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Perfect Weather for Driving


Elise Juska


Iam shamelessly addicted to Dr. Phil, and it kills me to think how disappointed he would be in me right now. This is what I’m thinking as I ride shotgun in the Volvo, this and the fact that Joel still drives the Volvo, and the fact that I cheated on Joel, and that the long-sleeved black dress hanging in the backseat is probably inappropriate for a July wedding and the sunlight bouncing off the windshield is strangely bright.

“Geez,” Joel says, and nudges the visor down.

It is six-thirty on a Friday night, and Joel and I, like most of the eastern Seaboard, are inching toward New England. The sky is the perfect, cloudless blue tailor-made for family reunions and beach parties and summer weddings. Ours is the wedding of one of Joel’s college friends, one of those three-day, three-hundred-dollar affairs. We left Philadelphia at noon, the inside of our car a minefield of tiny pink hearts. The dry cleaner’s plastic hanging in the backseat: We[image: heart] Our Customers! The directions stuck to the dashboard: Can’t wait to see you![image: heart] Nathaniel & Nicole! The night before, Joel had counted out the exact toll change we would need, and the coins sit now, smug as sausages, in their designated compartments. The trunk is jammed with my red suitcase, his brown suitcase, martini glasses wrapped in paper the color of dimes. We’ve done the wedding thing so many times it felt like packing for a business trip.

I squint into the sun. The median is thick with trees, letting the glare sneak into shadow then pop out again, swallowing the cars, whitewashing the road. The windshield is exposed as filthy, every particle of dirt and dust magnified. A week ago, leaving for class, I’d discovered the Volvo had been soaped: YOU SUCK, ASSHOLE! I thought the fact they’d bother to insert a comma was hilarious; Joel did not. By the time I got home, he had scrubbed it off as best he could, but the sun finds those letters now, faint, translucent, like the silhouette of jellyfish lurking just under the surface of the sea.

“Dammit.” Joel’s mouth is a blond scribble, the rest of his face hidden under Ray-Bans circa 1989. He is wearing a short-sleeved shirt, sky blue. Sand brown shorts, sand brown sandals. Everything about Joel is sky blue or sand brown: hair, socks, belts, eyelashes. His eyes are the color of water. It was one of the first things I loved about him, this gentleness, beachiness.

Then he pokes the Ray-Bans up his nose with one finger, like a pair of reading glasses, and there is no reason this should annoy me and yet it does, annoyance so intense that I gouge the door handle with my fingernails. Followed by a pause, a flip in the gut, and a groundswell of guilt.

“We’ll never make it at this rate,” Joel says.

He’s swiveling the radio dial, looking for a traffic report. I focus on the square of driving directions stuck to the dashboard. It’s affixed with a swatch of the Scotch tape Joel inexplicably stores in his glove compartment along with ruler, scissors, and penknife. They are poor substitutes for air-conditioning, cup holders, and power windows, but this is not something we joke about. When Joel and I moved to Philadelphia last year, my old Mazda was abandoned in favor of his older Volvo, a family relic from the 1980s. Joel is a firm believer in the theory of oil changes ensuring eternal life; at this point, the Volvo’s very survival has become a point of pride.

“Here we go,” Joel says. A female newscaster comes through faintly, crackling like a popping ear.

“…moving along nicely on Route Seven, with just a little minor congestion around Middlebury…”

The Volvo’s engine starts chugging louder. Joel gives the dashboard a firm pat, like the shoulder of an old fraternity brother or a prize horse.

“But on I-89 northbound,” the newscaster warns, “look out!” Her voice, though fuzzy, is irritatingly cheerful. “We’re jammed from Exit One all the way to Exit Ten!”

“Great,” Joel says. “We can forget the first course.”

“How far do we have?”

“Forty-five minutes, at least. Maybe sixty minutes.”

