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1. I Hope This Is You
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It was the Tuesday morning after Memorial Day, and I woke up remembering the argument I’d had with my husband the night before. We’d fought about the apartment my aunt Doris left me in Rome. I was leaning toward keeping the place as a rental property, but Michael wanted me to sell it. The fight escalated until I took a sleeping bag and went to spend the night on a mat in my backyard studio. It took me forever to fall asleep, so I woke up later than usual, disoriented in time, but knowing I had to drive Esther to school got me up and going.


Inside the house, I found my daughter having breakfast. At twelve, she was at the tipping point of adolescence. Some mornings she had the freshness of a young child. On this particular morning, her skin was broken out and she looked tired.


“I heard you and Daddy fighting last night.” She looked angry.


“Don’t worry about it.”


“Are you going to split up?”


“No one ever said anything about splitting up.”


“Half of my friends live in two places. Everybody gets divorced sooner or later.” She stirred her corn flakes aggressively.


“Couples argue sometimes. It’s normal.”


She put her bowl in the sink, and we went out to the car. As I drove her to school, she was quiet, so I repeated, “Don’t worry about it.”


“I’m not worried. I’m sleepy.”


“I’m sorry, really sorry, if we kept you up last night.”


After I dropped her off, I drove back to the house to get breakfast. Michael was sleeping in, as he lived on a musician’s schedule, often working late into the night. I returned to my studio and sat down at my computer. Right outside, a dogwood tree was blooming for a third time, having partly bloomed in January then March. Spring in Northern California is so magically long that the plants get confused and flower in stages. In the distance, the rust line of the Golden Gate Bridge seemed to swell slightly upward in an arc echoing the curve of water on the horizon. Was it an optical illusion or a glimpse of the Earth’s roundness? My eye landed on a patch of sparkles scattered by the sun on the blue-gray water.


I checked my email and was jolted by a message coming from someone I’d known a long, long time ago.


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
Hello Anna,
I found your email address on the website of an art gallery in San Francisco. I think you must be the Anna Stark I knew in Rome in 1977. A few days ago, I read in the newspaper an obituary for your aunt Doris that mentioned you as her surviving relative. I’m so sorry for your loss. I never met your aunt, but I remember your stories about her. She always sounded like a colorful character, full of life and curiosity. Please know that I’d be happy to help if you have any business here in Italy as a consequence of her passing away.


I remember fondly your little apartment near the Tiber, where we used to meet.


Kisses,
Sergio
PS I hope this is you.


The email felt surreal, as though delivered by some winged creature that had flown in from the past. I remembered Sergio vividly, as one does the formative relationships of youth—a slim, wiry man in his early thirties, with dark hair and a dark moustache, who could most often be found sitting behind a big desk in the main office at Multi Lingua, the school where I taught English. Sergio had a beauty mark on his right cheek, a gold fleck in the brown iris of his left eye, and an expression that could change in a flash from serious to exuberant, from withdrawn to loving. The soft deep texture of his voice always bewitched me like thunder rumbling at a safe distance.


I imagined him sitting across from me, offering condolences. Not that I really needed them. When grief about my aunt came up, I honestly didn’t know whether I was mourning her or the young woman I’d been when I’d known her. One thing was true, though: since the news of Doris’s death a few days before, I’d been flooded by memories of Rome.


To: Sergio Buria
From: Anna Stark
Sergio,
What a surprise to hear from you! Yes, it’s me. Thank you for the condolences and also for the offer of help, which I might in fact need. My aunt left me her apartment in Rome. I’m not sure what I’ll do with it. The legacy came as a surprise, as the last time I saw her was 25 years ago, right before I left Rome.


Yes, 25 years: if you do the math, you’ll realize that the year we knew each other was 1979, not 1977. And the place where we used to meet wasn’t my apartment but a hotel—the Odeon Hotel. How could you forget that?


Write me back and tell me how you are. Did you ever move down to Sperlonga as you planned?


After everything I’d been through, how could I explain the crazy joy that seized me as I read and answered his message? I looked out the window again at the shimmering Bay and thought of Sperlonga, Sergio’s hometown an hour south of Rome, that sat on a promontory overlooking a smooth arc of sand and the Mediterranean. The sight of the sea always brings something up for me, I don’t know what exactly—a feeling of expectation, of hope and anguish mixed together. How does one sign a letter to an ex-lover? Best wishes, yours, regards, bye? Ciao, salve, baci? After a moment’s hesitation, I signed off as he had: Kisses, Anna.


I hit SEND. Music came up the hill: My husband was playing the piano in our little house across the yard. I wouldn’t tell him that Sergio had contacted me. Why give him yet another reason to get annoyed? I didn’t want to complicate things by bringing Sergio into the picture. Sergio! The intensity of my feelings surprised me. For years I’d longed, grieved, been angry, resentful. Now there was only elation. For a moment, I forgot the terrible end of our story and remembered only its wonderful beginning—our first night together at the Odeon Hotel, a place that, in my imagination, had achieved mythic proportions.
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Located in the Ghetto, the old Jewish quarter south of Campo dei Fiori, the Odeon was nothing more than a series of rooms off a long L-shaped corridor on the third floor of an apartment building. Climbing the stairs to reach it, we got a whiff of pasta sauce and curry, strangely combined. A recording of exotic music, with sitars and high, thready chanting, drifted down to meet us. Sergio held my hand as we went up to the reception desk, where the Indian hotelkeeper handed us a key.


