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He wished she wouldn’t block the light. If she had to stand before a window, why did it have to be the one he was trying to paint by? He explained—again—that this was the only window that faced north.

It was also the only one that gave the sea. Nina had to gaze at the waves. They filled her with joy.

Barth wasn’t interested in her joy. He needed to unravel the truth of color and shape. What else really mattered? He was on to something big now; he could feel it. He’d felt it before, and never quite captured it, never made it truly his. That’s why they were here, on this little turn of land, in a creaky house lent them by a very dear friend; so he could finally pin down what had eluded him for over ten years.

Poor Barth! All that frustration, all that perceived failure. The dear friend, Andy, was the one who kept his spirits afloat. Andy lived just down the road, in another creaky house. That he owned two homes in this remote corner of Maine’s impossible coast was his ex-wife’s doing. When their marriage frayed she said they should live apart, but near one another. Hence the two properties. He’d picked them both up for a song, one easy to sing on his income. Andy was an investment broker before the housing bubble burst. He got out in time, the wife moved back to Amherst, and left him with an empty house to fill.

“I took the money and ran like hell,” he liked to say. He was 62, twenty years older than Barth. They’d met at the Y down in Portland, where Barth was teaching a painting class in an angry attempt to supplement their income. Andy sought to fill his leisure time with elegant pursuits.

Nina, aside from standing at the window and blocking Barth’s light, worked part-time in an antiques store in the tiny town of Malverne, where people from Boston came for long weekends to get that particularly rustic Yankee charm only Maine could offer. The owner of the store, Dorothy Blackstock, was 84, widowed, cheerful, and foul-mouthed. Nina was 45, which meant nothing except that she was older than Barth, something which annoyed him in a way he could never articulate. Nina didn’t swear, of which Dorothy disapproved.

Nina loved her job. She bought beautiful pieces for pennies on the dollar because Dorothy was only in business to keep herself amused. Her husband had left her a “little something”, which Nina learned one day was a large sum. Dorothy had an office in a corner of the shop, and when she was seeing the dentist one morning, Nina tidied the papers on the charming drop front secretary she used as a desk. On top was a quarterly report from an investment company in New York stating that the combined value of Dorothy’s mutual funds was just over four million dollars. Nina didn’t know what the husband had done for a living. She’d assumed he’d been a fisherman, because that line of work went so well with the rocky landscape and abysmal weather.

In the four months they’d lived in the house, Nina had brought in a brass fire screen; a four-poster bed that groaned every time one of them turned over—never mind the racket when they actually made love, which wasn’t often—a round table with an elegant inlay of circles and squares in a dark cherry tone; and a stunning ceramic pitcher on which a seascape had been hand-painted in blue. Barth called her a magpie, and said she was cluttering up the place. Another thing he insisted on besides sole ownership of the window was a Spartan environment, free of distractions.

“Can’t you see that I’m trying to concentrate?” he asked.

“Oh, pooh.” 

She’d gotten good at humoring him. Maybe it was self-defense, given what she’d had to forgo. She’d been a guidance counselor at a high school in Portland. Young faces, bright eyes, all that energy and angst lit her up. She loved them all—each and every one. Was she compensating for having no children of her own? Maybe, but her lazy uterus had ultimately done her a favor, since Barth would have been a terrible father. The only thing he could nurture was his own sense of failure.

But that wasn’t fair. There’d been years when he tried to comfort her when she couldn’t conceive. He said two were a family, a good family at that. He’d grown up with three brothers and two sisters, a house full of noise and misery, hatred and resentment, never able to have his own space. That’s why he became an artist—the lure of escape.

The escape became a trap. His ambition sucked all the pleasure from his work. He wanted recognition, praise, acclaim. Nina said he should look within himself for these things. Once he found them, the world would, too.

Her words angered him. She didn’t understand. She wasn’t an artist.

“True. But I know what it is to want something,” she said.

She took care of everything. Groceries, cooking, cleaning, laundry, paying the bills, reminding him to take his vitamins, rubbing the knots out of his neck, taking his detailed list of paint supplies all the way down to Portland, a two-hour round trip, and waiting while the flaky teenage boy behind the counter found everything on it. She stopped at the bakery and bought him one of his favorite eclairs, although he’d declared that sugar was evil. As she expected, he ate it with delight.

Nina didn’t have a cell phone. Barth said they caused brain cancer. The house had no telephone, either. Once a week she called her mother from Dorothy’s store. Nina’s mother lived in California. She wanted Nina to move there, too.

“That leech is bleeding you dry,” her mother said.

Nina said she was happy with him.

“Liar.”

“Mom.”

“You’re just putting a good face on things.”

“Well, isn’t that what people do?”