Only Joel would refer to an hour as “sixty minutes,” though unfortunately, he’s probably right. The sun is still blinding, the car barely moving. Our windows are rolled down; my right arm is burning. I scan the driving directions, skimming the [image: heart]s and loves for the most important detail: Green Mountain Resort. Though I’ve acquired an exhausted indifference when it comes to most weddings, I always feel a stir of excitement about the hotels. They are the best part of any trip, in my opinion, and the most relevant. You might be visiting a different state, a different couple, a different country, but the hotel room is the place where you truly escape. You are stripped of your life, freed from yourself. Everything is unused, untouched, a sparkling clean slate.

The newscaster has moved on now to local listings. I see a flash of the ASSHOLE lurking in our windshield. “On Tuesday,” she reports fuzzily, “a workshop on using e-mail will be held free of charge at the Rutland Free Library…”

I turn to Joel. “Isn’t this static driving you crazy?”

“Not really.” He pushes his glasses up his nose again. “Put on whatever you want.”

As I reach for the dial, the sun finally slips below the tree line. All around us cars begin to reassemble themselves, sun-bleached, flimsy, and move tentatively forward.

“What is this person doing?” Joel says.

I look up. He’s talking about the truck directly in front of us, which is inching forward, then stopping, inching, stopping, inching, stopping. It has a Vermont license plate and a speedboat attached to the back.

“He’s just being careful,” I say, feeling defensive of the boatman. The side of the boat is painted, in purple letters, LOVE BOAT #9. “Would you rather be too careful or not careful enough?”

Joel pauses, considering. We always play these games with each other: Would you rather be too short or too tall? Stuck in an ocean or an elevator? Deaf or blind? Hot or cold? Joel is working on his Ph.D. in statistics.

“Too careful,” he says. The truck’s brake lights keep flashing, sluggishly, a watery red warning. “Not being careful breeds recklessness, and recklessness breeds selfishness. Before you know it, people would be ignoring the rules completely.”

I glance at Joel, but his face betrays nothing. Lately comments like these have been hitting me hard, metaphorical, stinging. Did he know? Could he be insinuating something? But Joel doesn’t insinuate, doesn’t use metaphors. He never suspects anything. Sometimes I almost wish that he would.

Now he is mumbling again, swatting down the visor. Sun spots are collecting around the hull of the boat like bubbles in champagne. I feel tears rise behind my eyes and quickly scour the horizon, looking for an excuse to well up. There it is, of course: the sun, in all its brightness and difficulty, gorgeous bands of red and purple and orange suffusing the sky.

“It’s kind of beautiful, though, isn’t it?”

“What?” Joel says.

“The sun. Isn’t it beautiful?” Ribbons of pink and lavender graze the treetops, the colors of artificial candy. “It’s kind of—breathtaking.”

I want Joel to look, to see what I’m seeing, but he keeps his eyes on the road. YOU SUCK, ASSHOLE! wavers in the windshield, like a ghost trapped inside the glass.

“I wonder how many car accidents are caused by sunsets,” I say then.

Joel doesn’t reply. The music seems to get louder, “This Kiss” by Faith Hill; the Volvo doesn’t have a tape deck, much less a CD player.

“Tons, I bet.”

“Tons of what?” Joel says.

“Accidents. Accidents that happen because people are distracted by beautiful sunsets.”

Joel pauses, thinking. “Because they’re distracted? Or because they’re blinded?”

“Either,” I say. “Both.” It is the kind of ambiguity that irritates him, in exchange for the kind of logic that irritates me. The toll change trembles slightly, like children sensing tension. “I bet there’s a statistic on it.”

“I doubt that,” Joel says, but not in the way you’d think. He’s not being argumentative, just stating a fact.

“Why not?”

“It’s not quantifiable. Too many variables.” A bug lands on his arm; he blows it off. “You could be a bad driver, or talking on a cell phone, or overtired. You can’t just blame the sun.”

There’s a pebble of tension lodged in my jaw, hard, sour, like a lemon seed. “Well, there should be,” I say. “In fact, I’m sure there is. There has to be.” I’m trying to sound confident, but I can’t keep my voice from trembling. “People look at the sunset, and they can’t look away, and then—wham!”