The room, with its old, flowered wallpaper and metal-frame bed, its worn tile floor and wooden shutters, received us solemnly as we stepped inside. I fell into Sergio’s arms, as though giving into gravity. Our clothes disappeared. We were extended on the bed by the hands of time and fate joined together.


“Finally,” I whispered. This was joy. This was the moment I wanted to last forever.


“Have you been wanting this for a long time?” he asked, stroking my face.


“For months.”


“Me, too.”


He smelled of thyme and lemon blossoms, and his skin had, even as we went into the heat of lovemaking, the cool feel of petals in summertime. I might have thought about the next day, might have put a guardrail around my heart, but what would have been the point? It was our first time in bed together, and I was willing to pay for the ecstasy with any form of trouble.


I didn’t want to think about the emotional or moral consequences of what we were doing. I didn’t want to think about her—the other woman whose happiness we threatened.


We made love twice that first night and talked, in between and afterward, until two in the morning.
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The music outside cascaded up the hill like waves surging up a shore during a storm. When Michael and I were first living together, I was, like everyone who knew him, so transfixed by his ability to write, perform, live music that everything he wrote seemed gorgeous. But then, right around the time his music became more experimental, the novelty of living with a musician started wearing off, and I found myself judging his work, getting irritated by the way he’d start a melody, then interrupt and distort it. There was no tune to grab hold of, only a huge, tonally brash collage of sound, loud and unceasing, that made it impossible for me to prepare a class, paint, or meditate.


Sergio’s email resurrected the Roman chapter of my life so vividly that I wanted to go back there immediately to see Doris’s apartment, the neighborhood where I used to live—and him. Even if I hadn’t been married, the moment wouldn’t have been right. My semester of teaching hadn’t yet concluded, Michael traveled a lot, and I needed to be home for Esther. And I wouldn’t be able to go at the end of school, either, because Esther and I were making a trip east to visit my elderly mother. She couldn’t drive anymore, and I needed to take steps toward moving her from Long Island to a retirement facility in California. Italy would have to wait until later in the summer or the early fall.


A sense of entrapment came over me and, with it, the tightness in my chest that sometimes preceded an asthma attack. I put a hand on my belly and took several slow breaths.


Then I checked my email again.


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
Hi Anna,
I’m so glad I found you! I’ve often asked myself where did Anna go, is she okay? You disappeared so suddenly that I was concerned. Anyway, yes, I moved down to Sperlonga, to the apartment in my father’s building, which you must remember—especially a certain night . . . The town hasn’t changed very much, just a few more hotels along the coast and a bit of development in the hills. What about you? Are you in New York or San Francisco? As for your aunt’s apartment, I’d be happy to go look at it for you—Rome is, if you recall, just a hop from Sperlonga.


Forgive me for messing up the details of where we used to meet. My memory isn’t so good anymore for dates and places . . . But now I am remembering the Odeon and some other things very well, like your stories about your crazy life, which made me quite envious, as there I was, a little older than you, trying to settle down and be respectable, while you were being so “Bohemian.” What a wild girl you were.


Kisses,
Sergio


Wild girl. I loved that Sergio still thought of me that way. My memories of Sergio existed within me like a forgotten underground source, and, with each email, I lowered the bucket and quenched my thirst. But that wild girl was long gone, done in by the responsibilities of adulthood. And Sergio was no longer a young man. In 1979, I was twenty-two, he was thirty-one—nine years older than me. I was forty-eight now, so he had to be fifty-seven. Had he changed much, I wondered. Who was I actually corresponding with? Did it matter? His message reminded me of the young woman I once was—of her vitality, curiosity, wanderlust. Suddenly I wanted to resurrect her. I needed to.


Agitated, I stood up, exited my studio, crossed the yard with its edging of Mexican sage full of soft purple blooms, and entered the kitchen through the back door. When Michael stopped playing, he would hear me moving about; he could decide whether or not to take a coffee break and talk to me. From where I was standing, by the counter, I saw him in the living room, sitting on the piano bench, his hands moving up and down the keyboard with their own intelligence. A tall man in middle age with a bit of a belly—a big man, in short—wearing his eccentric uniform of two poplin shirts one over the other, a blue one on top of a white one that day, with the collars stacked and the sleeves rolled up above the elbow. Once upon a time, I’d reveled in his height and breadth, which made me feel small and feminine, and I’d blissfully nestle my face in the crook of his neck. Now his size felt oppressive, as though he occupied too much space. My in-breath met the tightness in my chest as I watched him stop playing and lean forward to scribble on composition paper.


He heard me, stood up, came into the kitchen, and sat down at the picnic table in the breakfast nook.


I went and sat across from him. As we looked at each other in silence, I caught a slight smell of weed. I’d asked him many times not to smoke inside because of Esther and because it irritated my lungs. Maybe he’d smoked on the front steps, and the odor had followed him inside. He’d once told me that pot helped him “tap into the Muse,” but I thought it made him scattered and irritable. Still, I wanted to keep the peace.


“I don’t know how we got into that argument last night,” I said, “when I haven’t even made a decision yet.”


“You don’t think you have enough on your hands dealing with your mother? And I’m swamped right now, you know that.”


“I’m not going to let my mother get in the way of an opportunity. And you’re always swamped.”


“What am I supposed to do about my gigs if you take off for Italy? Who’s going to take care of Esther?” He used the word “gig,” even though it was no longer a matter of his playing with some two-bit band in a club, but of his symphonic compositions being performed at Julliard and Oberlin. “I can’t help wondering how much you could get for the apartment and how great it would be to put that money in Esther’s college fund.”