Nina’s mother had endured Nina’s father for decades until one day she said she’d had enough of long cold winters and followed the sun all the way west. She invited him to come, if he wanted to, but things were going to be strictly on her terms. He thought it over. He decided to stay in Maryland, where Nina had grown up. He’d gotten involved with a woman at the gym he went to. He thought he could make things work with her.

Beyond Nina’s window a gull screeched. She watched it rise and fall over the surf. She longed suddenly for hollow bones.

“Everything’s fine. I just called to check in,” Nina said.

“Let me know when you’re ready to check out. I’ll even buy your ticket. You can be here tomorrow.”

“Oh, Mom.”

Then her mother had to go because she was meeting a neighbor for lunch, and later she was going to the symphony with a man whose cousin played first violin.

“There’s a joke in there somewhere,” Nina said.

“Oh, you. Take care of yourself. And tell what’s-his-name to lighten up.”

Dorothy returned from a second numbing trip to the dentist. The crown she’d had installed didn’t fit properly. The dentist was a fucking idiot, in her opinion. A major douchebag, in fact.

Nina digested her slurred commentary. She despised Novocain, herself. She avoided the dentist by keeping her teeth and gums in excellent condition. She’d recently bought an electric toothbrush that emitted a high-pitched whine Barth couldn’t tolerate, so she brushed over the kitchen sink, at the opposite end of the house from their bedroom.

Dorothy looked hard at Nina. She asked what was wrong.

“Nothing.”

“Liah.”

Nina just shook her head and dusted everything in sight.

That night the air was delightfully warm. The sand was smooth. And the surf! So mesmerizing to watch it rise and fall. The full moon bathed everything in the most delicious silver light.

In the morning, Nina checked her shoes. No sand. The calendar over the stove in the kitchen said the moon was in her first quarter.

Barth sat at his easel. Nina brought his coffee.

“Finally,” he said.

“It only brews so fast.”

“No. That.” He pointed to the canvas. The painted scene was the one Nina had walked in the night before, the rocky shore replaced. 

“You changed it,” she said.

“Just now. The rocks were wrong.”

They’d drawn him, in the beginning. He loved them because they were unforgiving. She was there, too, her back to him, facing the sea. She knew herself from the green sweater she always wore, and the long braid of red hair down her back.

“You don’t like people in your pictures,” she said.

“You’re not people.”

“An aardvark?”

“I mean you’re a part of me.”

“Just not a person.”

“Why do you have to be like this, right when I’m having a breakthrough?”

She kissed the top of his head and left.

That night she lifted her arms to the full moon. She wasn’t puzzled. She understood. She had learned to slide from one world to another, and that her presence in this other world was moving Barth forward. She was moved forward, too, because she could watch the waves for hours, learning their language, trusting their voice. And they trusted her, as well, though she never spoke a word.

At the store, Dorothy watched her over the top of bifocals. Nina flitted about with her feather duster. She caught Dorothy’s gaze and stopped.

“What?” she asked.

“You made up.”

“What do you mean?”

“You and that...man you live with.”

“We didn’t fight.”

“No?”

“Of course not.”

“Darling, forgive me, but you’re full of shit.”

Nina patted Dorothy on the shoulder. She was grateful for her spirited concern. She’d thought before that Barth might enjoy her company, if he’d ever consent to seeing anyone but Andy.

That evening Barth was elated. Everything was coming together.

“A woman watching the sea. What could be more evocative than that?” he asked.

“A man and a woman watching the sea.”

Her comment didn’t darken his mood. He’d been over to Andy’s for a drink or two before Nina returned. Andy was excited by the turn of events. He thought there might be a collector he could talk to when the painting was done.

“And when will that be?” Nina asked.

“Any day now. I can feel it.”

His reputation was made. Return hung in a Chelsea gallery only a couple of weeks before it caught the eye of a wealthy Frenchman. He understood it, he said. The woman, looking back over her shoulder with the smallest smile, if it were even a smile, more like an attitude, much like the Mona Lisa, no?

Barth agreed, though in that moment he couldn’t recall the Mona Lisa. He could see only Nina. He decided at the last minute that she should glance behind her, so the viewer could see the hunger in her eyes. The hunger, though, was all in his. He accepted her departure now. At first, he hated her for abandoning him at a crucial moment. Then he despaired. He thought all the time about where she could have gone. She’d kept her plans to herself. Neither her mother nor Dorothy had had the slightest clue. They accused him of driving her away, or possibly even doing her in. The police had been all around the place. She’d taken nothing with her. No wallet, no clothes, not even her electric toothbrush. Did he have any idea where she might be? He had none. When they left, he stood at the window, willing the rocks to become sand, and for that sand to yield footprints.
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On Monday, it’s about a horse. The eyes are remarkably kind, shy, even flirty under their thick veil of lashes. She looks at Nell from the side, sticking her large soft muzzle over the fence to nudge at her outstretched hand. That hand is empty—no sugar cube, apple, carrot, only the palm lines waiting for the mystic to decipher, dampened with sweat. The horse enjoys the salt of that sweat and licks it all away with one leisurely pass of its velvety tongue. Nell swoons with delight. This is love, she thinks, this.

