chopping up vegetables for a salad or
stirring a reduction or making a sauce. I liked the mindlessness of it, and the
camaraderie in the kitchen, the arguments over which music to play or who
was going to win the annual football pool. And I liked being around the two
of them, too, watching them work together as a team, which was so
seamless and organic you’d think they were two parts of the same person.
But, in the end, I couldn’t stomach the stress of it, the way the tension
would build up on a really busy night or the way the cooks would turn on
each other over the simplest thing: a missed order, an overcooked creme
briilée, a spoiled soup. By the end of the night I’d usually be so keyed up
from all the stress that I’d have to smoke half a pack of cigarettes just to get
to the point where I was ready to come back to the world and talk to people
again.

These days I mostly stick around the front of the house with Rebecca. I
like listening to her as she talks about her plans to remodel their home or as



she gossips about the regulars who stop by the restaurant night after night.
Sometimes, after she’s had a little too much wine to drink, she’ll grow
expansive, talking at length about her various philosophies or cautioning me
about the various problems in my life. She seems to think I’m depressed or,
rather, that I’'m missing out on something. I try to tell her that I’'m not, that I
enjoy my life the way it is, that I don’t mind not having a girlfriend, or a
regular job, or a house of my own. I've lived this way for almost twenty
years, I tell her, and I’'m not about to change. But still, she worries. She
worries about me growing old alone, worries about what will happen to
me after they leave in a couple of years, which has been their plan for the
past six months: to sell Fontaine and move down to Texas and open up
another restaurant in Austin. They’ve had similar plans in the past—once to
open up a restaurant in New York, another time to move to Belize—but
none of these plans have ever actually materialized, which is why I’'m not
that worried. But still, Rebecca presses me.

“I mean, what’s going to happen to you?” she said to me the other
night, as we were sitting over drinks. “What will you do?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

“Do you think you’ll stay here?”

“In Rhinebeck?” I said. “Maybe.” I looked at her. “Maybe I’ll come
along to Austin.”

Outside the front window I could see the empty streets of Rhinebeck,
covered in snow. The restaurant and shop windows were aglow from
within, a warm light spilling out onto the sidewalk, fresh flakes floating
down from the sky.

She looked at me evenly. “You hate Texas,” she said.

“I could learn to love it,” I said and winked.

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

“I am,” I said. “I just don’t see the point in worrying about something
that hasn’t happened yet.”

“Because you don’t believe it will.”

“I didn’t say that.”



“No,” she said, “but I can tell.” She turned to me then and squeezed
my hand. “You need to find something solid, Richard.”

“What do you mean, something solid?”

“I mean, you need to find something solid in your life.”

When I first met the two of them, back in college, we were all working
together in the campus library’s film department. Our job was to screen
various films at night for the evening film classes and to keep the library’s
catalogue well stocked and organized. It was a pretty easy job and one that
lent itself to many cigarette breaks.

David and Rebecca weren’t a couple at first, but by the end of the fall
semester, I’d begun to notice them showing up at each other’s shifts, or
sometimes sharing shifts, and then one night over the winter break I
remember David showing up at my room in a drunken stupor, nearly in
tears because he’d heard that Rebecca was getting back together with her
old boyfriend. I’d asked him if he’d ever told her how he felt about her and
he admitted he hadn’t, that he’d always been too afraid to bring it up. So I’d
taken him to a coffee shop near campus and sobered him up, and then I
walked him back to Rebecca’s dorm and waited outside for almost an hour,
ready to console him if things didn’t work out, but of course they did, and
after a while, I saw the light go off in Rebecca’s window and headed back
home.