“You mean, if I sell it?” I could picture Doris’s apartment as clearly as if I’d been there the previous day—the guest bedroom where I sometimes slept, the tomatoes in hanging baskets in the kitchen facing the shaded courtyard, the living room with its black-and-white checkered marble floor. On a hot day, when opening the tall windows on both the street and courtyard sides of the building created a refreshing cross-current, I’d step out onto the balcony and take in the mesmerizing view of ocher buildings spotted with the light green of rooftop gardens in the foreground and the deeper green of Roman pines in the distance. Why wouldn’t I want to own all that? Make it mine? For a while, it had been a refuge for me. Might it be one again?


“I just want you to think about what you might be getting yourself into, if you keep the apartment,” Michael said.


“I am thinking about it. It could be a steady source of revenue—”


“If everything goes okay. If there aren’t huge repairs, if you get a steady stream of holiday rentals, if Italian taxes aren’t—”


“I don’t understand how you can be questioning the idea when I haven’t explored it yet.”


“We don’t have capital to draw on if anything goes wrong—”


I was exasperated that we were repeating the argument of the previous night. His being home that morning was anomalous, but it was typical that, when alone together, we would find something to fight about. Recently, I’d started taking retreats at a meditation center two hours north of Berkeley in order to escape him.


I stood up. “I’ve decided to go to Rome, maybe in August or September, and take a look at it. I can take Esther with me if necessary.”


“She wants to be a CIT this summer and I thought we’d agreed it would be a good experience for her. Besides, for all you know, the apartment’s a complete mess. Someone over there should look at it in the meantime.”


“The lawyer will.” I wouldn’t mention Sergio’s offer of help.


“All right then.”


I was turning toward the back door, when he detained me. “You could talk to Julia about it when you go east—see what she thinks about it as an investment.”


A financial advisor, my cousin had written a book that had turned into a big success. Women, Be Rich it was called, as though a mere commandment could effectuate wealth. Boy, what I would have given to be rich—and to have a little more independence!


“Sure, I’ll ask Julia.” There was impatience in my voice.


“I can’t think of anyone better to consult.”


“I said I’d talk to her.”


He shot me a dark look, got up, and went back to the piano. I headed toward the back door. Michael’s mention of Julia annoyed me, and not only because I envied her wealth. I’d always suspected that, once upon a time, maybe in college, the two of them had been romantically involved, though he denied it whenever I asked him. He’d slept with my other cousin Robin when we were all at Yale, so why wouldn’t he have slept with Julia, too? And I had secrets I kept from him, so why wouldn’t he be keeping something from me? Oh, shut up. Breathe in, breathe out, consider the facts. It was Julia who’d brought us together a decade later, when we were all living in New York. She ran into him in the supermarket, or was it a bookstore, and renewed their friendship; then she suggested I bring him to her Christmas party, as he and I were both living on the Upper West Side. I called him, and he came to pick me up, and I knew as soon as I saw him that something would happen between us. I was so attracted to him in college, something had to. And it did.


My suspicions about Julia were unreasonable, fostered by a jealous streak and an overactive imagination.


I headed out the back door toward my study then decided to take the path along the side of the house toward the street for a walk. Michael’s hostility wasn’t just about my inheritance or our endless power struggles; it went way, way back to his relationship with his dad, a brilliant, loving man who sometimes lost his mind and took his belt out and gave him a good whipping. Michael had a small scar on his shoulder from the worst incident. Our marriage was probably so stormy because our initial attraction to each other had to do with wounding by a parent of the same sex. We were a foursome, really—his crazy father and my alcoholic mother always in the room. Michael and I were trying to win now, with each other, battles we’d lost long ago—all of which made us a very imperfect match. Or maybe a very perfect one. If we could resolve this, we’d be in a much higher place.


The pathos of human relationships struck me, and my anger softened. I walked along our street in the hills, catching enticing glimpses of the Bay in between one house and the next. A stretch of bushes and bramble spotted with tiny white blooms made me forget for a moment that I was in an urban area. A hummingbird flitting through the branches stopped, wings whirring, to hang in space and sip from a flower. This study in joy seemed to be following me, so I stopped to look at it. As the bright red of the plumes around its throat filled me with elation, the tiny, fragile creature, which must keep moving in search of nectar to survive, landed on a twig long enough for its dot of an eye to look straight into me. For a split second, I wasn’t alone. I had an ally. And I needed an ally.
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When I came back from my walk, Michael was in the driveway, getting into his car. He was going to teach. I approached him.


“I hate it when we fight,” I said.


“Me, too,” he said, swinging his messenger bag onto the passenger seat. “I don’t want you and Esther leaving for your mother’s with us in a muddle like this.”


“Why do we always fight?”


“I don’t know,” he said.


Many times, we’d ended a fight with a promise to talk things through or a hug, but, as he turned toward me, his body language—arms crossed over his chest and shoulders pulling away from me—signaled too great a divide.


“I don’t know, either,” I said.


And he got in the car and drove off.


For a long time, I’d believed that if I continued to work on myself, if I learned to contain my anger and be more generous, our relationship would turn back in the right direction. Now it was beginning to feel irreparable. Sigh. Esther and I were leaving in a couple of days, and there was a lot to do to get ready for the trip.