Tuesday, her sister beats her with a riding crop. Monday’s horse is hers. Nell is forbidden any contact. She is forbidden even to think of her. You are not supposed to be here, the sister says. You are a mistake. The crop is put down, and the sister uses her bare hands instead. When she tires of her abuse, the sister sits, exhausted, pitiable, needing love and attention. She receives none. Nor is she punished for her brutal acts. In Nell’s dream world, she alone is punished.

Wednesday, the man she married fails her. He weeps with regret. His weakness becomes her strength, and she walks with him on her back through waving summer grass. His weight is great, yet lightens as she goes, until she can’t feel him at all, pressing into her, clutching her shoulders and breathing on her neck. She meets a stream that flows joyously over smooth rocks, enhancing their gray color to a rich, dark blue. Nell is stunned by this sudden, unexpected beauty. When she turns her head to say, Look! Won’t you just look at this with me, she finds that he’s no longer there.

Thursday, the child she never had escapes from her womb in a rush of blood. The child is a boy with large blue eyes and a crooked grin. It wears a ring on its thumb engraved with stars. The stars are their point of origin, hers and the child’s, and she removes the ring to wear it herself. She needs the stars to remain close to her, now that her body no longer contains them, but without the starred ring, the child wails painfully, losing its beauty, robbing her of the pleasure it gave her only moments before, so she returns the ring. Now starless, and unmoored, it is she who weeps.

Friday, she makes passionate, almost violent love with a man she’s never met. She can’t see his face, not because it’s hidden, or there is no light, or her eyes are closed, but because she is so swept away by the energy of his almost painful thrusts that anything on which her gaze falls disappears. He continues his mounting rhythm until she has taken him all the way inside her, and there is nothing left of him beyond her. He is her blood, bone, and sinew. His flesh is hers. She wakes, bathed in sweat, with an ache in her teeth.

Saturday, she admires a tapestry hanging on a stone wall in a museum devoted exclusively to Medieval artifacts. She’s amused by her outfit, a white mini-dress and white vinyl boots, in such a somber, dignified place. The image on the tapestry is of a unicorn standing in a circular fence, clearly captured, though the fence is low enough to jump over easily. Maybe it doesn’t want to leave. Maybe it’s humoring its captors, playing along, letting them feel in control. There’s a look of whimsy in its woven eyes. As Nell leans in for a better look, the unicorn whispers, Touch my horn, I beg you. When Nell’s finger brushes the wool, a single thread comes loose. She pulls and pulls, hand over hand, until the tapestry has unraveled into miles of red, gold, and green wool at her feet. She steps out of the pile, awed at her destruction. Thank you, comes a final whisper.

Sunday, flowers in her garden open in winter and snow falls in spring. The midday sky is littered with stars, and the sun burns at midnight. With this flouting of Time’s law, she is cast adrift, excited to the point of giddiness as she rises through the roof, floating over trees and the fields beyond, until the land below is new, dotted with figures tending the earth lovingly, patting soil with such gentle hands she can feel their silky touch. Her flight continues until she knows she is about to lose her way entirely, that if she doesn’t turn back now, she will never see home again. She pauses, hovering between past and future, savoring her freedom, wondering how she lived so long without it.
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The party was at Jackson’s place, at the end of an unpaved road, on the eastern tip of the island. In good weather it was a forty-five minute drive from town. The weather wasn’t good. The rain had fallen for three days, sometimes turning lighter, even to a drizzle, but never once letting up. 

People said Jackson was starting to lose it out there in that old shack he’d been renovating for the last nine months. When he tore the walls down to the studs, it had been spring. Now New Year’s was barely behind them.

It was Susan’s doing. She’d seen him in town and corralled him for a cup of coffee. She loved looking at his working man’s hands around the mug he didn’t drink from, as if its sole purpose was to provide warmth. She offered to handle everything—all the food and booze. She’d bring some tapes she’d just recorded of her all-girl bluegrass band, The Willows. At that, Jackson focused on his scarred thumb. Bluegrass wasn’t really his thing.

Cara’s truck bumped up the road, the rain in the headlights so thick it looked like snow. Drake was at the wheel. He insisted on driving. She was no good at it, he said, not on a road like this. Plus, the transmission was going. Hadn’t she said she was going to get it fixed?

The edge in his voice matched the one in her heart. He’d been difficult lately. Regrets about choices made, paths not taken, had surfaced again. He admitted as much, and offered quick, curt apologies, then ran his hand through her hair. He didn’t do that now, because the road required both on the wheel.

A darting deer caused him to swerve. He couldn’t correct before sliding into the ditch.