After college, we all moved down to the city for a while and we saw
each other most weekends and often took trips together out to the Hamptons
or up to small towns along the Hudson, like Rhinebeck or Newburgh. I’d
found a job working as an assistant for a fairly prominent art magazine and
David and Rebecca had started waiting tables and then cooking in various
restaurants on the Upper East Side. David actually developed a bit of a
talent for cooking and eventually got promoted to head chef at a somewhat
small, but well-respected French restaurant near their apartment, or the
apartment they shared, on Eighty-Sixth Street. By then, though, his interests



had shifted to opening his own place and to cooking the type of food he
wanted to cook, and on top of that, I think they were both starting to feel a
little burnt out on New York. Burnt out on the lifestyle, the cost of living.
They wanted something quieter and simpler and cheaper. We went back to
campus for our five-year reunion, and something seemed to happen that
weekend. I don’t know what it was, only that I went home on the train that
Sunday, and David and Rebecca stayed on. They went up to Rhinebeck, and
the next time I saw them they had already put down a down payment on the
building that would later become Fontaine. The night they told me this we
were all sitting around a small table at the most amazing Japanese
restaurant on Thirty-Sixth Street, eating noodles, and I remember David
looking up at me then with his mouth full of noodles and smiling. “This,”
he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin, then slurping up the last of the
noodles. “This,” he said, “I will miss.”

In the end, it only took me about a month to move up there myself. I
don’t think they really expected me to stay in Manhattan. I’d already quit
my job at the art magazine by then and had already begun to freelance, and
the rent on my apartment had just been raised. There wasn’t a whole lot
keeping me down in the city anymore. Besides, they had started to put the
hard sell on me the moment they told me.

“If you don’t move up here,” Rebecca had said that first time I visited
them, “you realize we’re going to kill each other, don’t you?”

“He’ll move up here,” David had said, smiling. “He just doesn’t realize
it yet.”

I told them I couldn’t, that I’d feel like I was following them, that it
would be too strange, but of course I'd already decided by then that I
would, had already told my landlord and everything.

On the day that I actually moved up, I remember the two of them
driving me all around town. This would have been in the early fall of that
year, and I remember that the leaves on the trees had just changed and that



the air was just getting brisk and that everything around us was quiet and
still, and I remember at one point David pulling over on the side of the road
at this little farmers market and buying all of these autumnal vegetables and
fruits—aubergine and cauliflower and sweet corn and pears, pumpkins and
apples and chicory and squash. We went home that night and David cooked
us the most amazing meal—I wish I could remember now what it was—and
the three of us just sat there stuffing ourselves in their tiny makeshift
kitchen, and then afterward, we all lay down on the floor of their apartment
—they still hadn’t bought a house yet—and passed a joint back and forth
and listened to Leonard Cohen and talked about our lives, and I remember
David turning to me at one point and asking me if I thought I could get used
to this, and I remember telling him I could.

“I mean, in a permanent way,” he said.

“I know,” I said. “I mean that, too.”

“You do?” he said. “So you think you’ll stay on then?”

“I think I’m thinking about it,” I said.

“Good,” he said, and squeezed my hand tightly. “I’m glad.”

Years later, I’d remember this night very vividly for some reason, the
way we all sat outside on their back deck afterward, huddled under blankets
in the cold, the lights of the distant farmhouses glowing, the smell of leaves
burning, the bottle of wine we passed back and forth. A few weeks later
David would admit to me that that night had basically saved them, that a
few days earlier Rebecca had suffered a miscarriage and that he’d worried
she might move back to New York permanently, that she’d seemed
inconsolable. He’d embraced me then and thanked me, though I didn’t
know why. I didn’t know what I’d done.

He told me that he was so glad I’d decided to move up here, and I told
him not to worry too much about what had happened, that it happened to
lots of couples, that it had happened to my own mother twice before she’d
had me, and at the time I honestly believed that they’d eventually try again,



but as far as I could tell they never did. Nor did they ever talk about it
much, which always seemed sad to me, sad only because they would have
been such great parents and that would have been the perfect time to do it,
back when the restaurant was just starting up and they both had so much
free time.

Years later, when I’d ask David about it, he’d claim that Fontaine was
their baby, or other times, when he was being facetious, that I was. He’d say
that the staff at the restaurant was like family to them, that he couldn’t
imagine wanting more. But when I’d ask Rebecca the same thing, when I’d
bring up the topic of kids, she’d grow distant and removed. She’d get
evasive or change the subject or she’d turn the question back on me.

