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VINCENT & CILLIAN
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INT. MODERN ART MUSEUM - LATE AFTERNOON


It is autumn in Paris, City of Light. Vincent’s in her scarf — the one she always wears — wrapped twice like death.


NARRATOR (V.O.)


Loup takes his time gathering his things: the pale wooden pencil upon the table, the black sketchpad and well-squeezed paints with bright, flat caps. Vincent watches him, keeps watching him, until he notices her and she looks away. Her friend Baptiste, who teaches modern art history and a course in color down the hall, stands so close she can feel his breath.


“Café?” he asks, and Vincent nods. She wants to know if Loup is still looking at her, but she can’t bring herself to check. What if he isn’t? She’ll die on the spot in the almost-empty classroom. “On y va,” Baptiste says, stepping in front of her, knowing she’ll follow. She wants to turn and look at Loup again. Is that what she’ll do? Only to be crushed? No. The room blurs and she walks straight out, staring at the back of Baptiste’s head.


When he stops, she runs right smack into him.


“Sorry. I’m sorry,” she says.


“Loup-dog, you coming?” Baptiste says, turning. Vincent continues staring ahead, at the back of Baptiste’s blazer this time—velvet, the rich shade of the Bolognese she’s simmered all day in the slow cooker in her apartment. Vincent feels Loup behind her, smells his pencils.


“Yes, I’m coming,” Loup says by her ear, and she files it away somewhere hot and dark.


They are both next to her now. She doesn’t look at Loup as they walk down the hallway, out the door, across the busy street to the café. In her periphery, Baptiste is adjusting the bag on his shoulder, laughing easily with his friend. They know each other well, but Vincent always forgets exactly how. She listens to the two of them speak in quick clips of French and English.


“Quiet little mouse,” Baptiste says to her, frowning in his funny way.


When they find a small table out front and put their things down, Vincent watches Loup walk inside, disappearing into the bathroom corridor.


“You know I don’t want him here! Why did you invite him?” she growls, lighting her cigarette as soon as she’s in the chair.


“Oh, pshh, why do you do this? You like Loup.”


“You know I don’t want him here,” Vincent says again. She and Baptiste go to the café together all the time; Loup never comes along. “Bonjour. Deux cafés et un café au lait, s’il vous plaît. Merci,” she orders quickly from the radiant, blushed waitress. Is every woman in Paris so effortlessly beautiful she’ll never die? Only blink, then flicker to haunting? Every time Vincent visits the city, for at least a few days after arriving she has to stop herself from staring at the women she encounters. Young and old, they all somehow look like an entirely different species. She forgets this when she’s in the United States but remembers quickly upon returning.


This time she’s been in Paris for three months.


“Please. You think he’s delicious. You want to eat him up like he’s a cake,” Baptiste says, pulling out his phone and texting. Tippity-tappity quick-quick.


“I’m forty-four,” she says.


Baptiste looks at her, saying nothing.


“He’s twenty-four,” she says.


Nothing.


“I’m literally twenty years older than he is,” she says.


Baptiste begins texting again, silent.


“He’s a child,” Vincent says. “Un bébé! I could be his mother.”


Nothing from Baptiste.


“Va te faire foutre!” She smokes. “Who are you texting?” She mocks his face, his annoying fingers, his precious phone.


“Mina!” he says, smiling slyly. His wife.


“Va te faire foutre,” she says again. Baptiste tsks at her, kisses the air. This is how she and Baptiste always talk to each other. They share a birthday—same date and year—and they were friends from the moment they met three months ago.


Born to Ghanaian French parents, Baptiste grew up in Paris and is fluent in Twi, French, and English. He is six foot three, skinny and strong, royally handsome, fantastically nerdy, and stylish in a casual way. With his velvet blazer, he is wearing a pair of slim black pants that stop right at his ankles, no socks, and a pair of clean white Stan Smiths with navy-blue heel tabs. Sometimes people actually stop him on the street to take his photo for their sartorial Instagram accounts and blogs. What he and Vincent participate in is friend-flirting and nothing more. He loves his wife ferociously and what Vincent feels for him matches up almost exactly with what she feels for her brother—a sugary adoration that smooths out any flaws.


Loup returns not half a moment before the waitress with their coffees. Vincent goes to snub out her cigarette, but Loup extends his arm for it. She passes it across the table and looks into his twenty-four-year-old eyes. He smiles sweetly, as if she hasn’t been ignoring him at all.


“Voilà! There you are! Hello, Vincent,” he says with her lipstick stain in his mouth. She feels as if she has rocketed into space.


They smoke and drink their coffees, and it isn’t long until Baptiste says he has to go meet Mina and leave the two of them to fend for themselves. But yes! He will finish his coffee first.


“I love their coffee,” Baptiste says, mmm-ing to Loup and Loup only. Vincent drinks hers. The coffee is hot, the wind cool, and she loves her thick, warm scarf—the wasabi-colored one her brother brought with him on the train from Amsterdam last month.


“Thank you for the cigarette,” Loup says to her.


“You’re welcome,” she says.


Baptiste leans over and kisses her cheeks; Loup stands as he leaves.


“Right, sure. Au revoir, Baptiste,” Vincent says dramatically and waves as he walks away, like she won’t be seeing him again at the art museum in the morning.


“A woman called Vincent,” Loup says like a sigh once they are alone. Loup, who smells like summer and dark green, reminding her of Kentucky forests back home. But how? Is there some sort of tree oil he’s mixed with lemon water, spritzed and walked through? Do twenty-something-year-old guys spritz? Maybe he rubbed it under his arms, into the bushes of hair he has there; she saw flashes of it—dark and thickish—during the ungodly heat wave. And she doesn’t want to, but she also remembers his white pocket T-shirt and short shorts, the plain gold chain he sometimes wears around his neck. His summer shoes, Nike Killshot 2s with midnight-navy swoops. The cream-colored knots of ankle above them. How she feels like an electric wet rope when Loup leans back in his chair in class and crosses his legs, puts his sketchpad on his knee.


“I can’t stay long…I’m having people over for dinner. I’m making pasta,” Vincent says. So far, ninety percent of the time, Loup only gets this snippy interpretation of who she is. Bah. Nothing to be done.


“Is Baptiste coming? Mina?”


“No…they have a thing.”


“I don’t have a thing and I love pasta,” Loup says.


“It’s not special. Everyone loves pasta.”


“Can I have pasta with you for dinner tonight?” he asks easily, like those words alone will jiggle her doorknob loose. His hair is wild and romantic, hanging past his earlobes; he tucks some curly strands behind one of them. His jacket is unzipped and Vincent glances at the loose collar of his shirt—in the oranged almost-evening sun, his necklace twinkles like it’s electric too.