I slam both palms against the dashboard. The radio hops. The driving directions waft to the floor like a dry leaf.

“Wham?” Joel’s eyes may flicker toward me for an instant; behind a pair of Ray-Bans, one can never tell.

“Yes.” I lean toward the windshield, daring myself not to blink, and the brightness makes my eyes fill. “Wham!” It’s so ridiculous a word, so cartoonish, that I burst out in a laugh.

This time Joel does glance over, catching me somewhere between laughing and crying. “What’s gotten into you?” he says, a touch nervously, and in the eyeblink he looks away from the road we feel the solid thump of our car colliding with the boat.

 

The affair started nine weeks ago, though affair seems too strong a word. There was no sneaking around, no suspicion, no covert phone calls. There were no prolonged, sweaty bouts of sex in the daytime. There wasn’t any sweat at all really, unless you count the smattering of drops that appeared on Max’s upper lip during Week Eight: Curries.

Spice Appreciation was a nine-week course at the community college, the third cooking class I’d taken in the interest of keeping myself occupied. In the almost year since Joel and I had moved from Boston to Philadelphia, he’d been mired in his work at Penn and I had made exactly three friends: Ralph, my sixty-one-year-old boss at the mystery bookstore; Deb, a homeless woman at Broad and Arch who said I looked like her long-lost daughter, Shirley Temple; and Serena, the cross-dressing cashier at the Food Rite, with whom I shared a mutual love of Frosted Mini-Wheats that we discussed every time I came through her lane as if for the first time. These were good people, but not the kind you met for beers on a Tuesday. Still, rather than slump in front of the TV and admit defeat, I opted for self-improvement. I’d always been a bad cook, and our cabinets (with the exception of the Mini-Wheats) were close to bare. Cooking classes seemed like a sensible idea. Dr. Phil might call it a nurturing instinct, a nesting vibe; either way, he’d admire my initiative.

The first two classes I signed up for were Beyond Egg Rolls: A Tour of Asia and Introduction to Cheese. They temporarily transformed Joel’s and my tiny galley kitchen into an explosion of the senses. Joel didn’t mind. Or, care. There is subtle difference, but there is a difference. He ate whatever I brought home from class with equal enthusiasm—ginger chicken, fried shrimp balls, hunks of Camembert and Havarti and Asiago—pushing it into his mouth like feeding quarters to a video game.

“You’re not even tasting it,” I would point out.

“Sure I am,” Joel would say and make a point of chewing harder. “It’s really good.”

But I watched him when he didn’t know I was watching. He ate spicy garlic cucumbers without flinching. He slathered Brie on crackers in great insensitive swoops, like brushfuls of Spackle. One night I found him in front of his laptop, chop-stick tucked behind his ear, drip of black bean sauce on the exact center of his nose. It frustrated me, this lack of passion, lack of awareness and sensitivity. I imagined myself grabbing up the leftover cheeses like our neglected children, wrapping them in plaid flannel shawls, and spiriting them away to a better life. I imagined what it would be like if Joel and I had actual children, how I would console them before bed each night.

“Don’t take it personally,” I would say, smoothing their curls off their foreheads. When Joel and I fell in love we decided, as people falling in love do, that our children would be the perfect amalgams of ourselves. They would be funny (me) and brilliant (him). Good at Boggle, double-jointed, whizzes with a swizzle stick. In my best moments, they were carefree geniuses. In my worst, indecisive agoraphobics who would never do cartwheels and whose taste buds were shot.

“Daddy lives in his own world,” I would tell them in my bedtime voice.

“What world?” The kids would be terrified. “Where?”

“Downstairs. He’s working on his Ph.D.”

“P H D,” they would repeat, nodding solemnly, as if this were as vital a part of their vocabulary as cookie or bye-bye.

