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For my parents

and for Dan






PART I






ONE

I read the story on one of those spring days in New York when the world seems to rise out of hibernation. Music trailed from cars, pop and rap and oldies mingling with the Doppler whoosh of traffic. An early geysering fire hydrant. The chatter of starlings. The pages of the short story were crisp like new bills and my heart sped up when I turned them.

It was Friday, and Hugh—a waft of peppermint as he kissed my temple; the click of the front door—was at work. By the time I got up, sunlight flooded our tidy apartment. While I tend to leave half-finished books butterflied on the couch and deserted sweaters over the backs of chairs, Hugh is so fastidious that a stranger might imagine I lived in the apartment alone. Being there without him, as I often was those days, made the place take on a cinematic quality, as though I actually were that alternate version of myself: single, independent.

It was easy to slip into that fantasy, to trade the comfortable monotony of my relationship with Hugh for the solo artistic pleasures of a fellowship in Tokyo or a retreat on the Spanish coast. In college I used to picture our hypothetical life together with longing: the postcoital breakfasts in bed that have in fact happened; working together late into the night, he on his painting, I on a novel, which has not. Nearly six years out of school and two into cohabitation, I was prone to imagining us apart, so maybe by the time I boarded the Greyhound bus that summer I’d primed my brain for escape, the way tennis players visualize their backhands. I once read that the inability to distinguish between fantasy and reality is a hallmark of psychosis, but I think healthy people trick themselves into believing daydreams all the time.

Our apartment was on a quiet, tree-lined block on the south side of Prospect Park. Hugh paid most of the rent, because he made nearly three times as much as my salary at the magazine. The year before, a clothing conglomerate bought the start-up he worked for, and something blah blah equity, et cetera. When we passed brownstones with FOR SALE signs posted in what passes for a front yard in Brooklyn, he’d started looking up the asking price on his phone.

That past December, amid headlines about our country’s nuclear pissing contest with North Korea and a wave of sexual abuse allegations, my job at the magazine had changed. I was a decently paid staff writer straddling our print edition and the website, but the features director I’d been hired to assist soon after graduation still asked me to make his restaurant reservations, and the website had recently instituted a soul-sucking quota system—these were the primary subjects of what Hugh called my “Hamlet lite monologues” during which, wineglass in hand, I’d complain about how my job left me no time to work on anything important.

“Just quit,” Hugh would say, exasperated, but too much of my identity revolved around the title in my email signature, and giving up my paycheck—despite, or maybe especially because of Hugh’s implying he could cover my meager portion of the rent as long as I needed—was untenable. After much hand-wringing, a compromise: the magazine allowed me to trade my health insurance, more than half my salary, and the illusion of job security (Hugh, that January: “Does anyone in magazines have job security in 2018?”) for a contributing editor position, under contract. I had a reasonable annual word count to hit and the freedom to write whatever I wanted; if the magazine didn’t like the idea, I could take it elsewhere. By spring this arrangement had produced a profile of a mysterious playwright, which I’d put to bed a few weeks earlier. I was proud of the piece, but even I had to admit it wasn’t exactly the kind of ambitious reportage worth quitting a job for.

By the time I found the short story, I had been in search of a truly worthy idea for nearly four months. Embezzling philanthropists, reclusive painters, obsessive collectors; thus far nothing had panned out. I was supposed to be hunting for material that morning in late April, too. But there was a stack of magazines next to the front door, which was Hugh’s tacit threat of impending disposal. I often let them pile up without so much as cracking the covers. (To cancel the subscriptions would be to admit defeat.) Now, with my own work to do, they offered procrastination under the guise of research: reading the good work of others was work for me, too.

I relocated the stack to the coffee table and settled on the couch, where I thumbed through a New Yorker, a Vanity Fair, and then reached for the most recent issue of The Paris Review. Look, I imagined telling Hugh. I’m reading it. I scanned an interview with the novelist Charles Johnson and a few short stories. Words, words, words.

Then my eye hitched on a familiar byline. Martin Scott Keller. I felt a pang of fondness, as though a childhood friend had called my name down a crowded subway car. I met Martin at a book launch soon after moving to the city. I’d been out of place, too young for the party, until he plucked me out of the crowd. I hadn’t thought of him in ages. The story was called “Such Are My Stars.” I scrunched a pillow behind my neck and lay back to read.

“Because the engines of our lives run on a fixed track,” his story began, “there is no use dwelling in the hypothetical past tense. What might have happened does not matter, and so for the girl and I to meet as we did, when we did, can only be called fate.” I skimmed the story, distracted by my phone and the anxious sense that I was wasting time, and then came to this line: “I was once again alone in the crowd when I realized I was holding, like a talisman from a dream, the girl’s silver rose.”

I sat up and propped the journal on my knees. I had a hiccuping sensation in my throat, the same one I’d get before pitch meetings. “What?” I whispered, the syllable tapping off my teeth. I leaned down close to the page, as though to climb into it. It was the strangest thing. The story he’d written, this story I was reading, was about me.

To be clear, I don’t mean the story so captured my psyche it was as if it had been written about me, a sensation well known to anyone who loves reading fiction. I mean it was actually based on Martin’s and my evening at the New York Public Library six years earlier. I started again from the beginning.

His narrator is a married writer who meets a colleague’s teenage daughter at a literary salon, hosted by said colleague, and becomes infatuated. He goes home and gets in bed next to his wife, who refused to go to the party because of a petty fight, their backs to each other, “a pair of confused parentheses.” He considers waiting until the girl’s older, leaving his wife for her, and if the story had ended there it might have been almost hopeful. Instead, in the last paragraphs, the man begins fantasizing about the girl’s life without him in it. He will think of her forever, and she will not think of him at all.

He’d lifted certain details straight from reality. “She is my Laura, my Nora, my Dark Lady of the Sonnets,” he’d written. We’d talked about muses and their makers, about love preserved by literature. Here was the amused way he’d watched me, as though he knew me. He’d plucked the silver rose barrette quite literally from my own hair. As I read the story again I cycled through confusion, giddy excitement, nausea, pride, and eventually a creeping sense of ownership, though that might have come later. Vladimir Nabokov wrote Véra love poems soon after they met, which he published in a journal he knew she read; here was my own call across time and space. It was true that Martin had shifted our ages—I’d been twenty-one and he was in his seventies when we met that night at the Forty-Second Street branch—but the taboo transposition only added to the frisson. He described the girl as wiser than her age, more comfortable around adults than her peers. He wrote about the ambition that emanated from her. (From me!) It was as though I’d had part of an elusive tune stuck in my head for the last decade, and a car passed by with that very melody floating out through an open window, the radio host’s voice making its way back to me with a name, the answer I hadn’t realized I’d been looking for.