“Loup—”


“I still can’t believe Vincent is your real name,” he says.


A clatter from inside the café: the crown of a waitress’s head as she bends and stands, bends and stands. Vincent watches her through the window, digging the fingernails of her right hand into the palm of her left under the table.


“You keep telling me this. Call me Ms. Wilde instead.”


“What kind of pasta, Ms. Wilde?”


Vincent finishes her coffee. The waitress asks if she’d like another and she says non, merci. Loup says oui, merci to the refill, even though his cup is half-full.


“I considered puttanesca at first…and now well, it’s a bastardized version,” she answers him, the sauce already on her mind. Baptiste’s blazer was Bolognese, her scarf wasabi. She looks at Loup, sharply ravenous.


“Ah, prostitute spaghetti” is his reply. “Who are you having over for dinner?”


“You’re asking a lot of questions,” she says after pausing too long.


“That’s a problem, Ms. Wilde?”


“And that’s another question.”


Cigarette and coffee—Vincent lights another; her cup sits empty.


“I have to go,” she says, not moving.


“You have a husband? I asked Baptiste and his answer was vague. You don’t wear a wedding ring,” Loup says.


“So not only do you ask me a lot of questions, you ask Baptiste a lot of questions too.”


“I do about you…sometimes.”


Vincent looks at him and mouths the word wow. “You like prostitute spaghetti?” she asks.


“I like prostitutes.”


“I like prostitutes too,” Vincent says, defensively.


“Your husband will be at your dinner party tonight? It’s his place also?”


“Why do you assume I have a husband, even when I don’t wear a wedding ring?”


“Well, you do wear this ring,” he says, tapping the big cloudy moonstone on her index finger.


“Right. A ring. It’s clearly not a wedding ring.”


“But it is a ring.”


“Wow, insightful. Yeah, I really have to go,” Vincent says.


“Too rude for me to invite myself along? I’d like to come.”


“Loup—”


“J’ai faim! Feed me, please. I’ll help. I’ll earn my keep!” he says from the other side of the table, taking a posture of prayer.


The apartment is her parents’. In the past, she and her siblings have popped in, using it whenever they’re in the city, whenever it isn’t already occupied by renters. Now Vincent is the “renter,” although her parents would never let her pay for it. Her parents don’t need the money; they live on the wind, making their home wherever they find themselves. Right now, it’s Rome.


Vincent’s guests aren’t expected for another hour. Loup does most of the talking on the walk to her place, and he and his brown Chelsea boots bound up the stairs next to her, like an excited puppy about to pee itself. She imagines telling her sister about him, how much they’d snort when they laughed about this puppy-boy. One of their favorite things to do together? Laugh at men. They love to laugh at Cillian when he is being ridiculous. Vincent is thinking of Cillian as she opens her door—he and Loup have the same damn Chelsea boots. So does Prince Harry. Prince Harry’s and Loup’s are the color of peanut butter; Cillian’s are chocolate. Apparently she’s reached the stage of hunger where she can only think about food.


“I’m only letting you be here because I don’t want you to starve. It’s my duty to feed another human being. It’s in the Bible…look it up,” she says, hanging her bag, coat, and scarf on the hook next to the door. The Bolognese is ready and perfect, she can tell from the smell that met them in the hallway.


“You’re a good Christian, Ms. Wilde,” he says. He takes his jacket off and folds it neatly over the arm of the couch.


“Ugh. Drop the Ms. Wilde. Too weird. Go back to Vincent,” she says, walking into the kitchen, feeling like she’s sprung a leak. She will get her period a whole week early, all because of Loup’s rangy, dark tenderness in her apartment, behind her, filling the spaces between.


She takes the lid off the slow cooker and stirs the sauce with a wooden spoon. Tastes it. So good, she thinks angrily, nothing else matters—past, present or future—except this sauce, and blames it on PMS brain.


Loup is in her apartment; they are alone. How did it happen? She seriously considers the idea that she has reeled through time. Zapped from the United States to France over the summer, then zipped to another dimension where she lets twenty-something-year-olds come back to her place in their slouchy striped shirts to hurt her feelings with their violent youth and attractiveness and deeply chaotic sexual energy. Loup has sequences of moments when he’s always moving around everywhere, like a wasp invasion. So much! He never stops. Can he do a backflip? Run a six-minute mile? Ride a horse? Do those complicated dyno rock climbing moves Cillian had been all too eager to show off once he’d mastered them?


Instead of dwelling on Cillian, she imagines Loup’s body doing those things.


Vincent hears the floor creak beneath him in the living room. He seems to be everywhere at once out there until he pops into the kitchen with her scarf around his neck, holding the amber glass skull he’s taken from the window ledge.


“Memento mori,” he says, clinking it softly on the countertop. “Right on. It smells so good in here, Vincent.”


He emphasizes her name, always making a big deal out of it. First day of journaling class in the summer, she’d introduced herself and given her students their assignment.


Make a list of words you love. This can be very simple. For example, I love the word brush. Brush is not a fancy word, but to me, it’s beautiful. Keep writing words for as long as you can, in whatever language you’d like. And if there’s a special reason you love the word…if there’s a special memory attached, include that. If the word reminds you of a song or a color or a movie or a specific person or moment, include those things too. We will paint them later.


Remember, it’s a museum class. Stay or leave. Talk or don’t. You’ve paid your money. What you do or don’t want is up to you. We’re all adults here. Enjoy!


When she was finished, Loup had raised his hand. She acknowledged him and he said her name like it was a question.


“Correct.”


“Like…Van Gogh.”


“Yep. Exactly like Van Gogh.”


“You teach art and your name is Vincent, after Van Gogh.”


“Correct.”


“Vincent…that’s one word I like,” he said.


“All right. Thank you,” she said, her face warming.


“Are your parents artists?”


“Yes. Both of them.”


“They are successful artists?”


“Yes. Very, actually.”


“What are their names?” he asked. Several students continued listening; others were already sketching and writing.


“Um, their names are Aurora Thompson and Solomon Court…Soloco is what my dad uses for work.”


“I’ve heard of them. Your mum planted herself in a greenhouse for the winter and your dad did all of that graffiti and neon album art for those funkadelic bands…I forget some of the names…but I recognized your parents’ names easily. Isn’t that funny?” he said.


“It is. It is funny,” Vincent said with an atomic thrill.


Another student mentioned having heard of Soloco as well, saying he was “a lot like Basquiat.”