“I mean, don’t you ever think about it?” she’d say. “Isn’t it something
you want?”

“Well, to have children would necessitate having a wife first, or at least
a girlfriend.”

“Which you could have in a second if you wanted one.”

“Right,” I’d say, “and that’s the key, isn’t it? If [ wanted one.”

For years, Rebecca has been trying to set me up with various women at
the restaurant. She used to do this a lot more when I was younger and closer
in age to most of the staff. I think she felt a kind of maternal obligation to
find me a mate or at least someone else to spend time with. Once or twice
these little set-ups of hers actually worked out, and I’d end up dating the
woman for a month or two, or sometimes longer, but in the end none of
these relationships ever actually materialized into something bigger. There
was never that spark, which was probably my fault, or if there was a spark,
or a semblance of a spark, I’d always find a way to squash it out.

The latest person Rebecca tried to set me up with was their hostess,
Rochelle. I’d known Rochelle for almost two years and would have
probably asked her out a long time ago had she not had a boyfriend in New
York. A few months ago, though, Rebecca informed me that Rochelle and



her boyfriend had broken up, and then the next thing I knew we were all
having dinner together at Rebecca and David’s house, and then Rochelle
and I were going out on a few dates, all of which went well, and talking
about plans for the summer, how we might rent a house together out on the
Cape for a couple weeks in July, and so forth.

It all seemed to be going pretty fast, though, and maybe that’s why I
started to pull back. I don’t know. After a while, it just began to feel like all
of the other relationships I’d had recently. There wasn’t that closeness there,
that trust. David says it isn’t fair of me to always compare the women I date
to the relationship he has with Rebecca or to the relationship the three of us
have, that nothing can really compete with that, and that, besides, the three
of us have at least twenty years of history between us. But I try to tell him
that it doesn’t have anything to do with that. It doesn’t have anything to do
with history at all. It’s about closeness, I tell him. It’s about that thing that’s
either there or it’s not.

I’d tried to explain the same thing to Rochelle, too, on the night we
broke up, but I could tell she didn’t want to hear it. We were sitting in her
car, parked outside my apartment late at night, the heat running, and I
remember looking at her face as she stared out the window. Finally, after I
finished, she said that the problem with me was that I didn’t really want to
be in a relationship, I only pretended I did.

“You’re a person who avoids intimacy,” she said to me later on, as we
stood outside my apartment in the rain. “I think there’s a name for that.”

“A recluse?”

“No,” she said, and smiled. “The word I was thinking of wasn’t that
nice.”

It must have been sometime in late August, late August or early
September, that David first told me about the Austin thing. We were sitting
out on his back deck, enjoying these wonderful cigars that one of his
cousins had sent him, and he just kind of mentioned it casually, how he’d



been looking into some spaces in the downtown area, and how they were
thinking about a two-year plan at this point, two or three years, depending.
He was speaking kind of quietly and buffering everything he said with
caveats, which is what he does whenever he’s worried he might be
offending me or hurting my feelings. I didn’t really know what to make of
it, honestly. I asked him if he was serious and he said that he was, kind of.
He said that Rebecca had always wanted to go back there—she’d grown up
in San Marcos—and that it was important for her to be closer to her parents
now that they were getting older. Also, he said, the food scene was booming
down there, so there was that. Still, he added at the end, at this point, it was
all just speculation, conjecture. He just thought I should know.

I nodded and sipped on the beer I was drinking. It was a beautiful
summer evening, quiet and cool, with a light breeze, the sun descending
beyond the trees at the far end of their yard. David had that look on his face
that he used to get back in the early days of his marriage, back when he
used to confide in me about his problems with Rebecca, a kind of guilty
look.

I smiled at him. “Of all the places,” I said. “I would have never
guessed Texas.”

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Well, you know, Rebecca’s family and all. It’s
something we’ve talked about for a while.”

I nodded again.

“But, like I said, it’s really just speculation at this point—kind of a
pipe dream, honestly.”