I sat back on the couch. I recalled Martin taught at a college upstate. I would track him down and pull up to his house unannounced, where he’d be sitting on a porch rocking chair with a novel in his hand. He’d glance up and his shoulders would loosen as if in a sigh. Ah. Here she is.

However. But. Alas.

I had not been a careful reader. I’d skipped the story’s introductory lines in favor of jumping into the narrative. It would’ve saved a few minutes of excitement, because when I searched his name two sharp dates appeared, a beginning and an end. He had died in January. The story was posthumous.



SIX YEARS EARLIER, before leaving my apartment for the reading, I nursed a Corona and surveyed myself in my roommate Georgia’s warped mirror. It was the middle of July: she had an air conditioner in her bedroom window, I did not. Georgia had invited me to the reading, but she was coming from her job uptown and so we’d planned to meet at the library. I wore a sleeveless dress I hoped projected an air of sophistication. Getting ready alone, I worried that its length was frumpy rather than refined, and spent half an hour manipulating my hair into slight variations on a dull theme. In the end, I clipped it back with a small, rose-shaped barrette, a long-ago gift from my mother. Georgia and I had only lived in Brooklyn for a month, and the subway remained an unpredictable and confusing experience—I was always working myself up on the platform about whether I’d find a space in front of the map, and once I was in the car I spent the ride craning my neck to check the station names through the window—so I left nearly an hour before I needed to.

The New York Public Library. Stone lions and Doric columns. By the time I met Georgia at the entrance I was more relaxed, having arrived early and killed time at an old boxing bar up the street. Next to Georgia’s bare face and wide-legged trousers, my dress was too considered, but not terrible. “You are going to dazzle the literati tonight,” she said. “Think of this as your grand debut.” Georgia, an assistant at Sotheby’s, loved networking and disapproved of how I’d spent our first weeks in the city. Through a friend of my mother’s, I’d gotten a job as an unauthorized Central Park tour guide, a desperate choice I pretended was purposeful—time to write, interesting encounters with strangers—but between my newfound freedom following four years of academia and the tequila-Tecate specials at our neighborhood dive, I hadn’t been getting much writing done. We linked elbows and made our way inside.

Regretfully, my enthusiasm for the event was engendered less by its literary promise and more by the prospect of meeting a future boyfriend. Georgia had started dating an editor almost immediately upon our move to the city, a serious man with a vested interest in his magazine’s softball team who left trimmings from, I hoped, his beard in our bathroom sink. He was the one who’d given her the tickets to the reading. I don’t know where he was that night, but I had the idea there might be others like him in attendance. I imagined falling in love under the iconic reading room ceiling, painted with clouds.

In reality, the event took place in a wood-paneled antechamber off a quiet hallway upstairs. We found two empty seats in the rows of folding chairs. Both the red-haired author who was launching her book and the blonde interviewing her wrote about the banal ebb and flow of life (babies, boyfriends), which they complained landed their novels in the Women’s Fiction section of the bookstore. Stories by men about anxiety and having sex with younger women do not get a special section, the red-haired author pointed out to an appreciative chuckle from the audience, they are called Literary Fiction.

Afterward we filed like schoolchildren into the adjoining room. Plastic party platters covered one table in pale imitation of a Dutch still life: marbled salami wheels and rosebuds of prosciutto, sliced cantaloupe, a few anemic bunches of grapes. At another table, a pair of boys around my age poured wine into rigid cups and ogled my friend.

I was used to Georgia overshadowing me; she is a person to whom eyes are always drawn in a crowded room. Because, for years, men have felt moved to say very stupid things to her, she has adopted a remote air that makes people want to impress her. We met off campus the fall of our freshman year, right after I’d watched her dance barefoot on the hood of a parked pickup truck, all legs; she needed a partner for beer pong. “You’re fun,” she said when I landed a shot with my eyes closed. Her parents had their names on the walls of two New York museums and an elevator that opened into their apartment. The private girls’ school she’d attended, her summers in Cape Cod, stood in stark contrast to my own childhood in the Colorado mountains, itself an idyll of ponderosa pines, ski lessons, and a main street flanked by pretty red-brick buildings, though I hadn’t yet learned to describe it as such and instead found it embarrassing and provincial. Georgia was the most glamorous person I’d ever met.

While Georgia wasn’t dancing on anything that night in the library, she was involved in a witty repartee with an interested stranger, the adult equivalent. I felt my smile calcifying as they discussed a museum show I hadn’t seen. Waving my empty glass around, I murmured something about getting more wine.

I walked a slow circle of the room before arriving at the drinks table, where a boy refilled my cup, and then I made myself a plate of melon and fat green olives. I was hovering by the table, having realized I couldn’t hold the wine, the plate, and also eat, when a man next to me said, “That looks bleak, doesn’t it?”

I looked cartoonishly to my right, for whoever it was he was speaking to, but no one was there. The man withdrew the long white finger he’d been pointing toward the prosciutto. “Frayed at the edges, as though someone’s nibbled at it,” he said, fixing me with a mellow, generous gaze. “Who’s your best guess?”

“Sorry?”

“The culprit,” he said, and as he lowered his voice I, instinctively, leaned in. “Who do you think it could be?”

Tinted rectangular glasses perched grandfatherly on his nose below a pair of unruly eyebrows, and though his mouth at rest pulled into a serious straight line, he had a mischievous air. I scanned the room. “Him,” I said, tipping my chin toward a goateed man explaining something to Georgia, blithely oblivious of her efforts to escape.

“Indeed,” the man said. “He’s had his vulpine snout all over this spread. Still, is there anything more pleasurable than prosciutto?” He gave the word a hint of a rolled r as he made up his own plate. “Even the bad stuff?” He folded a cantaloupe square in a tissue-thin slice of the meat and popped it into his mouth. “So,” he said, chewing. “Who are you? Tell me everything about yourself.”

Between the wine and the whiskey gingers I’d downed at the bar, the room had started to glimmer with possibility. It wasn’t difficult to seem precocious around much older men, I’d learned from my mom’s parties back in Colorado, her small house full of the wealthy outdoorsy types she often attracted. You only had to ask questions, make direct eye contact, and laugh.