Not only did her dad do the neon album art for those bands, he was also a songwriter who’d penned a batch of killer spacey funk hits in the midseventies and early eighties. Those songs were still used in commercials, movies, and TV shows, and a huge chunk of her parents’ fortune was owed to that fact.


“Yes. And boom, now I’ve heard of you too…their lovely daughter,” he said. His comment was followed by a low ooh from one of his classmates.


“That’s plenty,” she said. “And since we’re doing names, what’s yours?”


“Loup. As in wolf.”


“Wolf,” she translated herself.


“Wolf,” he repeated, and shoved his tongue between his teeth.


“That’s my scarf,” she says to him in her kitchen.


“It smells like you. You don’t mind if I wear it?”


“I don’t want you to get sauce on it.”


“You don’t like me as much as I like you—”


“Look at that guy! Turn around and look.” Vincent points over his shoulder out the window at the man she can see in the next building, two floors up. He is naked again, blasting his tribal music, beating his stomach. “He does this at least once a week.”


Loup turns to look and swivels back to laugh. He slaps the counter, rattling her dishes.


“Ugh, I like you just fine, but I don’t want you to get sauce on my scarf! My brother gave it to me.”


“How many brothers do you have?” Loup asks, watching the naked man drum and drum. The first time Vincent had seen him do it, she was so sure he was pleasuring himself that she’d squealed and crouched, scared to look again. She must’ve stayed like that for a full five minutes before daring to peek and seeing both of his hands clearly smacking his chest and stomach, moving down no farther. Vincent stands next to Loup now, watching too.


“Wow, I’m starving,” she says, her mouth watering for the sauce. Loup, still watching the naked man, reaches into the bowl on the counter and starts peeling a clementine.


“Une faim de loup,” he says. “Hungry like a wolf.”


He’s right. She is. Hungry like, hungry for.


“I have one older brother, one younger sister,” she says. When Loup finishes peeling, he sticks his thumb in, pulls it out, hands the fruit to Vincent. She eats without saying thank you.


“What are their names?”


“What’s it matter?”


“I only want to know because I like you.”


“Give it a rest. You’re twenty-four.”


“I know how old I am. Nice of you to keep track, though. Merci.”


“Their names are Theo and Monet.”


“Your parents love a theme.”


“That they do.”


“Are your brother and sister artists too?”


“Isn’t everyone…somehow?”


“I have a little sister,” he says. “And you like the clementine. Good! I made it for you.”


“Please. You only peeled it for me,” Vincent fusses, like he was serious.


“Oh, shh, I’ll make you a clementine anytime you want me to, Saint Vincent van Gogh. Then I’ll paint a still life of the peels for you, frame the canvas, and even come over here and hang it on your wall,” he says, scooping the curling rinds from the counter and pocketing them.


“You’re stealing those?”


“No. You gave them to me,” he says.


Vincent is eating, watching the naked man through the window.


“Do you think he’s handsome?” Loup asks.


“Not really,” she says.


“Kind of?”


“Maybe…kind of…if I got close,” she says, shrugging. “Doesn’t he get cold, totally naked with the window open like that?”


“You’re attracted to men?”


“Sure I am,” she says, the currents of her heart screeching.


“Is Drum Guy one of your guests? One of your mates?” Loup nods toward the window.


“Oh, right. Of course. He’s my best friend. Any second he’ll get dressed and be at my door. We go way back, mm-hmm.”


“Yeah? What time are he and the rest of your guests arriving?”


“Forty-five minutes,” she guesses, not looking at the clock.


Loup reaches into the cup of Vincent’s hand and takes a clementine segment, eats it. He goes into the bowl, grabs an apple, and bites. When he gives it to Vincent, she bites too—once, twice—and hands it back to him.


“Thirty minutes,” she says.


Loup peels the banana and breaks off the top. He hands it to her and slowly slides what is left of the bottom between his lips.


“Fifteen minutes,” she says.


Loup twists the stem off a fig and bites the skin; Vincent snatches it from him and eats.


“Five minutes,” she says.


Vincent gets a handful of sunset-glowy grapes and Loup plucks two.


“Right now. They’re probably coming up the stairs,” she says with a half-full mouth.


“We need to boil water for the pasta. We should get started,” he says, chewing, both of them staring at the naked man through the window.


Vincent knows the man can’t see them because he always keeps his eyes closed, sometimes thrashes his head back and forth like he is under a spell, shakes his hair like a tree shedding leaves. The frenetic drumming is thunder echoing across the air, slipping up and storming those rooftops Vincent can’t unlove; on lucky nights she dreams she is a French cat, hopping them in lambent light. Paris is all rooftops. No matter where she looks, there’s so much history and something new and unrelentingly beautiful to discover.


“Yeah…I know,” Vincent says, holding still in sweet pain, probably bleeding. She watches Loup get three pomegranates from the bowl and juggle them. He stops to let one roll his palm—sticky fingertips to flicking wrist.
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Vincent’s October Dinner in Paris Playlist


The Reminder by Feist


“La vie en rose” by Louis Armstrong


“You Send Me” by Sam Cooke


“Afternoon in Paris” by John Lewis and Sacha Distel


“Circus” by Mélanie Laurent


“Tightrope (feat. Big Boi)” by Janelle Monáe


“Cloudbusting” by Kate Bush


“Losing You” by Solange


“Hunger” by Florence + the Machine


“Vossi Bop” by Stormzy


“Nikes” by Frank Ocean


Vincent is one glass of red wine deep when her guests show up. All day she’d forgotten they’d pushed dinner back an hour so everyone could make it. She and Loup were alone for much longer than she originally intended, but she put him to work. After all that fruit, she’s not the least bit hungry. In fact, she’s so full her stomach is sloshing like an overflowing bathtub.


She’d left Loup standing in the kitchen and gone to her bedroom and changed before anyone else got there. Now she is barefoot in a black long-sleeved cashmere romper and picking at the caprese salad she made that morning and left to marinate in the fridge. She laughs and drinks and talks with her guests at the table; there is a bouquet of dark purple Japanese anemones in the middle of it.


The anemones are from Cillian. He has a bouquet of flowers delivered to her every Saturday afternoon. Les pivoines, les coquelicots, les lys, les marguerites, les orchidées, les jonquilles—the apartment always has fresh flowers. When her downstairs neighbors and her friends visit, they show up with them too.


The candles flicker; Feist plays softly. Everyone pours wine and praises the food. Some sit on the cushy living room chairs and others are together on the couch, eating with their plates carefully balanced in their laps. Her guests return to the kitchen for cake and coffee. The ones who haven’t been to her place in a while comment again on the huge windows and the gorgeous view; even the Parisians don’t tire of talking about the zinc rooftops. They joke that the plants may take over the apartment soon; Aurora’s fiddle-leaf fig tree is over six feet tall and Vincent was raised in the kind of house where sometimes, the kids call their parents by their first names.