“Well, Fontaine was once, t00.”

“What?”

“A pipe dream.”

“Yeah,” he said, and smiled in a sort of distant, distracted way. “But
that was different.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I guess because we were younger then, you
know? We’re not so young anymore, Rich.”



He said this as if he was trying to tell me something he didn’t think I
knew, as if he was edifying me, and there was something almost deliberate
about it. I put down my beer, but before I could say anything else, Rebecca
appeared in the doorway behind us, framed in the light from the kitchen,
holding a bottle of wine and a fresh pack of cigarettes, and we moved on to
something else, another topic, and didn’t mention it again that night.

Back in those early days in Rhinebeck, back when we were all just
figuring stuff out and nothing was permanent or settled yet, we used to go
into the city all the time. It was like none of us had fully accepted that it
was over yet, that we’d left. We’d hop on the train on a Friday afternoon,
make hotel reservations on the ride down, and then spend the night hitting
all of our favorite bars and restaurants, staying up till four or five in the
morning, just like we used to back in college. Rebecca loved it the most, I
think. She was the one who’d been resistant to the idea of moving up here
in the first place, the one who’d cried the moment they finally had to drop
off the keys to their rent-controlled apartment.

She’d drink and rage all night, try to drag us to clubs that were far too
young for us, beg us to go dancing with her. Just for an hour, she’d say. And
sometimes we’d indulge her because it was more fun to watch Rebecca rage
than it was to rage ourselves. She was still holding on back then, still trying
to believe that nothing had changed, and for years afterward you’d
sometimes see it in her eyes, tiny glimpses of that other self, that other self
that used to fade the moment we stepped back onto the train to Rhinebeck,
that seemed to grow duller and more distant with each passing town.

These days we almost never go into the city anymore, maybe once or
twice a year to see a show or visit old friends, but back then there was this
sense—and I realize now, it was probably just me—but there was this sense
back then that we’d reached a kind of pinnacle in our youth, not that we



were young anymore, just that we were still able to fake it, to slip back into
those younger selves and be the people we were back in college. It was a
trick, a game of make-believe, and we didn’t do it often, but just enough to
remind ourselves that we could.

And then one day it suddenly stopped. I’m not really sure why. I guess
the construction on the kitchen ended, the restaurant got busy, they started
taking on more weekend work, Sunday brunches, wedding receptions, that
type of thing. I’d bring it up sometimes, the idea of going down there, and
they’d just smile at me weakly and say, well yes, maybe next week, or the
week after, but of course the next week they’d be busy again.

I think the last time I actually went down there with one of them was
last November when Rebecca invited me to come along with her to do some
Christmas shopping in midtown. It was one of those cold, overcast days,
windy, as it always seems to be in the city that time of year, but it ended up
being a very nice visit. We went to Saks and Barneys, stopped in at one of
our favorite diners for pastrami sandwiches, had a couple of cocktails at the
Chelsea Hotel, and were on the train back to Rhinebeck before David had
even noticed we were gone. On the ride home, I remember thinking to
myself how lucky I was to have someone like Rebecca in my life, someone
who I could spend an afternoon with like this, but when I found myself
telling her this—I was still feeling a little caught up in the nostalgia of the
day, a little drunk—she just looked out the window absently and smiled.
Later, as we were pulling in closer to Poughkeepsie, she asked me out of the
blue if I remembered the night in college when we’d kissed. This was
before she’d gotten together with David, maybe about a month or so before,
and it had been a strange, meaningless thing, a drunken kiss at a party, but
still, I wondered why she was bringing it up now, after all these years, when
she never had before. She said that she’d really liked me back then and then
asked me if I knew this. I told her I didn’t, and then laughed, making a joke
about missing my big chance.

“You really did.” She smiled.

“Well,” I said after a while, turning my head toward the window and
looking out, “we all make mistakes, right?”



“Yes,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder and sighing, “we
certainly do.”