Martin Scott Keller—though I didn’t know his name for much of the night—looked and dressed like so many of the erudite men who populated my postadolescence. They had presided over classes in contemporary literature, postwar politics, the Iliad, the chemistry of water. After graduation, their opinions were the ones I would learn to turn to in the important pages of important magazines when seeking a way to think about the world. A parade of heads like polished oak finials, ad infinitum. They were my men, and my desire to be not just like them but of them was as strong as lust.

Tell me everything about yourself.

“There’s not much to tell,” I said, trying to hide my delight that someone, anyone, was talking to me. “My name’s Sal.”

“Such a petite name.” I could smell his musky cologne, and his shoulders under his sweater and collared shirt looked strong, despite his age. I wanted to lean my body into his. “Just Sal?”

“Salale, actually.”

“Sa-la-lay,” he said. “A little waltz.”

“My mother had only ever seen it written down and she botched the pronunciation. I think it’s supposed to rhyme with ‘Halal.’ ”

He chewed an olive, contemplative. “I know you, don’t I?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Not my student?”

“No,” I said, with regret.

“She was my student, one of my best.” He pointed to the nearby red-haired author, now holding a red-haired baby. She lifted the baby’s hand to wave at him, and he saluted. He turned back to me. “So, Salale. What is it you do? Don’t tell me: you’re a writer.”

“I’m not anything yet.” I felt small in comparison to this favorite, whom he’d come to see. “I just graduated. I give tours of Central Park to Italian tourists.”

He reeled off a few lines: fiori et felici, something about Madonna.

“Mm.” I didn’t want to explain that I gave tours to Texan and German and Chinese tourists, too, that I didn’t speak Italian. I waited for him to translate the quote, but instead he launched into an anecdote about Laura, Petrarch’s muse, and I batted back something about Dante’s Beatrice, which made him chuckle. It’s the tenor of the conversation rather than the content that stuck with me. My lasting memory is of feeling that, though I had no real idea who this man was, I was exactly where I needed to be. I wished he’d been my teacher, that he would attend one of my own future readings and, from the audience, give me an encouraging wink.

We talked for an hour, maybe longer, as the party orbited our bubble of two. “You are a writer,” he said at one point, and at first I laughed, but he looked so serious that I closed my lips over my teeth and felt myself nodding vigorously. “You have to reach into yourself and rip it out. Be selfish. Break rules. Choose work above everything.”

The red-haired author, sans bébé, stopped by to say that she and her friends were going for drinks. “Go, I’m too old for all that.” He kissed her cheek before turning to me. “Don’t you leave me in my decrepitude.”

“Never,” I said, only half joking.

The author put a hand on his arm and said, “Martin, I meant to tell you, I read Evergreen again. It gets more beautiful every time.” Martin, Evergreen, I willed myself to remember.

After she’d gone, he said, “My first. Nobody ever tells me they’ve reread my more recent novels.”

Instead of pretending that I had read his more recent novels, I was drunk enough to ask, “Why do you think that is?” while holding an imaginary microphone up to his mouth.

“Not many people read them to begin with,” he said. “The Executioner’s Song came out the same day as my second book. Blew it out of the water.”

This was solid ground. I knew Mailer. I knew Roth. Updike, Nabokov, Cheever. I’d spent the better part of the last four years reading not just their fiction but, with voyeuristic glee, their correspondences and fat biographies.

“Kicked off sort of a wild year for Mailer,” I said.

“The Pulitzer,” he agreed. “That business with the murderer.”

“And then he also divorced and married twice.”

“Ah yes, the six merry wives of Norman Mailer. Just like Henry VIII.”

“Not just like him,” I said. “Henry did have two of his killed.”

“Was it only the two?”

“Two’s not enough?”

“Well, Norm did give it the old college try.” He raised his eyebrows and sipped his wine.

Just then someone knocked a bottle off the table behind us and as the dark liquid spilled out over the hardwood, Martin, ever so briefly, put his hand on my back to guide me away from the flow. Flashes: Georgia flitting by to say she was meeting the editor in Chelsea; the boys from the drinks table dumping crumpled napkins and smeared plates into trash bags; Martin standing in an old wooden telephone box in the hallway, pretending to make a call, me pretending to answer on my cell.

And then he and I were out on the sidewalk, a car pulling up in front of us, and he was looking at me with, what, a challenge? An invitation?

“So,” he said. “Where to?”

I wiped my hand across my mouth. My upper lip was damp with sweat. “I’m heading to Brooklyn.”

“This train doesn’t go in that direction.” He smiled. He reached toward my face. For a bewildering moment, as he cupped my skull in his hand, gazing at me with startling intensity, I was sure he was going to kiss me. The ease between us had come, at least in part, from our age difference; the interaction seemed devoid of any real chance of sex, and I’d been performing more freely than if he’d been a more viable romantic prospect. For the first time since our meeting I was anxious, but then there was a tug at my scalp and the twist of hair I’d pinned back fell down by my cheek. “Your clip was loose,” he said, holding up the little silver rose. It disappeared into his fist. “And now you’ve lost it.”

“Look at that.” Maybe I was wrong to dismiss something more happening between us. Maybe this was the kind of turning point that would define everything that came after. But I waited a beat too long and anything that could have occurred evaporated into the warm air.

“Salale,” he said, “I am sure your life will only become more beautiful than it is now.” And then he was in the back of the car, the door closing behind him. The black sedan, or maybe it was a taxi, merged into the rows of other black sedans and yellow cabs and I was alone as bodies passed around me, smelling of liquor and perfume and cigarette smoke, the stoplights lit up with their Christmas tree colors. I bought a hot dog from a cart, and when my front teeth popped through the skin, the juice ran down my wrist and the bun caught in my throat like a pre-tears lump. I hadn’t eaten meat in five years.

While I did consider sending a note to Martin Scott Keller, care of the college, instead I merely looked without success for information about him online and ordered a cheap used copy of Evergreen that, by the time it arrived, I never got around to reading. The night did trigger a certain shift, though. I started applying to writing-adjacent jobs in earnest—entry positions at publishing houses, literary agencies, the Times—and a few months later I became an editorial assistant at a legacy men’s magazine in midtown, where I transcribed interviews for the feature writers and filed expenses for my exacting, British boss.

Martin’s glow dimmed in my memory, but I did think of him. When I published my first piece, a two-hundred-word interview with a minor pop star, I indulged in a brief delusion that Martin would read it, track me down at the office, and offer himself up as my mentor. In other fantasies I made my own pilgrimage out to find him. But I never saw him again.