Every other Wednesday, Vincent’s new circle of friends and des connaissances have a big dinner together. It’s a casual, rotating cast of characters, and their meals last however long they need to, depending on the conversation. Très laid-back, très Paris. Whenever it’s warm, they eat outside. Last month they’d picnicked in the grass of Luxembourg Garden. Now there are thirteen people in her apartment—Loup the unlucky thirteenth. After dinner, he buzzes around, talking to the people she knows like he knows them too. He pops next to Vincent occasionally to tell her how much he likes her friends, to tell her how good the sauce was again. Loup had been the one to check the pasta for al dente–ness. She reminds him of that.


“Wait. You’re complimenting me? Saying I had something to do with this magic?” he says, leaning close.


Vincent doesn’t know much about what Loup does when he’s not at the art museum. Since the summer he’s been taking both her journaling and her creativity classes. A few weeks in, Baptiste had told her that Loup “liked” her and Vincent asked Baptiste what he meant by that. Baptiste smiled and said, “Stop pretending you don’t know exactly what I mean when I say he likes you.” Vincent asked how old Loup was, and when Baptiste told her, she ended the conversation.


Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays, Loup’s there in front of her. And he and Baptiste go back further than the museum. Something about Loup’s uncle or brother and Baptiste’s cousin or wife or sister-in-law. On purpose, Vincent forgets specifics about Loup’s life. She is terrified of having feelings for him. Terrified to get into bed or a relationship with such a young man. She only knows his name is Loup Henry and he’s involved in making some sort of electronic music. Maybe it’s solo, maybe it’s a band. Quelquefois, he skateboards to the museum, and after class, when the timing works out, she sees him skateboard away. And sometimes he dresses like a soccer player in exhaustingly short shorts, but she’s not sure if he actually plays. He might’ve mentioned it, but if so, she would’ve mentally swatted the information away like it was a gnat. She just knows that when Loup wears his track jacket, he zips it all the way up to his chin, and she believes it makes a man one hundred percent more attractive when he does this. It’s how Cillian wears his; it’s how he’s always worn his, back when they were in college and even now.


If she lets herself, she misses Cillian—and she knows this is true because the fruit has soaked up the alcohol in the wine; she’s thinking clearly.


Her downstairs neighbors, the Laurents, are drinking beers from green glass bottles and smoking on her balcony, their little orange lights dull and bright, dull and bright. The Laurents are outspoken, funny, and cerebral, and they know her parents well. She always invites them when it’s her turn to host. She likes the Laurents. They are white and radical, both in their seventies, politically and socially aware. They met marching toward the Sorbonne during the May 1968 protests when Mr. Laurent dropped his glasses and Mrs. Laurent picked them up so they wouldn’t get stepped on by the massive crowd. They like to say they fell in love building barricades together, something Victor Hugo would’ve written about. Even now, most times when there’s a demonstration in Paris, the Laurents put on their yellow vests and join in with handmade signs, chants, and flags. Whenever Vincent goes downstairs to have tea with them, a casual conversation can quickly morph into a more serious one about the history of Paris or Charles de Gaulle. Maoism, Marxism, the bourgeoisie. Once, she met them in the lobby on their way to a protest and Mr. Laurent tried to get Vincent to come with them and to sing along as he belted “Do You Hear the People Sing?” from Les Misérables. He told her that she may be an American, but now she’s here, so vive la France! He held her hand as she happily echoed him.


The apartment is in the 1st arrondissement, near the Louvre, where Mr. Laurent works. He is the one whose connections helped Vincent get a speedy long-term work visa and the job at the modern art museum.


In addition to the journaling and creativity classes, Vincent teaches another that focuses on jewelry making. She’s wearing a pair of earrings she made—terra-cotta, moon phase. So light she sometimes forgets she’s wearing them until someone compliments her and asks where she got them. She has business cards at the ready in her bag, always.


GO WILDE! BOLD HANDMADE JEWELRY BY A WOMAN CALLED VINCENT.


“Well, you like taking credit for things,” she says to Loup now. “It’s not a compliment. Just stating a fact, really. You literally boiled the water. And…by the way, my parents gave me a really frilly middle name to counter Vincent, in case you were wondering. You’re probably not…but you do talk about it a lot, though…my name,” she says.


“I bet your middle name is beautiful too,” Loup says.


“You’re right. It is,” she agrees. She simultaneously wants Loup to leave and to spend the night with her. She likes how he always blows right past her attitude and goes straight for intimacy. Not in a forceful, creepy way, but in an open way, like a kind family member or a therapist. Much like how a mother can ignore the fussiness of her child because she knows it’s only temporary and just part of being a mom.


Vincent has never seen her mood affect Loup’s; he is more stone than sponge.


“Vincent, beauty, you’ve moved your recycling?” her friend Agathe asks, holding up an empty wine bottle and shaking it slowly like she’s ringing a bell.


Agathe works as a curator at the Louvre with Mr. Laurent but is always visiting the modern art museum for one thing or another. She’s also a sculptress and touches everything a lot, seeing with her hands. She is different from any other girlfriend Vincent has ever had, but it’s more of a vibe and hard for her to pinpoint exactly how. One element is aggression. With Vincent’s closest girlfriends back home, the friendships had happened slowly and more organically—the roots and blooms growing after they’d gotten to know each other and realized they had things in common. She and her best friend, Ramona, had known each other for years in college and working art shows side by side before they’d fallen into their close friendship. But Agathe had come on to Vincent so strongly, it was like Vincent didn’t have a say in whether or not they’d become friends because Agathe had already decided for them. As if the north and south poles of their heart magnets lined up and smacked together, simple as that, and now they were stuck. “Soon, we will be close friends,” Agathe said deliberately after their first coffee date.


Agathe is baroque and sexually fluid. The only vibrator Vincent has ever owned came from her after they stumbled into a conversation about them. The vibrator is expensive and modern and so oddly shaped, Vincent hadn’t known what it was when she first opened the soft, dark box. She thought it was an abstract art sculpture or some sort of new electronic gadget that hadn’t made its way to the States yet.


Vincent adores Agathe but it takes her around five years to get to know someone half-well; for absolutely well, it is probably more like ten, and she has known Agathe for only three months. And even then, as she’s learned via Cillian, whom she’s known for more than twenty-five years, people can still surprise her, in both good and bad ways.