It was a few days after that trip to New York that David pulled me
aside one night at the restaurant and told me that he needed me to give them
a little distance for a while, a little space. I wasn’t really sure what he meant
by this, or what had prompted it, but I could tell that he was serious. We
were standing in the back of the restaurant just before the evening service,
and I could see that he was frazzled. He walked over to one of the windows
and looked out, then came back and put his arm around me. None of this
had anything to do with me, he assured me. It was all about them. They just
needed some time alone to work some stuff out.

I told him that I understood, of course, and then went home that night
and called up my mother and told her I'd be coming home for the holidays.
I ended up spending about a month down in Pennsylvania, staying first with
my mother, then with my sister, then with an old friend from high school
who had recently divorced. When I finally got back to Rhinebeck, a few
weeks later, I gave them another couple days before I called, and when I
did, it was like nothing had ever changed. We all went out to dinner
together that night and they told me how much they’d missed me and how
they never should have told me to give them distance because it wasn’t
really about me anyway, it was about them, and how their lives were so
much better now that I was back.

Later that night, David and I walked back to Fontaine, which was
closed for the Christmas holiday, and sat down at one of the tables in the
back with a bottle of wine that he’d been saving for a special occasion. I
could tell it was one of those bottles—the type that could have easily
covered my rent—but I didn’t say anything about this. I enjoyed it, and we
talked for a few hours about all sorts of things, our college days, his
marriage, his regrets about never having kids, opening a new bottle each
time the conversation hit a lull, and then toward the end of the night, he



started to talk about the Austin thing again, kind of obliquely at first, then
more specifically, about how he’d actually flown down there while I was
away and met with a few of the people he’d been talking to and how the
wheels were now beginning to turn, metaphorically, at least.

As he spoke, though, I could tell that something was off—he seemed
anxious, uncertain—and when he finally finished, I asked him if he was
really sure that this was what he wanted, if Austin was what he wanted.

“I’m sure it’s what Rebecca wants,” he said, and shrugged.

I looked at him. “Have things really been that bad between you two?”

He paused and sipped his wine. “Do you think I can crash at your
place tonight?”

“Is that your way of saying yes?”

“That’s my way of saying I don’t want to talk about it.”

Over the years, David has stayed over at my apartment from time to
time—sometimes if he’s had a little too much wine to drink, sometimes if
he has to go in early to work, but mostly when he’s had a fight with
Rebecca. In a strange way, I kind of look forward to these nights, not that I
like it when they fight, just that it’s one of the few occasions when David
and I actually get a chance to talk. That night, though, I could tell that he
was too far gone to do any more talking, so I rolled out the futon for him
and covered him in blankets and then I went into my bedroom, crawled into
bed, and called up Rebecca.

It was almost 3:00 a.m. by then, but when she finally answered, she
didn’t seem at all surprised to hear from me.

“Sorry to call so late,” T said. “I just wanted to let you know your
husband’s here.”

“And he’s alive?”

“Barely, but yes. He’s currently passed out on my couch.”

“Thanks for calling.”

“You okay?”

“I can’t sleep,” she said. “I keep having this feeling something really
bad is about to happen. Do you ever feel like that?”

“All the time.”



“So what do you do about it?”

“I try to ignore it.”

“I wish I could,” she said, and then was silent for a while. I thought of
asking her about what was going on with David, about why they needed
that time alone, but instead I brought up Austin and what David told me,
how it seemed like things were getting serious now.

“Yeah,” she said, sighing, “he seems to think so. I don’t know. He’s
somehow convinced himself that this is what I want and that it will
somehow solve everything.”

“Everything?”

“In our marriage.”

“And what do you think?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Some days I think it will, some days I’m not
so sure.” She sighed. “But I guess this is his way of making a grand gesture,
right?”

I turned off my bedside lamp and lay there for a while in the dark,
listening to Rebecca breathing. Outside my window I could see snow
falling still, big soft flakes swirling in the wind.

“I wish we were still in college,” she said. “I’d ask you on a date.”

“We already went on a date in college, remember?”

“That wasn’t a date,” she said. “That was a hookup. I mean a