A LOCAL NEWSPAPER upstate had posted his obituary online a week after his death:


Martin Scott Keller, author of three novels and longtime professor of creative writing at Linden College, died at his home in Linden-on-Hudson, New York, on Sunday, January 7. He was eighty. The cause was complications from heart disease, his wife, Moira Keller, said.

Mr. Keller gained recognition for his debut novel, Evergreen, in 1974. One review of the book, which traces the emotional decay of a young couple, observed, “Keller comes across not so much as an explorer of the human psyche as a rambunctious vivisectionist.” But what detractors viewed as cruelty, admirers regarded as brave realism, and the first effort was widely lauded as a triumph. “That book was nothing like Martin as a person,” said Mrs. Keller, a physicist. “He wrote it as if possessed, scraping up darkness and churning it into prose.”

Mr. Keller was born in Connecticut to German immigrants. As a teenager, he waited tables in Manhattan before joining the staff of Grant Aikens Books, which would go on to publish all three of his novels. His previous marriage ended in divorce. According to his wife, Mr. Keller was writing a fourth novel at the time of his death, an excerpt of which will appear in the forthcoming spring edition of The Paris Review. He is survived by Mrs. Keller, their daughter, Caroline, and their beloved basset hound.



A novel? I thought. There’s more? More of me? I called the Grant Aikens publicity department to ask about the book. The chipper girl on the phone put me on hold and then returned to say that while they’d been interested in the posthumous work, there wasn’t going to be a publication.

“Why?” I cried.

“Um,” the girl said thinly. “I guess the executor of the estate decided against it?” And though I pleaded for more information, for the executor’s contact, to speak to Martin’s former editor (“This is so sad, but he died in 2015”), anyone, it was no use. “I hope I’ve been of some assistance?” she said eventually. “If there isn’t anything else…”

“There is something else,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “There is the original thing.” But the line was dead.

Either because of Martin’s death or because of the general digitization of archives in the six years since I’d first looked him up, there was more to read about him online: a short profile in GQ from 1974, a glowing New York Times review of Evergreen. A brief report of a launch party given for its release, which took place at the home of Martin’s father-in-law, a literary agent named Emmett Nelson. Almost a decade later, a few tepid words on his sophomore effort, and then nothing for his last book, which came out in the early aughts.

I was suddenly desperate to find my old copy of Evergreen, and located it in a box under the bed. I was reading when Hugh came home. He was acceptably invested as I explained, with backpedaling and breathless tangents, the events of the day, but when I asked him to read the story he said his brain was “fried.” When I pointedly reopened the book without replying, he said, “I’m not saying I don’t want to read it, just that I can’t right now,” and pulled my favorite chili jam out of his backpack. Point: Hugh.

I emailed the story link to Georgia, writing: “Remember that party at the library, you were dating Bennett (!!) and I talked to that old author? I think… he wrote a story about it?” Two hours later, while I washed dinner dishes that Hugh dried, I got her response: “Sal! You’re a muse! What does this mean, tell me more? (I think Bennett used to manscape his pubic hair into the sink.)”

Over the following weeks I slipped Martin’s name into conversations like a teenager with a crush. One evening, while Hugh was working at his huge desktop computer, he said in a benign monotone that I was being “a little obsessive.” I thought about how in college he made enormous abstract paintings, explosions of color against multilayered, shiftable grays. He drank too much coffee, worked with devotional mania. Now he spent hours in front of his screen, his face calm, almost beatific, designing marketing materials for a sock disruptor. I stopped talking about Martin, but as Hugh did push-ups in the living room or browsed one of his plant-based cookbooks, I’d lie in bed, my laptop propped on my stomach, and stare at the black-and-white photo of Martin that dwelled ghostlike on the Linden College literature department website.

I imagined where he might have been when he died: in bed, unlocking the car door, jostling logs for a fire. In those last seconds—amid all the spilling forth of memory that survivors of near-death experiences describe to researchers and church leaders, amid images of his wife’s face, memories of bending over blank pages and white screens, of the smell of spring rain, of first frost, of snow—did he, in that final short and infinite moment, think of me?

There is a version of my life in which that was the extent of it: late-night musing and a good anecdote. It was surreal, I’d say at parties. I opened up the magazine and there it was, a story about me. If my profile of the Playwright hadn’t culminated in such an embarrassing disaster, or if Hugh hadn’t left, maybe that’s all it would have been. That’s so much of existence, I guess, puttering stretches of buildup leading to a split-second decision, monumental only in retrospect. The imperceptible trajectory of a life veering off course.






TWO

Even now, thinking about the Playwright engenders a cringing, full-body shame, perhaps particularly because I worked so hard to secure an interview with him, this secretive sensation who never gave interviews. I wanted to talk to him because his play, when performed in a workshop production, was described by a New Yorker critic as a “slow burn, high raunch thriller that just might bring the youth back to the theater,” and besides rumors of early tragedy in his life, he possessed the aura of an enfant terrible. Serious men of his age made for good profiles, since you could poke some fun at, while also reveling in, their seriousness. Spangled with humor, these did well online. This was what I wrote in my pitch for my editor. What I didn’t include was that I was always interested in talking to people slightly older than me who had done what I had yet to; that is, make a deep impression with their words.

I wooed him. After the press rep from the Brooklyn theater putting on his off-Broadway debut declined my interview request on his behalf, I found a recording of a workshop rehearsal online and called the Playwright’s agent, letting her believe I was an ardent, early fan, which didn’t work, either. Finally I typed, on the old Olympia Georgia used to court collectors, one line of a Noël Coward quote (“If you’re a star you should behave like one”) and scrawled my name, number, and magazine affiliation at the bottom of the page, sending it to his personal publicist. I didn’t know if it was the note or the persistence that did it, but I got an email from the Playwright himself, gravely agreeing, for the first time, to sit for an interview.

The Playwright suggested I come to a table read, and that we take it from there. A sterile room, a ring of folding chairs flanked by Aquafina bottles. An assistant handed me a copy of the script and the Playwright barely acknowledged me. True film stars had been cast as two of the three leads, the woman’s angular features even more architectural off-screen, the male actor’s laugh stentorian—I first heard it after he made a joke about the fifteen-minute scene that he and the third main character, played by a quiet young woman not yet graduated from Juilliard, would execute in the nude.