For as long as they’ve known each other, Cillian has loved praising Vincent for her warmth and openheartedness, but when he’s frustrated with her, he complains about her reticence, saying she’s an emotional tease. That she can shut off and disappear her feelings behind a trapdoor when she feels too exposed. He says that sometimes even when she seems open, she’s still unapproachable and gives off mixed signals. Once when she wore a silky lace camisole beneath a wool cardigan, Cillian said she was telling him that yes, he could touch her, if he could deal with the prickliness.


In the kitchen, Agathe is wearing a long velvet skirt, much like the one she gifted Vincent a month prior. Baptiste’s blazer, Agathe’s skirt—it’s a velvety sort of night in Paris. The skirt is a purple so dedicated to its depth that it’s almost black, reminding Vincent of outer space. Agathe is also wearing a pair of earrings that Vincent made for her—huge red circles hanging from smaller ones, like planets and their moons. The mix of otherworldiness suits her well. In general, Agathe has a ribald manner, but even when she’s well behaved, Vincent finds her a little dangerous. Like a controlled fire.


Vincent opens the cabinet door beneath the sink, voilà-ing Agathe the recycling box.


“Thank you. Did you have some cake? Did you, Loup?” Agathe asks. Tonight, she’s brought a white cake with burgundy buttercream maple leaves on top. She taps his shoulder with friendly aggression, as if she’s starting a game of tag. Loup doesn’t seem to mind one bit; he taps her shoulder and squeezes it.


“On it,” he says, and smiles, grabbing a fork and holding it up.


“Me too, in just a sec. It looks lovely. Thanks again for bringing it, girlfriend,” Vincent says to Agathe, smiling, and excuses herself to the bathroom.


Not bleeding yet. It is the second time Vincent has checked this evening. While she is peeing, she opens Cillian’s latest texts, from three nights ago. The ones she hasn’t responded to.


I miss you, Vin.


Please call me.


I fking hate this and will do anything in my power to make it stop.


After she washes and dries her hands, she turns off the light and stands there in the dark. Once the first rapid-fire round of emotions exhausts itself inside of her, she lets the phone illuminate her face as she reads his texts again and makes an impulsive decision to call her husband back for the first time in two weeks. She counts the hours, calculating what time it is in Kentucky; she’s been in Paris for months and still has to do this. Cillian should be in his office between classes. She calls him and it rings and rings and rings. He finally picks up.


“Vin?”


“Right. It’s dinner party night, Cillian. I’m hiding in the bathroom in my own apartment, calling my estranged husband in the dark,” she says, annoyed, as if he’d called and interrupted her.


“Estranged…I hate it. Thanks,” he says in his slight Irish lilt. She’s missed that. His family left Dublin for California when he was a teenager and his tongue is forever a mix of Irish and American English. Irglish is what they decided to call it long ago. His t’s are softer, his r’s are harder, still and always. It’s all very pleasing to Vincent’s ears, even when she’s annoyed with him.


“It’s the correct word. It means we are no longer close. We’ve certainly lost our closeness, agreed? On several levels. You’re there and I’m here. But…as far as words go, you’d know more than me…You’re the writer, yeah?” Vincent says. She can hear her guests clinking on the other side of the door. Loup laughs and she wonders what made that happen. She wishes she’d brought a glass of wine with her to the bathroom—the entire bottle, had she known she was going to call Cillian.


“Okay, well, you’re faffing about and I’m being serious.”


“I’m being serious too. You’re the famous writer! I saw a whole stack of your books in Shakespeare and Company last week. How’s that going, by the way? Movie deal still on?” Vincent asks, not raising her voice. Her ability to feign calm in intense situations is something that drives Cillian mad and he knows she knows that.


Cillian sighs. “Vin—”


“Have you talked to Colm?” she asks after their son. She puts the phone on speaker and, by its flashlight, she pokes her index finger in and out of the plant pots, checking to see if they need water. When she discovers some dry ones, she takes her toothbrush out of the glass and sets it on the counter, fills the cup with tap and begins watering the plants.


“I did. This morning.”


“Have you talked to Olive?” she asks with the phone close to her mouth before moving it away and watering the Chinese evergreen.


“Yes. Few days ago, over text. She’s stressing about finals already, a full two months early, so right on track for her, actually,” he says.


Vincent talks to both of their children at least every other day, which is a lot, she thinks, considering how grown they are. Olive is twenty-one, brainy and focused on her premed studies at Vincent and Cillian’s alma mater in Tennessee. Colm is twenty-four and a filmmaker, having gone to film school in New York and still hanging out in the city, ready to marry his fiancée in the summer. Colm’s wedding is the next time she plans on seeing Cillian in the flesh, exactly what she’d told him when she said she needed a break and left for Paris.


“Is the movie deal still on?” Vincent asks again, checking both sansevierias. The snaky plants are easily her favorites. They’re not dramatic or needy; the light from the small bathroom window is plenty for them and they only require watering every two weeks or so. She gives them what’s left of the water in the cup since it’s been about that long and refills it for the ferns.


“Where did Vincent run off to? Salut! Is she on the balcony?” Someone behind the door is looking for her: a kind but sometimes overstimulating woman from the art museum who likes to switch from English to French in the middle of sentences.


Vincent finds that the French she knows sticks easily when she’s in Paris but gets lost as soon as she lands in the States again because she doesn’t use it enough there. She immerses herself in it as much as she can when she’s here. Her phone language is in French and even when she watches movies or TV shows in English, she turns on French subtitles. She is continually surprised by how many different languages she can hear on her walks—more than just French or English. There are always bits of German and Spanish. Asian languages and Arabic, too. Vincent likes the stretches of time when she can walk and zone out and not recognize what anyone is saying. Her brain doesn’t have to do any work and she finds the secret sounds calming.


The woman from the art museum says something about les meubles: the furniture. Vincent is a little embarrassed by how much guests always gush over the apartment. It’s not hers and she didn’t design it or buy any of the things in it. The apartment is all Aurora. The compliments aren’t Vincent’s to take. Feels like stealing. What they mean is Congratulations on having a cool, stylish mother!


“Yes. The movie deal is still on,” Cillian says as if it pains him. “Can I talk to you about it? You can have a say in how some things are portrayed—”


“Why? It’s your book.”


“I never meant to hurt you. All this happened because I was actively trying not to.”


His words are so meaningless, Vincent can’t think of an immediate response.


“But you did, Cillian. And we’ve been over that. And now, we’re estranged,” she says slowly after a moment, giving the last of the water to the ferns and tapping the speaker and flashlight off, returning the phone to her ear. She puts her toothbrush back in the cup.


“Vincent, are you in there? I’m leaving, but thanks again for having me. Your place is astoundingly lovely,” the woman from the art museum says from the other side of the door. She tags some French on at the end.