I was intending to go into the bedroom and start packing, but found myself back in my studio, answering Sergio’s email.


From: Anna Stark
To: Sergio Buria
Hi again Sergio,
No, I don’t live in New York anymore, though some of my family still does. A couple of years after Michael and I got married, we moved to San Francisco, and then a little later to Berkeley, which is more affordable. I work on both sides of the Bay, teaching English as a second language—just as I did when I worked for you.


As for that “wild girl” you wrote of, I’m not sure where she went . . .


Since you offered, well yes, if I could put you in touch with the lawyer and you could—at your convenience, no rush of course—go look at my aunt’s apartment and give me a report, I’d really appreciate it. The condition it’s in will influence my decision. I’ll email the lawyer to tell her you’re acting as my agent. Her name is Marcella Solazzo. She’s the daughter of an old friend of my aunt’s.


In the meantime, please tell me more about your life. Did you and Olivia have children? You must have found another job when you moved to Sperlonga.


Michael and I have a daughter named Esther. She’s twelve now. Anna


For a split second I had a weird feeling in my head because I’d stopped breathing. I took a deep breath and hit SEND.
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All day, I wondered about Sergio’s children, about Olivia. I wondered how the passage of the years had treated her. I still looked good. Did she? I wanted to ask Sergio for a photograph of the two of them. He might send one of himself, but he probably wouldn’t send one of Olivia. He would know what I was up to.


At dinner, I had difficulty paying attention to what Michael and Esther were talking about.


“So we’re meeting at eleven on Saturday,” Esther said.


“Who’s meeting?” I asked, focusing in as I sensed an upcoming demand. I’d been sitting at the table with my family and not listening to the conversation.


“Me, Cynthia and Theresa and Sonya.”


In the new manipulative stage Esther had entered, she would present me with a date she’d made with her girlfriend group as a fait accompli, without consulting me first. Said dates were invariably at locations that involved my driving her a ways from home, then having to hang out nearby until she was ready to be picked up.


“Are you free to drive her or pick her up?” I asked Michael.


“No, I have a band practice set up.”


“You need to consult with me first before making your plans,” I said to Esther.


“But you can drive me, right?”


“We’re leaving for New York on Sunday and I have a million things to do.”


“So you can do your stuff in between dropping me off and picking me up, right?”


They say that the best way to parent adolescents is to choose your battles. I could have made a point about being considerate of other people’s schedules, but the will power for discussion escaped me. I looked toward Michael for support just as he was standing up to grab another bottle of wine.


“I’ll drop you off and pick you up,” I said. “But I won’t pack for you. Keep that in mind, okay?”
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The following morning I was at the well again, drawing up the bucket.


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
Hi Anna,
I’d be happy to look at the apartment for you. I’ve already exchanged emails with Marcella Solazzo, and will visit the apartment day after tomorrow.


Yes, I have children, two daughters who are in their twenties now. I’m happy to hear you, too, have a family.


Being manager of a language school wasn’t challenging enough for me—though you teachers could certainly be a handful! Shortly after you left, I got a job in the port of Gaeta, a little down the coast from Sperlonga. I work for a shipping company that buys and transports marble and stone for construction around the Mediterranean. My office has big windows overlooking the port and the water. It’s very bright, and I can see our boats at the docks. It would please your artistic sensibility—the activity and colorfulness of the shipyard with the brilliant azure sea behind it. I have to visit quarries to inspect materials, so I’ve been everywhere—Spain, Egypt, Turkey. And I help buyers choose materials for important projects. In short, I did realize my dream—not only to work for a bigger company, but also to have a life that takes me out of my little country and its provincial way of thinking.


On a personal level, some things have not gone so well, but with regard to work, money—what you used to call the “practicalia” of life—I haven’t done badly.


Are you planning to come see your aunt’s apartment soon? I would love to see you again.
Kisses,
Sergio


I was touched that Sergio remembered my use of the word “practicalia,” a term I’d picked up from my father, who used it with an ironic inflection in connection with his lab experiments. “The practicalia did not go well today,” he would say when he came home from work, smelling vaguely of the chemicals and animals he worked with. I reread Sergio’s message. On a personal level, some things have not gone so well—did that include Olivia? Or maybe his relationship with his daughters? It was easy to picture him working in a shipyard, in charge of the transportation of tons of rock. Dominant in his personality had been personal ambition and a need to do real work in the real world—something very opposite my own dreamy nature.


From: Anna Stark
To: Sergio Buria
Dear Sergio,
So you’ve been successful. Congratulations, and I’m not surprised. I’m not sure when I’ll get over there to see the apartment. I wish I could hop on a plane and see it—and you—immediately, but I’m scheduled to visit my mother. The fact is, it’s a trip I’m not looking forward to. I don’t know if you remember my stories about her and the damage she did. She’s old now and I have to figure out what to do about her care. My sister, Evelyn, recently moved to London and isn’t interested in helping me make decisions. I should probably bring my mother out to California, if I can get her to agree to it.


I hope you don’t mind my telling you all this.


Why was I sharing my worries with him, as though we were back in his office chatting at the end of the day, the way we used to? And should I not have said that I wanted to see him? But I did. I’d only written the truth. Still, it felt like a small betrayal of Michael. To compensate for my transgression, I hesitated to write “kisses” and instead signed off, Best, A


Thursday there was no message from him. Friday I again checked my email first thing. I was looking forward to his messages more and more.