Afterward, The Playwright came over as if noticing me for the first time. “Let’s do this,” he said, shrugging on a weathered bomber jacket. He was a decade older than me, in his late thirties. As we talked, I clutched my digital recorder in one hand and he guided us downtown, pointing out the café on Jane Street where he said he’d written most of the play over one fevered week.

“Have you been to Forlini’s, Sal?” he asked as we strolled through Washington Square Park in the fading light. My name in his mouth, gruff and charming, sent a zing through my body. No, I had not been to Forlini’s.

Over my gnocchi, his veal scallopine, and a bottle of red, he showed me a picture of his ex on his phone; she had left him for a job in France. “Better to have loved and lost,” he said. “Everything I make, I make for her.” He’d gone to school for studio art, and when I asked whether he’d ever written anything else, he shook his head. His mouth was full, and he chewed and took a sip of water. “I never thought writing was my medium. This just came to me.” He talked about how, as a teenager, he’d witnessed the death of a friend, which for complicated reasons led to an estrangement from his parents. By college, he no longer shared their last name. He was private, kept to himself. Still, at the end of the night he wrote his cell number on a cloth napkin. “If you need anything else,” he said.

I interviewed the electronic musician who scored the play, the two famous actors, and the director of the theater, who all said variations of, “He is amazing and brilliant and deeply about the process.” His college thesis advisor took a moment to place him—it had been some fifteen years—but said she wasn’t surprised that he’d switched disciplines, because he was talkative in class and his sculptural work lacked originality. My emails to the ex-girlfriend went unanswered but, after a follow-up call with the Playwright, he forwarded me a message from her: “You know how happy I am about your success, but the relationship is still too raw, please ask the writer not to contact me again.” The piece was due out in May to coincide with the opening of his show. I was proud of it, and of the way I believed I had captured his personhood but also his work, and how the two spoke to larger questions of art and art-making and the world writ large. Watching a preview of the play a few weeks before opening night, I felt so invested that I had to remind myself I hadn’t, in fact, been involved in its creation.

I found Martin’s story soon after closing the profile, and it proved a diverting rabbit hole as I waited for my piece to come out. I ordered Martin’s other novels, A Gilded Age and Back Again, and was toying with the idea of pitching a story about him when the Playwright piece posted online. I sent a link to my parents (Mom: “Fascinating. Have you considered exploring the decades-long Republican siege on arts education and funding in America?”; Dad: “Great, sweetie, can’t wait to read!”) and settled in to watch the metrics site that catalogued page views, social media shares, and time spent reading.

“You’re going to drive yourself bonkers,” Hugh said that evening as he stretched on a yoga mat, grunting annoyingly to reach toward his toes. He played soccer on Saturday mornings. “The numbers don’t matter.”

“Are you kidding?” Watching him stretch made me self-conscious of my own gargoyle posture, and I straightened my back. “When you were running the marathon all you talked about was shaving off minutes. Page views are my time-per-mile. Numbers do matter.”

“That’s not the same,” he said, and started talking about the difference between what is (physical performance) and isn’t (the decisions of others) under our own personal control. I turned back to my screen. On the metrics site, residing well below a piece about Donald Trump’s most recent tweet and one about a starlet’s see-through dress, my article’s page views went up in tiny increments, and something inside me deflated.



OVER THE NEXT week I wrote a new pitch for my editor: a posthumous profile of Martin Scott Keller that wove in my uncanny experience of seeing myself in his fiction. The limits of imagination. The fluid boundaries of art.

“It’s interesting,” my editor wrote back, “but since he’s not a household name, without a contemporary peg or interview I don’t know if there’s a there there. Perhaps an essay for a women’s mag?”

I was irritated but not devastated; there were other editors, other magazines. But then the next day New York magazine published their own piece about the Playwright.

I was walking in Prospect Park when a link to the piece showed up in my Twitter feed. I stopped on the path, only vaguely aware of disrupting the flow of leashed poodles and beer-schlepping new dads as I shielded the phone screen from the sun’s glare—the better to take in the long inventory of the Playwright’s personal and professional wrongdoings. He funded his own sculpture show with trust fund money, he mistreated assistants and old colleagues. The ex-girlfriend in France said he’d stalked her. There was no record of his dead friend. His parents, far from the psychologically damaging people he’d made them out to be, were a pleasant retired couple living in Connecticut; they’d paid for his education, and for the Massachusetts cabin where sources said he’d actually written the play—a play, it turned out, that bore more than a passing resemblance to a short film by a former classmate. There was more than cursory evidence to suggest that he had once shit on his MFA thesis advisor’s swivel chair.

Then I came to the section, complete with an introductory deep-breath-in editorial line break, that specifically addressed my profile. There was my name, there were the quotes from my piece, there were the condemnations: “It is difficult to imagine how any journalist and her editorial machine could have been deceived so thoroughly by a man who, for the last decade, has been leaving a trail of nuclear breadcrumbs.” The reason there had not been a profile of the Playwright before, the writer suggested, was not because the Playwright was so elusive, but because his agent had kept him from sitting for interviews, worried that his past might out. The PO box I had believed belonged to his personal publicist was registered in the Playwright’s own name.

Over the next day and a half (punctuated by bouts of comforting attempts by Hugh and Georgia) I waited for a What the Fuck call from my editor, a passive-aggressive chewing out full of weighty silences that I would fill with apologies, after which he would tell me not to worry, because how could I have known.

As I scrolled listlessly through Twitter takes, my editor’s number did indeed appear on my phone screen. It was Wednesday. Hugh, whose start-up offered the perk of unlimited work-from-home time, had escaped my moping by going into the office, and I was prostrate on the couch wearing the sweatpants I’d slept in. “I’ll cut right to the chase,” said my editor, for whom I had once purchased Imodium. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what a headache the last day has been. Endless meetings with legal, the head honcho, you name it. The timing couldn’t be worse given the way things are going. Tightened belts, shoestrings, candles burnt on all ends, you know the drill. You’ll be getting official language from HR soon but I want to reiterate that you’re not getting fired, we’re not severing the relationship, but the upshot is that, for now, it’s best that you and the magazine part ways, financially and contractually speaking. I’m sorry, Sal.” I said that I understood. I laughed feebly at his feeble joke about how he was sure he’d see me at the unemployment office soon. I watched the shadows of the furniture move across the floor.

“I got fired,” I said flatly when Hugh arrived home.

“You’re kidding.” He looked tired, but he sat next to me on the couch and pulled me into a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

“What do I do now?” I said.

“Maybe,” he said after a loaded hesitation, “this is a blessing in disguise.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Maybe the magazine was a crutch. Maybe now you can figure out exactly what you want to do.”