“Hang on. I’m coming out,” Vincent says to her and flips on the light switch. She squeezes her eyes shut at the brightness, like if she opens them, she’ll see something terrifying. “Cillian, I’ll call you back later.”


“Sure. When? You say that, but then…you don’t do it.”


“Tomorrow. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“Promise?”


“Really, Cillian?”


“I just wanna talk to ya. Maybe video chat?”


“Yeah. Okay. Maybe. I’ll call you. I will,” Vincent says, tapping the End button without a goodbye.


When she opens the bathroom door, the woman kisses her cheeks and thanks her again for dinner. They don’t know each other well and Vincent likes that. None of the people in her apartment know what sent her to Paris or that she keeps her wedding ring in the little zipped pocket of her bag. She can be whomever she wants to be. And when she talks to the Laurents or Baptiste or Agathe about Cillian, she uses the word ex because it feels closer to the truth.


Vincent sees Loup over the woman’s shoulder. He is on the balcony drinking a beer, talking to the Laurents. They are nodding and smiling. Loup is handsome and very European-looking in Vincent’s scarf again. Through the window, he flickers gold in the candle glow.


Outside of ephemeral high school romances and a couple of college flings, Vincent has never seriously dated an American man—or any man besides her husband. She and Cillian have been together since she was eighteen; all she’s ever really known is an Irishman in her bed. And Loup, this wolf inviting himself over and prowling her apartment with a cigarette tucked behind his ear, this wolf she is trying her best to fight off, is the same age as their marriage. He is the same age as their son.
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Cillian’s fourth book is called Half-Blown Rose. He’d revealed the title to Vincent after it was already sold. She’s had this phrase tattooed in small cursive strapping over her right shoulder since she was twenty-one. She read it in Jane Eyre when she was in high school and knew it would be her first and only tattoo. Jane says of Rochester: “He gathered a half-blown rose, the first on the bush, and offered it to me.” Sometimes the sentence runs through Vincent’s head like a prayer—a yearning. Charlotte Brontë wrote the line, but once Vincent read those words, they belonged to her too.


Unlike his previous books, Cillian wrote Half-Blown Rose in secret. When Vincent would ask him what this book was about, he would tell her he hadn’t figured it out yet, only that he was “experimenting with form” and it would probably end up being about “both everything and nothing.” Even after he sold it, he said he was superstitious about showing her. That it would maybe curse the book, bring bad luck. Who wanted to risk that?


Cillian had always been open about sharing his work in the past; this sudden change was jarring to Vincent. The whole process was kept so tightly under wraps that even when she sneakily scoured the Internet for clues, there wasn’t much to be discovered, as if the mystery was part of the book’s promotion. Vincent found snippets of people saying things like “As is the case with a lot of great art, it’s a bit undefinable” and “You just have to read it for yourself.”


A month before its release, Cillian got a box of finished hardcovers on their doorstep and promptly put them in the garage. And on publication day, Vincent went to the indie bookstore across the bridge, where the booksellers wouldn’t immediately recognize her as Cillian Wilde’s wife, and bought a copy. She was going to read it in secret and, if he wanted her to, she’d pretend like she hadn’t, at least around him. No way could she or would she tell her friends, their children, or her family that she hadn’t read her own husband’s new book, the one he’d finally nabbed seven figures for.


Cillian left early for work and later, at the indie bookstore closest to their house, there’d be a release party. Vincent reluctantly made cookies with half-blown roses on them, annoyed that he was stealing one of her favorite things but trying her best to be a supportive wife too, because Cillian was an extraordinary writer. She’d loved his writing long before he’d gotten his first book deal and she’d loved his previous books, the ones he hadn’t been weird about.


The cover was a gray so pale it was practically white, with a collage of red half-blown roses filling the space at the bottom. The font masculine and minimalist. Both the front and the back of the book were covered in glowing praise from writers Cillian had long respected and admired.


“Explosive! A firecracker of a book! Cillian Wilde is here to stay.”


“If you aren’t reading Wilde’s writing,
you’re wasting precious time.”


“Half-Blown Rose is one of the best, most intimate books I’ve ever read. And I mean it.”


“Thrilling, engrossing, unique, amazing! I felt everything and hated turning the last page. Give us more, Cillian. Please!”


“Call it fiction or autofiction…who f*cking cares? Cillian Wilde deftly tackles the literary world again with freshness and charm.”


“It should be no coincidence Cillian Wilde shares a surname with one of Dublin’s greatest writers. This is a book of which even Oscar (and Joyce) would be proud.”


Vincent sat in the car, turning the book over and over in her hands, patiently reading the blurbs first. She would’ve been overwhelmed with joy for Cillian if he hadn’t acted so damn bizarre about the whole thing. And it was only when she stopped to google autofiction on her phone that she got a sick pit in her stomach. Fictionalized autobiography. Vincent’s eyes ran over names like Rachel Cusk and Karl Ove Knausgård, but she’d never read them and she’d never once heard the word autofiction come out of Cillian’s mouth.


The pit in Vincent’s stomach sank even deeper when she opened to the back and saw his author photo on the jacket flap, a picture of him she’d never seen. She didn’t even know who’d taken it, didn’t recognize the name next to the photo credit. At first she thought Cillian was wearing someone else’s sweater—her brain already anticipating another shock—before remembering it was the cable-knit toggle cardigan she’d bought for both him and Colm for Christmas two years ago. Heathered oatmeal, thick and expensive. Cillian was wearing it open over a plain white T-shirt and dark jeans.


In the picture, he had his elbows on his office desk at the university. He was turned to the side, leaning his head against his folded fingers, smiling slightly at the camera. It was a good picture of him. His hair was short on the sides but shaggy on top, like the photo was taken a week after a great haircut. His beard was neat, streaked with gray dashes the color of rain. His glasses sat on a stack of papers and next to them, some hardback books and the cream-colored Swedish lamp his mother had gifted him when he got tenure years ago. His mother had been on “a waiting list and everything” for that lamp, she’d bragged.


Cillian looked exceedingly handsome in the picture, but he always looked handsome to Vincent. One time when she was wine drunk in college, in a rare instance of insecurity that she never repeated, Vincent had voiced her sneaking suspicion that some people thought he was more handsome than she was pretty. She would never forget the look on his face as he made his eyes wide and laughed, saying in one of the thickest Irish accents she ever heard spill from his mouth, “Are you crazy right now? That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. You sound like a complete maniac, do you know that?” He’d then taken her face in his hands and kissed all over it, telling her how beautiful she was. His beard softly scratched her cheeks, his kisses smacking. “Look at you, Vin. Crazy as everything and out-of-this-world beautiful,” he said.