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
Dear Anna,
Of course I don’t mind your writing me about your problems. You can write me anything you want. I remember you had a difficult adolescence because I intuited it before you told me anything about your mother.


I met Marcella at your aunt’s apartment yesterday. As lawyers go, she seems honest enough. What a wonderful living area with those black and white marble tiles and what a splendid view from the big balcony! The three bedrooms with their little balconies on the courtyard side are a plus, of course, and the kitchen is serviceable and a comfortable size. I don’t think one could have a nicer place in Rome. Unfortunately, your aunt let it go in her last years. There’s dry rot around the bathtubs from leaks that were never fixed, the electricity needs to be upgraded for the computer age, and the pavers in the kitchen floor have become loose and dangerously uneven.


Anna, if I were you I wouldn’t sell it “as is” because you won’t be paid the true value of this potentially splendid piece of property. Many Americans now own such apartments, which, as vacation rentals, create a healthy stream of income. I could make you a list of things that need to be done, and I know of people who could do them for you reasonably.


I’d be happy to oversee the work for you, Anna. It would make me happy to do so. Do I dare say—I’ve missed you. Many kisses,
S


I’ve missed you, too, I thought, but didn’t write it. I wouldn’t go there. I wanted to stay practical, to stick to the matters at hand.


I puzzled over the quirkiness of memory. Sergio couldn’t remember what year it was that we’d known each other, but he remembered my stories about my mother . . . I tried to recall what he’d told me about his own childhood, but drew a blank. There was some awful story about his mother, which now escaped me. I wouldn’t ask him about it yet.


From: Anna Stark
To: Sergio Buria
Dear Sergio,
Thank you so much for offering to oversee the repairs. I would appreciate your doing it. I remember how you redid your apartment in Sperlonga—I liked your taste, and I trust your judgment. However, to be honest, I feel I ought to compensate you for your time.
—A


His response, an hour later, knocked me over:


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
My darling Anna,
I would absolutely refuse any form of payment. You remember how fixing up the apartment in Sperlonga was a passionate hobby for me? I love this sort of thing—you know how we Italians are about architecture and design. Besides, I feel—how can I put it—that I didn’t treat you as well as you deserved, and I’d like to use this opportunity to “atone” because, Anna, you were a great love of mine and, if things could have been different, I would have been a happier man. But when I met you, I was already in so deep with Olivia, it was as though I were on a speeding train and couldn’t find the emergency hand brake to get off—which led to so much regret for so many years . . . So let me do this one favor for you, okay? Having written all that, I must also tell you the truth of my situation. Olivia and I divorced during a period when she’d lost her faith. She moved up to Florence a couple of years ago and works there now. But I sometimes go up there on the weekend to help with things around the house and visit with my daughters, one of whom still lives with her mother. So—”divorce Italian-style.”


Why am I telling all this? You’re happily married, you have a daughter, a life in California. I don’t want to meddle with anything. But please let me do you the favor of taking care of the apartment. Okay?
Many kisses,
Sergio


I brought my face closer to the computer, as though to check that the message was real. I’d never known exactly what or how much Sergio felt for me. You were a great love of mine. I wanted the words hand-written on paper. In email, the sentences floating against an illuminated screen can seem nebulous, slippery. Still, this was that marvelous, old-fashioned thing—a declaration of love. Here I was, a woman in mid-life, who’d had many lovers, yet I’d never received anything quite like this. But my joy was complicated by the sentence, Olivia and I divorced. I’d known it would never work out. She was too imbued with Catholic prudery. Se va bene di notte, va bene di giorno, went the Italian saying: If things go well at night, they’ll go well during the day. Well, the night would have failed them, sooner or later. Olivia’s heart-shaped face, with its expression of love and hopefulness about her future with Sergio—what did it look like now, what had disappointment done to her smile, her eyes? And was I, in any way, implicated in the failure of their relationship? Everything we do has consequences. For a split second, I felt awful. Then I went back to a crazy medley of feelings. If things could have been different . . . Reading this avowal that was twenty-five years late brought tears to my eyes. But there was resentment, too.


From: Anna Stark
To: Sergio Buria
Dear Sergio,
I had no idea you really loved me. If only I’d known . . . Well, what happened, happened. You moved on. I moved on.


Okay, about the apartment. I’ll let you make up for the past by taking care of it. Send me your recommendations about what needs to be done and how much you think it’ll cost. I’m leaving for New York on Sunday. I’ll write you from my mother’s.


Thank you for your email. I wanted you to choose me. Part of me is still angry, though of course I was equally responsible for everything that happened.
Love,
Anna


PS This is all rather confusing. Would you send me a photo of you? So many memories are coming back and with such force . . . Our correspondence feels bizarre. I’m writing a man of—what are you now? Fifty-seven?—yet seeing you in my mind as you used to be, a man of thirty. I need to know what you look like now.


Why tell him I was angry when I hadn’t yet told him why I’d left Rome and what happened afterwards? Why not tell him now?


I didn’t because I couldn’t, because I was still ashamed.


From: Sergio Buria
To: Anna Stark
My dearest,
You want a photo? I don’t look so good in pictures anymore, though in person I’m not a bad-looking middle-aged man. Perhaps you think I’m being vain? It’s not that, but rather a sense of being buried inside myself, of being now something that isn’t me. Age is a kind of mask. Your memory of me is truer than any photograph I can give you.