“No, Hugh,” I said slowly. “This is what I wanted to do. This was the plum setup. Now, forever, I’ll be persona non grata.”

“It was just a mistake.” He stood up. “You’ll feel better after you eat something. Salmon? Pasta with shrimp? Work isn’t everything.”

You can say that because you gave up on what you wanted, I wanted to say. You sold out. “I’m not hungry,” I said instead, though I was.

“Then it’ll be there if you want it later,” he said in a pleasant voice that made my head feel like it was going to explode.

“I won’t.”

They never felt good, these quick, miserly responses that came easier than what I actually wanted to express: that I didn’t understand why his emotions seemed to become less complicated over the years while mine became more so; that he was, I worried, someone who tended toward the path of least resistance. We had gotten together in college, broke up when he graduated, and started dating again at the end of my first year in New York. Just as it had been easier to give up painting in favor of graphic design, maybe he found it less difficult to continue the inertia of our relationship than end it. Maybe this bothered me because I suspected I did, too.

When I got into bed that night, hungry, he was already asleep. I wanted to wake him up, apologize, bury my face in his neck, have sex, anything. Instead, I lay on my back staring at the ceiling I couldn’t see.






THREE

The next morning, following an encouraging text from Georgia (good deployment of Fitzgerald’s Owl Eyes quote about sobering up in a library), I rode the train into Manhattan and opened my laptop in the Rose Reading Room. Tweets about the Playwright had given way to a backlash essay about plagiarism versus artistic influence, and another about the danger of judging artists’ behavior rather than their art. The online discourse had since veered into arguments about Picasso and Woody Allen and Charles Manson, and no longer had anything to do with me. I should have been relieved and I suppose in some ways I was, but there was something disgruntling about the ease with which everyone else had moved on, the members of a raucous parade too caught up in the pleasure of their own noise to notice the body—mine! my body!—trampled behind them.

I typed Martin Keller’s name into the search bar and waited for the results to load, worried, as I always was, I would find a recently published, revelatory article about him; that someone would get to him before I could. Small chance, given that his memory appeared to be languishing in semi-obscurity, but I’ve never known logic to drive anxiety. I pulled the dog-eared copy of The Paris Review from my tote bag and turned to the story out of habit before rifling backward through the pages. Interview. Essay. Masthead. There they were, the last great hope; I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before, except that everything is obvious once it’s been done. I emailed the fiction editor, copying the associate editor and the intern general account. “I’d love to learn more about the story you published by Martin Scott Keller,” I wrote. “I have some funny background information, if it’s of interest.” Funny background information. I cringed as soon as I sent it, the words glaring from the screen.

Against the odds, a response arrived a few minutes later. “Hi Sal,” the associate editor, named Anna, wrote back. “It’s lovely to hear from you. I’m so glad you enjoyed Martin’s story and I’d be happy to speak further about the genesis of the piece. Martin was my professor, so it’s close to my heart.” In her social media photos she was gaunt, with huge features set on a tiny head. I chewed the thick skin beside my thumbnail: Had he taught every waifish literary woman on the island of Manhattan? I snapped the laptop shut. But once in the hallway, I tapped the number in Anna’s email signature into my phone and, pushing through the heavy revolving doors, placed the call.



ANNA SOUNDED FIRST confused, then reluctant, then intrigued, and twenty minutes later I was waiting for her at an over-occupied coffee shop near her office, where she said she’d meet me as soon as she could get away from her desk. It was a coffee shop in name only, as the only drinks on the menu were coffee alternatives—astragalus latte, cinnamon turmeric cappuccino, reishi mushroom tonic. I ordered the turmeric and, not drinking it, settled into a cramped table in the back. I scanned an email from my mom about a lost humpback whale starving to death in the Mediterranean. When Anna arrived, her dark hair pulled back in a clean, tight bun, I held up my hand.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, somehow looming over the table, though she couldn’t have been much taller than five feet. “We’re about to have a changing of the guard. Minor chaos.” She said this as if I should know what she was talking about, and I did; the previous editor’s resignation amid accusations of sexual wrongdoing had sustained media gossip for months.

“Can I get you anything?” I asked, half standing.

“No, no.” She pushed up the sleeves of her unreasonably white button-down. “I put in my order on the way over.”

While she was at the counter I found myself tapping my fingers on the table like a cartoon character at a typewriter. I flattened my fingers against the cool wood. Momentarily, Anna returned with a mug full of dark liquid.

“Reishi?”

“What?” She looked alarmed. “Oh. No. They have coffee, you just have to ask.” She glanced at my drink and I wrapped my hands around it as though I might make it disappear. “So.”

“Yes,” I said. “The excerpt. I assume his agent sent it to you, after he…?”

“Died? No. It’s funny. Well, not funny. More sad.” She had a darting way of talking, pausing between some words and then speeding through the rest of the sentence, as though speaking over a glitchy internet connection. “He’d sent it himself, ages ago, maybe eight months before his death. ‘If this interests you, please call me and we’ll discuss,’ he wrote, or something to that effect. But I sat on it—it’s so hard to tell what’s good when it’s your former teacher, and I had just gotten the job a couple months before—and then everything happened at work, and Martin died. I brought it up in passing to a friend who works at the New York Review of Books, and he said they’d been considering reissuing his first novel, Evergreen. It was a big cult favorite in the seventies, but they ended up doing an old Dorothy Hughes instead. Anyway, I contacted his wife, Moira, and she put me in touch with a lawyer and it all went through him. I didn’t do much editing. It felt sort of nonconsensual, you know?” She took a gulp of her coffee, grimaced. “So, you think it’s about the night you met him?”

“Six years ago.” She listened as I filled in the congruences I’d left out on the phone: the muses, the hair clip.

“It certainly sounds like the premise of the story,” she said when I came to my inelegant finish, less concluding the anecdote than letting it fall with a splat between us. “I have no idea what his influences were, if that’s what you were hoping to find out from me. We didn’t ever get to talk about it. I screened his calls. I feel horrible about that now, obviously.”

“And he just sent you the excerpt, not the whole manuscript?”

“Maybe that’s what he wanted to talk to me about. Gosh, the regrets. If only I’d gotten back to him sooner. If only, if only. Makes you want to be in touch with everyone constantly, doesn’t it? You always think you have more time with people than you do. My grandparents, my parents’ friends, all these writers and artists. They seem so permanent, until they’re not.” She threaded her fingers together as if in prayer and rested her chin on them. Her hands were small, like a child’s. “Listen. I’m not being totally straight with you.”