In Half-Blown Rose, Cillian Wilde takes us from the posh suburbs of Dublin through California and Tennessee, until at last we reach the verdant hills of Kentucky. This is the story of an Irish teenager named Cian Woods who comes to America, writes his way through college, and marries a young black woman named Pica(sso) when he gets her pregnant, derailing his plans for the future.


All the while, Cian keeps his biggest secret:


There was a brokenhearted young girl in Ireland who’d claimed to be pregnant with his child once too. It was one of the reasons his family left Dublin.


Written closely, with a confessional-like hand employing dreamy fragments and mixed media, Cillian Wilde tackles youth, marriage, lust, racism, manhood, fatherhood, and forgiveness in this book closely mirroring his own life. The New York Times dubs Half-Blown Rose “a new voice in what some call autofiction,” “a sneaky masterpiece, a printed jewel.”


Vincent’s heart fluttered and rocked like a small nest of birds. Hands shaking, she turned to the dedication page.


For my wife and children. For forgiveness and love. Let’s hold one another together forever, yeah?


She flew through the first fifty pages in her car in the bookstore parking lot, her ears roaring until her phone chimed with a text from Cillian.


JACKPOT. Scored the cover of the
 NYTBR next week. ☺


Vincent turned her phone off without responding. She tore through the entire book in a few hours, her body full of enough red-boiling rage, she thought she’d explode into a million fucking pieces. Halfway through, she took a break and drove to a coffee shop to puke and use the bathroom. She held a dripping paper towel to the back of her neck until someone knocked on the door asking if anyone was in there. She got an ice water; she couldn’t eat a thing. She texted Cillian to let him know she’d see him at the bookstore later that evening. She went for a long drive, crying in her car. She went home and packed up the cookies for the release party.


At the bookstore that night, Vincent played the role of loving, supportive wife in the audience while Cillian read sections of his novel. Mostly about his childhood friends and growing up in Dublin. The reading was suspiciously anodyne, and it wasn’t until they returned home that Vincent even told him she’d read the entire thing already. She was baffled that he still hadn’t said anything to her about what he’d written in the book. Who was this man?


When they talked about it, she angry-cried until her throat was swollen. She asked Cillian if there were any other bombshells he’d decided to leave out. He said no. She asked him if he’d ever cheated on her and he responded, “God, no! I was worried you would think that.” And she said, “You were actually worried I would think something? Because it doesn’t seem like you worried about anything when you were writing it.”


There was too much to fight about. She couldn’t remember it all.


She asked him what he’d thought was going to happen when she read it, and he didn’t have anything to say.


His tears were of shame and remorse, and he admitted which parts were and weren’t fiction, including everything he knew about the girl in Ireland. In the book, Cian considers contacting her but decides not to. Cillian told her that part was true. He hadn’t reached out to her and still didn’t know for sure if he had another child. Vincent asked him why not. Why hadn’t he made a point of finding out if he had another fucking kid out there somewhere? Cillian said he was working up to it…slowly. He told her the girl was Nigerian and she’d been adopted by white parents.


When Cillian reluctantly revealed he’d sold the movie rights to Half-Blown Rose too, Vincent finally stopped him without asking any more questions. She couldn’t bear to hear another word.


Cillian slept on the couch.


The next morning he left for the first leg of his book tour and Vincent called her parents to make sure their apartment in Paris was available.


Vincent’s Travel Playlist | Airplane | Louisville to Paris


“I Need a Forest Fire” by James Blake (feat. Bon Iver)


“Only Love” by Ben Howard


“C’est si bon” by Eartha Kitt


“Heaven’s My Home” by Sam & Ruby


“I Say a Little Prayer” by Aretha Franklin


“Feathered Indians” by Tyler Childers


“Living in Twilight” by the Weepies


“Keep It Loose, Keep It Tight” by Amos Lee


“Higher Love (Steve Winwood Cover)” by James Vincent


McMorrow


“White Lies” by Paolo Nutini


“Moon River” by Frank Ocean


“Like a Star” by Corinne Bailey Rae


“Little Sparrow” by Leyla McCalla


“Am I Wrong” by Nico & Vinz


“Beacon Hill” by Damien Jurado


“Lion’s Mane” by Iron & Wine


“Cranes in the Sky” by Solange


“Greetings in Braille” by the Elected


“Heartbeats” by José González


“Re: Stacks” by Bon Iver


Two weeks later, alone on the plane to France, Vincent attempted to sleep and read. She tried to listen to music and the French podcasts she’d downloaded. She started and stopped three different movies and two different TV shows, sticking with Chewing Gum for the longest because she found the lead’s face so soothing. The pilot’s voice was soothing too. The soft click of the announcement system and his collective we, the wishes for them to relax and enjoy the flight. She had a habit of developing crushes on the pilots’ voices whenever she flew. She liked how comforting they were, how the pilots stayed up there isolated from everyone else, taking care of things, making sure the passengers felt safe. There was nothing for her to do, nothing for her to take care of. Her only job was to sit in her seat and let someone else do all the work. She tried her best to hold on to that idea of letting go as her brain soaked in a cloudy jar of grief and anger.


There was a small, weird glimmer of guilt as she replayed everything.


Yes, this was unexpected and disorienting, but it was also exciting. Maybe it was because she was headed to her favorite place on earth, but.


It had been so easy to leave.


Vincent’s guests have hugged and kissed her and left. The moon is high. She is on her balcony looking up at it. Loup is a little drunk in the chair next to her, his long legs stretched out, ankles crossed. It is autumn-night cool and Vincent is wrapped in a blanket. Loup is still wearing her scarf, and his jacket is pulled closed but unzipped.


“You never told me your middle name,” he says.


“Raphaela.”


“Oh wow, I love it.”


She agrees with him. And after she asks, he tells her his middle name is Michel. She says she likes it and doesn’t swat it away. She wants to remember it, possibly forever.


“Looks like your mate didn’t end up making it,” Loup says, nodding toward the naked drummer man’s window.


“Yeah…well, he was busy. He’ll show up next time, I’m sure,” Vincent says, and finds herself laughing. She knows it’s more dumb than funny. She hasn’t eaten anything else, not even Agathe’s cake, and she’s drinking another glass of wine. She can feel it shaking hands with the others.


Loup goes into his pocket to show her the clementine peels he put in there earlier. He shoves them back in, telling her they’re his souvenirs from tonight. In French, the word souvenir means memory. Vincent finds all of this painfully romantic and rolls her eyes at him, which only makes him smile more and it’s awful, his smile. How is that smile allowed on that face? She feels powerless now and it’s Too Much.