It pains me that you feel anger toward me. You’re a married woman now, I don’t want to make trouble between you and your husband but—can I call you? Let’s speak on the phone; it’ll make everything better. Please. As for the photo—yes, at some point—but let’s speak first.
Kisses,
Sergio


What would happen if we talked on the phone? Would I spill everything? Did it matter at this point? I longed to hear his voice. I’d been longing to hear it for years.


From: Anna Stark
To: Sergio Buria
Okay, call me. You could call me tomorrow morning my time. Esther will be sleeping and Michael in Chicago. I’d love to hear your voice.
Kisses,
Anna
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Friday morning, I went to my studio to wait for Sergio’s call. I couldn’t run from my agitation, nor could I appease it. I could only cross my legs on my cushion and breathe. So I sat in the meditation space I’d set up for myself when my chemical sensitivities had forced me stop working with paint and I’d put my old canvases behind a shoji screen in order not to be frustrated by the sight of them. My dear, wild canvases, with their spinning animal forms, their volcanoes and tsunamis—the places where I used to put the wind, rain, and sleet of my soul as well as its crazy blooms. Instead of a large easel and paints, I now had a small drafting table, some watercolors, and old canisters filled with pens and pencils. Thus had life forced me to contain and restrain my creativity and passion.


My cell rang.


“Hello, is that you, Anna?”


“Hi, Sergio. It’s me.”


“Is this a good time to talk?”


“Yes, it’s fine. I’m alone.”


“Your husband travels a lot?”


“Yes. He went to Chicago for the début performance of one of his compositions. He’s been very successful.”


“Well, it makes sense, I suppose, that as an artist you would marry another kind of artist.”


“Maybe. But it’s not paradise.”


“Marriage is never paradise. We don’t have the greatest connection, but you sound exactly the same, Anna. Exactly the same.”


“I’ve changed a lot. What about you?”


“Inside, I’m the same,” he said. “More or less. Outside, I’m afraid I’m rather different.”


“We all get older.”


“Hearing your voice makes me feel so . . . “


“Me too, Sergio.”


“Are you crying, my dear?”


“I’m sorry, I can’t help it—”


“I looked for you, really I did. I thought your family would still be on Long Island, so I found their address, I sent a letter to you there.


“I never got it. My mother can’t be bothered to forward my mail.”


“She had a little problem with wine, if I recall.”


“Scotch whiskey.”


“I’m sorry you had to deal with that.”


“Sergio, talking to you—this is unbelievable!”


“Your email distressed me, Anna. Please don’t be angry with me, honey. Sweet honey.”


“Hearing your voice—no, I’m not angry anymore.” I wouldn’t tell him everything just yet, after all. I needed to revel in the sweetness.


“You can call me anytime, Anna. I hope you will. We need to catch up and say all the things we should have said years ago. Call me from your mother’s.”


“If I can get a moment alone, yes I will.”


After we hung up, my heart was racing, my breathing constricted. I went back to my cushion and sat facing a drawing I’d made of the Buddha in the Tibetan tangka tradition, which prescribes proportions with great precision. Working in this rule-driven manner, so opposite to the wild way I’d painted before, enabled me to pour my creativity into time-tested grooves that fostered inner equilibrium. It was the terrible fallout from my affair with Sergio that had led to my attraction to Buddhism when I lived in Asia in my twenties. Then I took up meditation more seriously years later in order to calm my asthma. At first the asthma itself was an obstacle, as meditating made me more conscious of tightness in my lungs. But as I learned to focus on the feeling of the air in my nostrils, I became able to soften my chest and belly. Finding a spot of calm inside, however small, gave me the hope that I might eventually find peace of mind.


The path of meditation is full of twists and turns. Part of what happens when you go deeper into practice is that you confront feelings that have been pushed aside—what my meditation teacher called the dragons waiting just outside the cave. He used to say that, the fiercer the dragon, the more crucial it is to “invite him in for tea.” That’s a Buddhist metaphor for befriending one’s dark emotions. Processing Sergio’s phone call, I faced a dragon of shame, grief, and longing. And there was nothing to do except sit and face it. Eyes closed, I saw myself, in a daydream, sitting cross-legged like a Taoist monk in a mountainside cave in which a tea pot hung over a fire pit. I poured a little tea into a porcelain cup and handed it to the fiery dragon that stood threateningly at the entrance. With its long thin body and fiery breath, with its curled and patterned scales and claws, the creature looked like it had stepped right out of a Chinese scroll. I faced this beast with resolute stoicism.


Usually, if I meditated long enough, the difficult emotions would begin to soften and the dragon might shrink, even turn into a friendly creature. But this time, I only wanted escape, distraction, stimulation. I wanted to hear the sound of Sergio’s voice again and see him in the flesh and throw my arms around him. I wanted not to appease the dragon, but to give it wings and climb on its back and fly across the American continent and the Atlantic Ocean and back in time, through dimensions of mist and light, to be with Sergio again.


But I had to go see my mother instead.




2. Motherhood and Variations
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A few days later, Esther and I were flying east, playing double solitaire with a miniature travel deck. Half of the aces were on her fold-down tray, the other half on mine, so we had to reach across each other to build. Every time she leaned my way, she poked me with her little elbow to break my concentration. She kept winning because her reflexes were faster than mine, and every time she won, her laughter erupted over the thundering engine of the plane. Finally, she had enough. “What did you bring to eat?” she asked, and I unpacked our specials snacks—slices of dried mango and chocolate cookies and the drinks we’d bought after going through airport security.