Involuntarily, I stopped breathing. “Oh?” I whispered.

“I don’t know if I would have responded to your email if I hadn’t recognized your name, from, ah…” She pursed her lips and waved her hand as though clearing dust from the air. “Your troubles. Everyone in the office was talking about that story, and then you emailed me out of the blue. It wasn’t schadenfreude, that’s not the right word. Rubbernecking, maybe.”

“Oh,” I said again.

“And now I don’t know why I told you that.” To her credit, she had begun working a strand of hair out of place in discomfort. “I’m bad at false pretenses. I can’t ever ignore the elephant in the room. I thought you’d be—I don’t know, less hinged. But having that kind of thing happen with a story is everyone’s worst nightmare. I hope your editor’s backing you up on it.”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat, pieces of dry wood knocking together. “I mean, no. He’s not.”

“Shit, Sal. I’m sorry.”

I have a soft spot for people who use my name in conversation; maybe everyone does. “It’s fine,” I said, squinting over her left shoulder. “I think it’s probably why I’m so obsessed about this Martin thing, though. Distraction.”

“I probably shouldn’t do this, but you know Moira? Martin’s wife? I have her number.” She blinked hard. “If you call, you didn’t get it from me.”



RUMBLING BACK TO Brooklyn on the 2 train, I tried to imagine myself as the person Martin Scott Keller had found so fascinating. “She’s wise beyond her years,” he’d written in the story. There was a nasty pinching sensation building behind the bridge of my nose. Too little sleep over the last few days, too much to drink of not the right kind of liquid. But today: progress. Beside me, a woman workshopped a text on her phone. “It was really nice meeting you yesterday,” she wrote, and then deleted “really” and added, “Planning on starting The Sopranos tonight! Will give you a full report.” I wanted to tell her that intimating her Friday night would be spent alone streaming early prestige television wasn’t particularly alluring. How lucky I was, to no longer agonize over those kinds of texts. I thought of Hugh and felt contrite. I stopped at the market outside our station to pick up parmesan, shallots, the expensive fettuccine sold in a tiny burlap bag—he’d like cooking dinner together, and afterward we could go for a walk. In my head, my mother told me grocery shopping for a man was retrogressive, and in my head I argued back that partnership wasn’t a power struggle, sort of believing it.

I could hear voices coming from our apartment before my key was in the lock. “Sally!” a woman called as I pushed open the door. And because there was only one person in Brooklyn who called me that, dread pushed in, too.

Hugh was canted back against the kitchen counter, a bottle of beer in his hand. Bonnie, his former colleague, turned hookup, turned pal, was across from him, leaning her elbows on the kitchen island. They both had the kind of good looks people call interesting, and mean it positively. Hugh was lanky, with thick lashes that made his French grandmother bemoan he wasn’t a girl. Bonnie had sharp, mannish features and wiry muscles, like an eighties fashion model. Two years ago she had left her job in PR to become a spinning instructor.

“How are you?” She beamed at me as though she lived there with Hugh and I were a welcome visitor. “It’s been a hundred years.”

“Has it?” I gave her a one-armed hug. “Feels like just yesterday.”

Over her shoulder, Hugh frowned at me. He knew I was jealous of Bonnie and he thought jealousy was a sign of insecurity, which it obviously was. I will say that my Bonnie-induced self-doubt was not without reason, given the specifics of our braided timeline. Hugh and I started dating at the beginning of my sophomore and his junior year and broke up when he graduated. He and Bonnie met and “had a thing” sometime between our breakup and when we got back together two years later. I’d once made the mistake of badgering him into telling me why things had ended between them. “She never wanted anything serious,” he’d said, finally. “At some point the sex just stopped.”

“I’m meeting people for burgers down the street,” Bonnie said. “I was just telling Hugh that you guys should come.” I imagined them naked, Bonnie in cow pose, Hugh palming her hips.

“I don’t know,” I said deliberately, making wide eyes at Hugh that I hoped telepathed how much I didn’t want to go out. “It wasn’t the best week. I’m pretty tired, I thought we could make dinner here.” I held up the bag of groceries.

“No! Come out, it’ll be fun. Drink the pain away!” Bonnie, who’d never consumed more than a single Corona Light in my presence, frequently referenced her wild college years and pushed shots on everyone around her. She took my hand and swung it like a jump rope.

An hour later I’d summoned Georgia and her boyfriend, Michael, to run interference, and we’d all installed ourselves at a noisy, homey place nearby, a couple baskets of tater tots dotting the long wooden table and everyone glowing in the light from the battery-operated tea candles. Hugh was tipsy and happy, his palm on my thigh. It became evident that Bonnie was interested in one of the guys we’d met there, which should have effectively defanged her; instead, her flirting had ballooned to envelop anyone she interacted with, including Hugh, who started laughing so hard at something she’d said that I thought his convulsions might cause him to hit his head on the table.

Georgia and I had fallen into our favorite conversational mode, a rapid regurgitation of our friendship highlight reel. Depending on our audience, this could either charm or irritate. Michael, six years older and enamored of Georgia, fell into the former category. Hugh, who had already heard or experienced firsthand our complete repertoire, tended toward the latter.

“Remember when our downstairs neighbor in Bushwick knocked on our door holding a dead rat by its tail…”

“Remember when we spent the weekend on the Cape and your father couldn’t figure out why his scotch was so weak…”

“Remember when you got chlamydia and…” (Me: “Georgia!” Georgia: “Don’t be bourgeois, it’s just chlamydia.”)

“Do you remember when we were in that class together on truth and narrative?” Georgia said, and though I nodded, I wasn’t sure where she was headed with this one. “About how facts are disseminated through art and media. Remember when we were watching the Guzmán movie? Nostalgia for the Light.” She turned to Michael. “We should watch it together. It’s a documentary about widows of Pinochet’s disappeared victims looking for the bones of their loved ones in the Atacama Desert, where a concentration camp once stood. But it’s also the darkest, driest place on earth, which means it’s great for observing the stars. So you have these women digging in the dirt together, juxtaposed with yawning images of, like, the Andromeda Galaxy.”

“I do remember this,” I said. “You started crying.”