“La lune est si belle ce soir,” he says slowly.


“It really is,” Vincent says. “It’s full tomorrow. I have a cute app on my phone that sends me a notification when the moon is full or new. I didn’t get it today, so it must be tomorrow.”


“How much French do you know?”


“Are you worried about that? Is that why you speak it slowly to me? Don’t fret. I know enough. Well, enough and not enough, really. But I learn more every day. Most of the people at the museum and my students too, they speak English, and honestly that makes me feel guilty,” Vincent says, intentionally letting him in. The wine helps loosen the lid on her feelings, even the ones she has for Loup. She’s liked him since the first moment she saw him—black T-shirt and those shorts, that smile, those eyes, that nose, that hair—but also? It doesn’t have to mean anything. People meet people they like all the time.


On the flight to Paris she promised herself she’d try her best to keep it loose and let her emotions stretch out, go wherever they wanted. Not fight against them as much. When she wants a croissant or pain au chocolat, that’s what she eats. When she’s tired, she sleeps. When something’s dumb or funny, she laughs. Anytime she has the sudden urge to leave her apartment to go watch the Eiffel Tower glitter in the black, she does that and doesn’t have to tell anyone about it. There is no one else to take care of or look after here. Being in Paris and being simply Vincent, not Vincent the wife or Vincent the mom or Vincent the daughter or Vincent the sister, allows her to strip down to a base level.


“I do sometimes speak French slowly for you. And that’s bad for me because I like the look on your face when you don’t understand. Your little celestial nose…it scrunches up,” he says, pointing at hers. “But tell me why it makes you feel guilty if someone can speak English.”


She watches the wonder of his eyelashes as he blows a smoke ring at the moon. “Never mind,” she says.


“No, please, really. I’d like to know.”


It’s not that someone can speak English, it’s that they’re choosing not to speak French to me. It makes me feel lazy or like I don’t belong here. Like I haven’t earned it yet. I should know…more. Vincent weighs the possibility of being honest with him. There are so many conversations with Cillian she wishes she could take back. Not because of the emotions she felt during them, but because they simply weren’t worth it. In the long run, they’d made no difference. She could’ve powered a nation with all that wasted energy.


She’s shared enough tonight.


“Forget it. That’s not what I meant. It’s hard to explain. Honestly, never mind,” she says. “So…you’re from Paris? You were born here? Grew up here?”


Vincent has no clue what time it is. She asks him that too and he tells her it’s almost one. She holds her hand out for what’s left of his cigarette and he gives it to her. It’s from her pack anyway; he’s only returning what is rightfully hers.


“Born in London and grew up there. Paris, too, yes. Both. We traveled a lot to Spain…Italy…the States. Everywhere, really. My mum is an opera singer. My dad is a pianist. I have dual citizenship, here and in England. My mum is from Paris, my dad London. I come from a family of hippies-sometimes-vagabonds. Bobos, right? You come from a family of artists, so you must understand,” he says, and now that Loup’s told her he grew up in London, she realizes she’s always heard it in his mouth too.


Vincent imagines how pretty Loup’s opera-singer mère must be. Loup is pretty in a feminine way that doesn’t detract from his masculinity, as if his face has been sculpted by a lover who missed him so much, they overromanticized him when they did it.


“I do understand. We stayed in Kentucky and Tennessee for a while growing up,” she says, remembering how Loup said Kentucky Fried Chicken in his faux American accent the first time they’d discussed where she was from. It’s what everyone says to her about Kentucky, and it’s also true there is a KFC not half a block from the apartment. “But my parents have always lived like hippie vagabonds. They’re definitely bobos. It’s how they raised me. And you say I’m from a family of artists, but you’re an artist too,” she says.


Loup is one of the people in class who stares off a lot, daydreaming, thinking, seemingly not in a rush to get to work. But whenever Vincent wanders through the room, taking peeks at what everyone is doing, she sees that his pages are full of color and depth. Even his early pencil sketches look like they could jump right off the page and come to life. In that way, Loup reminds her of her dad and brother because they make hard work look easy.


“I only signed up for the classes because of Baptiste. I keep taking them because of you.”


“Tell me exactly what that means,” Vincent commands, looking right at him, the night pleasantly pressing down. There is a candle dimming on the table between them. She puts out the cigarette and finishes her wine. She is content on her balcony in Paris now, drunksy and treading the waters of intimacy with the son of vagabonds. Let’s see how honest you really are.


“Tonight, it means…I’m kind of drunk. Do you mind if I sleep on your couch?”


Half a point. He definitely gets half a point for honesty.


Loup has fallen asleep on the couch in his clothes with one of Aurora’s hand-knit scrap blankets draped over him. After changing into a T-shirt and soft shorts, brushing her teeth and washing her face, Vincent goes to her bedroom and texts Olive, picturing her out to dinner with friends or maybe sitting at a coffee shop with a pumpkin-flavored drink and a dog-eared book.


Oh hey yeah there’s a guy in the apartment pretty close to your age. You two would probably be friends! Maybe even date!


Your dad said he talked to you a few days ago. Good.


How are you feeling about that?


Cillian hadn’t written an unkind word about either of their children in his book, although his protagonist was concerned about society’s potential mistreatment of them because they’re biracial. Colm had been upset and frustrated upon reading the book and hearing Cillian’s explanations, but Colm is an inquisitive person and approaches everything like a problem to be solved. He demanded to know which parts were true or fiction and wanted to hear everylittledetail. He started texting and calling his dad more than ever, hoping to fill in the blanks. There were all sorts of conversations between them that Vincent wasn’t privy to, and she preferred it that way. Both Cillian and Colm gave her the edited versions, allowing the puzzle of their discussions to fuzz together for her from different angles. Cillian and Colm were equally aggressively intelligent, and being in a room with them while they argued could drain Vincent enough to make her want to sleep for a week. She was grateful to her son for digging in and defending her and their family when she was far too exhausted to do it.


But Olive had reacted differently and more harshly to the book and Cillian’s secrets. She was in Tennessee and refused to answer her dad’s calls or texts for almost a month afterward. She felt like she didn’t know him anymore and told him that. It made Vincent feel good, knowing that in their own ways, both of their children were on “her side” about this. Cillian didn’t stand a chance. And although it broke a part of Vincent’s heart, she appreciated both Olive’s staunchness and her reasons for refusing to talk to her dad. Their daughter firmly believed Cillian needed to sit with the scope of what he’d done, and it was okay if that meant he didn’t get to FaceTime with her while she walked to class, or that if he wanted to chat about the latest Bon Iver album or episode of Dateline, he’d have to wait until she was ready.
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