I wished I were flying to Rome instead of going to visit my mother, but I was happy to have time alone with my daughter. After we ate, she took out her iPod, put in her earphones, and soon fell asleep. Outside the window, an even blanket of clouds spread into the distance, up-lit by the sun that was sinking beneath it, casting a rose light through the glass and onto my child’s face. She had Michael’s black hair and my bone structure. Her skin, which had been broken out a couple of days before, was at the moment without a blemish, for it could recover in a flash, with a single good night’s rest. The pale down on her upper lip over her slightly open mouth shone in the light slanting into the cabin. Her head, tilted back, leaning against the glass of the plane window and set against the background of clouds, offered an exquisite portrait. Like a hummingbird sipping from a flower, I drank in her beauty.


Then I remembered my secrets. Some day—when? how?—I would tell my daughter everything that happened to me, I would try to explain why I did what I did. At what age would she have the compassion to understand? Maybe that time wouldn’t come until after I was long gone.


Sergio . . . I remembered how he called me sweet honey on the phone and, in the calm of the moment, puzzled over the expression. Maybe an Italianism of some sort. The way they doubled and intensified everything—all the stereotypes about the passionate Latin temperament were true. And I was a sucker for it.


I would email or call him from my mother’s.
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My mother still lived in the house on Long Island that my parents bought in 1970, when I was fifteen and my father got a research job at the nearby university medical center. It was a traditional two-story structure, in the New England style, with horizontal siding of real wood painted white. There were three bedrooms upstairs. Esther was sleeping in the one that used to be mine; I was in the one that used to be my sister’s. At night, I could hear my mother snoring in her room across the landing. Cousin Julia, who had come out for a couple of days, was sleeping in the downstairs office.


After my mother had hit another car in a drunk driving accident, she lost her license, and they’d put her on a medication that makes people violently ill if they have a drop of alcohol. A home aide from Haiti named Chantal came by every day to make sure she took her pill and to cook a little dinner. If it hadn’t been for Chantal, my mother would have survived on crackers, stewed prunes, and coffee.


The morning after we arrived, my mother was working in clay in her backyard studio when I told her about Doris’s apartment. I neither needed nor wanted her opinion, but it was a way of making conversation before we got down to the matter of moving her out to California.


“So I’m not sure whether I’ll sell or keep it,” I concluded. “At some point, I’ll go to Rome and look at it.”


“I can’t believe Doris was able to buy a place. What a crazy woman. Did I ever tell you about how she used to step out to get the morning paper wrapped in nothing but a bath towel?” My mother cackled. “That was her morning routine—a shower, a towel, and out to get the paper in front of the neighbors. There she’d be, her tush hanging out, parading for all of Flatbush. Once she locked herself out and had to go walking down the street half-naked, knocking at neighbors’ doors—”


“Linda! You’ve already told me that story—” I called my mother by her first name to put more distance between us.


“You were the only one who could ever get along with her. Did I ever tell you how she once rubbed herself with a raw fish before going on a date? Brooklyn, 1952. No, 1953. Right before she left for Italy.”


“Oh come on—”


“She said wanted to make herself smell like female pudenda, and she stood there in the kitchen, holding a flounder in her hand and applying it to the back of her ears and neck—”


“Stop already—”


“She was always throwing herself at men. A woman driven by her appetites, with no taste or culture, always trying to get something out of you. And the way she dressed! Always in clinging knits, to reveal her boobs and every roll of fat. The whole family found her intolerable. No wonder she exiled herself to Italy. But so smart of you to put up with her! Now you’ve got that nice apartment of hers, you can spend summers in Rome, if you want, and take it all in again.” She wasn’t one to hide her envy. “Or you could sell it and buy an apartment in Paris.” She let out a big sigh.


“Sure, Doris was difficult sometimes, but it’s hard to believe the stories you tell about her.”


“They’re all true.” My mother stuck a pinkie in the mouth of the clay face she was working on then pressed it in, angrily, to make it deeper. “There. Big mouth. Or maybe a little more.” She made another quick jab. “‘Screaming head’ is my title for this one. Pace Munch.” She looked sideways at me. “Did I ever tell you about the time Sarah and I found a dildo in her room?” Sarah was my mother’s other sister, my aunt who now lived in San Francisco.


“Come on, that I really don’t believe. How, in 1940-something Brooklyn, would Doris have gotten her hands on a dildo?”


My mother snorted. “In some ways, little sister was way ahead of all of us.”


“I can’t believe you aren’t at all sad about her death.”


“I’m eighty-three and half of everybody I know is dead. What am I supposed to do, cry like a Greek chorus each time? It’s too exhausting. And the truth is, about Doris, I washed my hands of her years ago.” She looked back at her figure and jabbed her pinkie yet again in its mouth. “Why is it that it’s the people who break all the rules who get the desserts in life?”


When my mother was forced to stop drinking, I expected she’d change, but she was the same—narcissistic, angry, bitter—a parody of a demented Jewish mother. If it was true, as it said on my birth certificate, that I’d come out this woman’s body, it wasn’t thanks to the so-called “miracle” of childbirth, but through an act of sorcery.


“Let’s talk about moving you out to California,” I said.


“I’m not going to California. You’re going to put me in some ‘facility’ where I wouldn’t have a place to sculpt? You want to drive me stark, raving mad? And why go through all the work of moving me when I don’t have much time left anyway?”


“You talk as though you were actually dying of something. We could find you an artist’s studio or a little house with a garage where you could work.”


“No.”