“Sobbing,” she said. “Snot bubbles, red-faced, hyperventilation. And our professor brings the lights up at the end and says to me, ‘You’re feeling, not thinking. What are the narrative manipulations Guzmán used to elicit this reaction from you?’ And of course that set me off even more. He kept saying, ‘Think, Georgia. Think. What is the film doing?’ And then Sal points at me and says, ‘This is what it’s doing!’ and shuttles me off to the bathroom. That was when I knew I loved you.”

I stuck my lip out. “Oh, Georgia.”

“But,” she said, “the professor was right. I did need to learn how to consume art critically.”

“And look at you now, my dispassionate critical thinker,” Michael said fondly. “You two are sweet.”

“We are.” Georgia fed him a tater tot and turned back to me. “How’re you holding up this week, my sweet little waltz?”

“Ha ha,” I said. “I actually met the editor who ran Martin’s story today.”

“You didn’t tell me that,” Hugh said, tuning back in and putting a hand on the back of my neck.

I glanced pointedly at Bonnie. “I didn’t have time.”

“Sal thinks her professor wrote a story about her,” he said for her benefit.

“You know he wasn’t my professor, just a professor.”

“It’s lucky he’s dead. I probably couldn’t beat up an octogenarian. Morally.”

I jerked my body out from under his hand. “Never mind.”

His eyebrows and mouth crinkled toward each other and we both studiously shifted our bodies in opposite directions. A barback with a nose ring came by to collect our empty glasses and said I looked like I needed a drink; eyes batting, I concurred.

The evening progressed. Georgia leaned her head on my shoulder and Michael took a picture of us. I ignored Hugh. Everything became progressively more wonderful. At some point I befriended a woman named Chelsea, who had just turned forty. She wore a cockeyed pink crown that read BIRTHDAY PRINCESS, and we engaged the barback in a game of Never Have I Ever. Later, I saw Bonnie leave, her conquest trailing behind her.

Hugh appeared soon after. Chelsea and I were shimmying in front of the jukebox to “Dancing Queen,” while Georgia, for reasons that made sense at the time, pretended to be an Australian music video director. “Thet’s right loidies, move those heeps.”

“Want to head out?” Hugh said over the noise.

I shook my head, still dancing.

He eyed the IPA in my hand. “How many have you had?”

“Too busy mooning over your ex to count my drinks?”

“Is there something you want to say? You’ve been at me for weeks. Just say it.”

“Nope, I got nothing.” I started to walk away from him, but he grabbed my wrist, maybe harder than he’d meant to. I wheeled around, furious.

“When did you get so boring?” I said. “When did you stop wanting to make things? You’re not who I signed up for.” I felt uncharacteristically invincible, his hold on me just cause for unleashing my pent-up angst.

“Nice, Sal.”

“I mean it,” I said, aware that my voice was loud, but not lowering it. “Why did you stop painting? We said we were going to do all these things together. Make art. At least I’m trying.”

“Yeah,” he said, dropping my wrist. “That’s working out well for you.”

I was too stunned to respond. He gave me a curt nod and made his way toward the front door. Chelsea hooted as he left.

Georgia had shed her affect and was looking on with concern. “What was that?”

“Fuck men, man!” Chelsea said happily.

“Thank you, I think enough.” Georgia hunched to look at me. “Are you okay?” I felt my face contort into a position akin to the one it held pre-sneeze. “That’s a no, then.”



MY PHONE WAS dead. My head was leaden. I was wearing the clothes I’d gone to the bar in, minus my jeans. With minor panic I took in Hugh’s empty side of the bed, cool and rumpled. His duffel bag was absent from the hall closet; he had gone to his Saturday soccer game. When my phone charged up and turned on, it did not contain a text from him.

After the argument, the night had dissolved into a yawn of darkness. Vaguely, I remembered sitting between Georgia and Michael at the bar, trying to explain that my relationship with Hugh was split into two parts. “There was the college part and the real-life part,” I recalled saying. The college part had been intense because I’d spent so much time with him and his family right away, on most holidays driving to their home outside of Boston rather than flying back to my mom’s place in Telluride or my dad’s apartment in Denver, both of which depressed me in different ways. “The second part, the real part,” I told them, “I didn’t choose. I was seeing other people after he dumped me. I was totally fine. And then he decided he wanted to get back together, and he swooped back in and got what he wanted. Relationships are ridiculous,” I said gloomily as Michael laid a fatherly hand on my shoulder. “Except yours. You guys are perfect.”

I’d forgotten buying a bus ticket to Linden, Martin’s town, until I saw the receipt at the top of my in-box. “I’m going to go upstate,” I’d said to the barback, who had at some point become a member of my audience. “I’m going to go talk to Martin’s widow and I am going to see what he wrote about me in the rest of his book.”

“Amen,” he said, and slid me a shot.

I poured myself a glass of water from the carafe Hugh kept in the fridge, hoping it might stave off my impending hangover and accompanying existential dread.

From the kitchen window, I watched the cotton fluff of a dog who lived downstairs stand off against a squirrel. My mind did some mental gymnastics, trying to square what I knew I’d yelled at Hugh with the belief that I couldn’t possibly have said those things. I sipped my water.



WHEN HE ARRIVED home, I decided, I would surprise him with a second bus ticket and an apology trip upstate. I’d book us a place for a night or two; he could go for a hike while I tracked down Martin’s widow, and that evening we would eat dinner at an overpriced wine bar. I hadn’t meant what I said, not really. I had just been drunk. The quaint college town (I assumed) would remind us of the start of our relationship; the trip would jolt me out of my funk. And just maybe it would be the start of something else, too. In the search for Martin’s manuscript, I’d find a story so good people would take photos of certain paragraphs to post on Instagram, and email the story link to their friends. Maneuvering tabs on my phone with one hand, I felt clear, buoyant. I tapped in my credit card information and another ticket appeared in my in-box.

It was when I turned away from the fridge to pull a box of cereal from the cabinet that I saw the note. It was propped up on the kitchen counter, folded like a dinner place card. I’m going to Boston, Hugh had written neatly. I’ll be back two weeks from today. I don’t think we should be in contact. We both need time to think.

A cool vibration shot down the middle of my body, as though the water had solidified into ice. Had our argument prompted this, or was there something more? I had a sudden memory of the barback’s face close to mine, but I pushed that away—surely nothing had happened, with Georgia there to stop it. (And surely if anything had happened, Hugh couldn’t have found out so quickly.) I thought I remembered the backseat of a car, Georgia shutting the door, but I couldn’t be sure. It was possible I’d been noisy coming home, or continued our fight once I’d found Hugh in bed, or waiting up for me. I let out a creaky, involuntary moan.
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