“Shit!” he said.

“Shit’s right.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Can you get out?”

The screaming spin of the tires said they were stuck.

It was only about another quarter of a mile. They’d have to go on foot. She’d dressed for the weather, he hadn’t. He wore a natty sport coat that had belonged to his father, a tweed monster with suede patches on the elbows. He had a thing about his father, not a good thing, in Cara’s opinion, because the guy was cold, harsh, and disconnected, all traits Drake readily agreed his father possessed, yet somehow longed to emulate. His jeans were new, bought off-island a few weeks before, along with the wingtips that made him slip with every other step. She offered to go ahead and see if someone at the house could drive back down and pick him up.

“It’s too cold out here,” he said.

“You could sit in the cab, with the heat on.”

“Wastes gas.”

“Well, come on, then.”

Her boots had thick ridged soles that gripped the rocky wet surface. She slowed her pace to match his. He took her arm to keep from falling. They’d left the bottle of wine in the truck.

“Why didn’t you remember?” he asked.

“Why didn’t you?”

“You were the one who suggested bringing it.”

“So what?”

The wind was bitter. She gave him her scarf. The weight of her coat and the incline of the road made her sweat. Underneath she had on a pretty black sweater with lace at the collar. The silver earrings, pressed uncomfortably inside her knit hat, were new, a Christmas gift from Drake, bought from a catalog, replicas of a Navajo design. Drake enjoyed Native American art. He longed for the deserts of New Mexico as an antidote to the Northwest winters. Cara didn’t want to travel. She was happy where she was.

The road switched back. The rain fell at a hard slant. Drake lowered his head and pressed on. He wasn’t slipping anymore. He went faster, outpacing her. She struggled to keep up.

The string of lights nailed to the eaves of Jackson’s house swayed in the wind, giving an impression of a ship bobbing on a swell. The windows were bright. Condensation dulled the panes, making the movement of bodies within remote, even ghostly.

The living room was full of smiling people, some playing a board game set up on the coffee table. The man rolling the dice was Cara and Drake’s neighbor. He nodded at them, then blew into his fist for luck. Drake went down the hall to the dining room and put his jacket and Cara’s scarf on the back of a chair, occupied by Lila, the woman who ran the hardware store. She was in her seventies and known to drink like it was last call. On the table before her was an empty shot glass and a bottle of bourbon.

Cara stayed behind. She removed her hat and put it in the pocket of her coat. All the pegs in the hall by the front door were already full, so she draped the coat over the round top of the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. A toilet flushed on the floor above, and Jackson came down slowly, holding the rail as if he might fall.

“I thought maybe you weren’t coming,” he said.

“We ran into a ditch.”

“Yeah?”

“Down the road.”

Jackson nodded. He looked her in the eye.

“You’ve been busy,” Cara said.

“Yeah. Stove finally got here. Just put her in yesterday.”

It was red enamel and replaced an old black one that had leaked smoke into the room the last time Cara visited, right before Christmas. She’d brought him out some banana bread. They’d known each other casually for years. That day they’d spent almost an hour talking, she assumed because he was glad for the break in his solitude, though he hadn’t seemed needy at all, just friendly. At home, Drake had asked why her sweater smelled funny. She said there’d been a bonfire on the green by the farmer’s market.

Music came up. The Allman Brothers, Cara thought. She wasn’t sure. But yes, she recognized them now. One had just died.

Jackson seemed inspired by the song. His body loosened. 

“Nice sweater,” he said.

She brought her hand to the lace along her collar bone. “Thanks.”

He turned away and went into the dining room. She followed him. Drake was seated at the table, talking to Susan’s husband, a round little man who prepared tax returns. 

“The guy never earned a cent in his life. He inherited his father’s real estate business,” Drake said. Every other day he ranted about the President. Cara had stopped pointing out that Drake himself lived on the proceeds of a trust fund established by his own father years before. Not having to work was supposed to let him find a way to be useful in the world. He’d volunteered at a local food bank, then at a homeless shelter on the mainland. After that he took classes toward a degree in education so he could teach math in an elementary school, then had some sort of a run-in with one the professors, with whom Cara was certain he’d had a fling. The woman was married, the husband probably found out. Drake never re-enrolled or looked into transferring to another college to finish the degree. That had been three years before. Since then he’d tried his hand at poetry, churned out a slim volume of work that was heavily metaphorical, usually with some reference to war, destruction, or human bondage. No publisher had offered him a contract, though he’d submitted it widely. Cara ran a flower store she’d inherited from her mother, who’d died of breast cancer at the age of 44. Cara hadn’t realized how lonely she’d been, how much she wanted to find a home in the heart of another, until the day Drake wandered through the door, looking for a simple bouquet for the woman he was then seeing. His pursuit of Cara was swift and merciless. He said she’d swept him off her feet.
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