“How are you going to continue living here if you can’t drive? And the day may come when you can’t climb the stairs—”


“Then I’ll sleep in the office downstairs.”


On the one hand, it felt like she was an alien from outer space. On the other, she was a darker version of me. Sometimes I was tempted to throw in the towel and say, yes, goddammit, I’m exactly like my mother: I, too, have a difficult marriage and an outdoor artist’s studio. And now that my asthma has forced me to give up paints, I too know what creative frustration feels like. As I stared at the charcoal crescent moons under her fingernails and the gobs of clay in her long gray hair, the similarities between us grabbed my viscera and gave them a little twist. If it hadn’t been for the fact that I was on a spiritual quest—“How Californian of you,” she would have said contemptuously, if I’d ever shared that information with her—I’d have felt like her twin and done myself in. But thankfully, while she’d been making figures of fat women with horrified expressions on their faces, I’d found my way to drawing Buddhas and lotus flowers. At the very least, I aspired toward forgiveness, even if I didn’t actually feel it.


These moments alone with her were torture. Thankfully, my cousin Julia was inside the house going over the books to make sure my sister Evelyn hadn’t mismanaged or—who knows? Embezzled!—my mother’s money before going abroad.


“I’m going to get a bottle of Scotch and pour it right in here.” Pinkie digging inside the clay mouth. “Jesus, I hate that drug they’re making me take.”


“You’re destroying your liver, so you have to stop drinking—”


“They’re prudes and killjoys, all of them,” she hissed.


“I’m going inside for a moment.”


The house sat on a promontory jutting into Long Island Sound, so the spring breeze was damp and salty from the sea, making me shiver as I stepped outside and crossed the lawn back to the house. I looked up toward my old room—the room where my mother had locked me in the closet and left me for the night one time she was drunk and my father and sister were away. She’d been strong in middle age, even more so when inebriated. I’d banged on the door and cried myself into a state of hysteria until I could barely breathe and threw up on myself and my shoes, while she passed out on her bed. The next morning, she let me out, pretending I’d “accidentally” locked myself in. Later that day, when my father came home, I had my first asthma attack and he took me to the emergency room. It was as though my subconscious had deferred that reaction so that I wouldn’t suffocate in the closet. The things my mother had done, not just that night but others, too, now seemed like they’d happened to someone else, and not me—until I’d remember something very specific, like cleaning the vomit out of my black patent leather shoes, at which point I’d shudder, reminded that those events had indeed been episodes in my own life.


Opening the back door and going into the house, I heard the sound of some movie Esther was watching on TV in the living room. Julia was in the kitchen making coffee in my mother’s ancient percolator.


“Want some?” she asked.


Julia was thin and elegant in middle age, with her tailored black pants and straight hair in a neat ponytail, a graphite shawl wound around her neck.


“Yeah, sure. In a minute.”


In California, I could sometimes ward off an asthma attack by isolating myself and calming down, but that was impossible at my mother’s. I went upstairs to get my inhaler, took a couple of puffs then went back down.


“How’s it going out there?” Julia gave me a look of sympathy.


“She’s unbearable. How’s it going with the accounts?”


“The books look okay. Nothing’s amiss.”


“Good.”


“I wish you and Evelyn would mend your fences.”


“Why? We have a perfect arrangement. We keep the peace by avoiding each other.” My sister, like my father, had never defended me against my mother when I was a child, and I couldn’t forgive her. “Listen, I want to talk to you about something.”


“Me, too. You first. Let me serve this up, then we’ll sit down.”


Julia went out the back door to deliver a cup of coffee to my mom. I was grateful for her company and help. Soon the door slammed again and she was back. She poured coffee for the two of us and we sat at the kitchen table.


I told her how I was thinking of keeping Doris’s apartment but was concerned about the economics.


“So the apartment is just sitting there now?” Julia asked.


“Someone’s taking care of the renovations,” I said. “The lawyer who’s the executor of her estate.” The lie slipped out easily. Julia knew a little about my time in Italy, but not the whole story. “I’d like your opinion about whether or not to keep it—not that I expect you to know anything about Italian inheritance law or taxation.”


“No, I don’t. But I also don’t think I need to, and you don’t need to either. Does it matter how much, if any, money you’d make renting it? If you want to keep the apartment, you could probably break even, at the very least. Why don’t you do whatever makes you happy? It seems like a rare opportunity.”


“That’s surprisingly impractical coming from you.” I noticed she was wearing diamond ear studs. They were probably real.


“I don’t know. I think at our age we have to be more aggressive about getting happy.” She cocked her head at me. “What I wanted to tell you was—Ben and I are talking about adopting.”


I was startled. I thought of Julia as conventional and successful, but never as particularly maternal. For a brief period she’d tried to get pregnant, and when she’d had problems conceiving, she did some fertility treatments. But when that didn’t work, she hadn’t been devastated. She and her husband Ben had been together since college and seemed to relish their freedom as a childfree couple. They went to the theater, entertained, and traveled a lot.


“Really? That’s wonderful! Are you going to do it domestically or internationally?”


“Domestic adoptions are complicated. There’s always a worry about the birth mother changing her mind. Besides, it makes more sense to us to adopt a child who’s already been abandoned. We’re thinking of going to Guatemala or Peru or maybe China. So we’ll be able to provide Esther with a cousin.” She smiled.


Those two words—“abandoned” and “adoption”—always grabbed me in the chest like a vise around my esophagus.
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