But inevitably, just as I was staring at the sidewalk, wondering how long it would take for Joel to notice if I up and left, he would do something endearing. This was the ebb and flow of our four years together: annoyance then endearment, and on and on, so on and so forth, one emotion catching up with the other in the nick of time. I would hear him wander into the kitchen, wash the dishes, uncork a bottle of wine. Then he would appear at the couch with two glasses. As he lifted my feet into his lap, I would feel my anger melting. I would look at his wrist, at the pale scar where he’d fallen out of a weeping willow when he was five trying to touch a full moon. At the Jazz Fest T-shirt we bought together in New Orleans. At the stubble sprinkled across his face, glinting like flecks of gold. I would remember how kind he is, how awkward with words, with love.

He will never hurt me, I would think.

Spice Appreciation met on Tuesdays and had twelve students: eight older women, one gay male couple, Max, and me. Our teacher, Mrs. Battalgracia, was the stereotypical stern, bitter, flat-chested elementary school teacher who had turned sixty and imploded: apron patterned with chile peppers, huge maniacal smile, bosom the size of a bread box, which shook when she laughed. She made us call her Mrs. B.

“There are a few people I never trust!” Mrs. B announced on day one. She tabbed them off on her fingers, which were the size and shade of pork loins. “People who are too skinny. People who eat frozen dinners. And people who don’t like garlic.” She raised her chin and sang: “They can’t be living life to the fullest!”

“Hear hear!” shouted Max.

The group laughed. I glanced at him. He was what certain generations might call “scrappy.” Wry, lean, with a slightly hooked nose, dark shaggy hair in need of a cut.

“Before we start,” Mrs. B said, “let’s form a circle, and everybody tell us how they came to find themselves in the land of spice!”

She spoke as if we’d all stumbled into a foreign country through some series of missteps and rabbit holes. Nonetheless, like a cross between a preschool class and a self-help group, the twelve of us shuffled dutifully into a circle to offer up our reasons for being there. Most of the women were in long marriages and looking to vary their dinner menus. Todd and Bram wanted to reignite their relationship (“spice it up,” they said and grinned). Gertrude’s husband had died two months earlier; she’d since gotten her learner’s permit, started ballroom dancing, and was eating “foreign foods.”

“I’m Meg,” I said, twisting the hem of my T-shirt like a dishrag. “I work in a bookstore.”

I hoped this would speak for itself, but the group seemed to want more.

“Temporarily,” I added, but still they waited, fixing me with their milky, sorry stares.

Then Max cleared his throat. “Hey, guys?”

This made me smile.

“I have a confession to make.” His long face looked convincingly guilty. “I hate cooking,” he said. “I just like eating. My wife’s book club meets at our place on Tuesdays, and I needed an excuse to get out of the house.”

The group peeked at Mrs. B, as if wondering whether this was grounds for expulsion. For a moment her face remained immobile, a chubby pink plate, then she let out a whoop. “You’re all right!” she said and made the sign of a cross with her pepper grinder. When I smiled at Max, he was smiling back at me, his face bright across the room.

 

The car accident makes for a good story at Nathaniel and Nicole’s not-rehearsal dinner. The rehearsal dinner was last night, the reception dinner tomorrow night. Tonight is the dinner for people not important enough to be in the wedding and yet not peripheral enough to just attend. We are the B-list guests, being served tonight in the Green Mountain Resort’s Dining Room A. Our role is to sit through toasts, and more toasts, the only perk of which is the relative amount of champagne. Joel and I missed only the first few, arriving halfway through the salad course, as Nicole was flitting from table to table explaining in a shocked southern accent how there were just so many people to celebrate with they had to stretch the wedding over four days instead of two or three or even, hell, just one, like in olden times.

“There are about a hundred more people coming tomorrow,” she told us as we sat down, her eyes like quarters, ringed with soft gray. “Isn’t that truly hard to believe?”

It truly was, considering the size of the crowd already.

“It’s all these darn southerners.” She winked, and as if on cue, a posse of her girlfriends launched into an old cheerleading routine, something they probably all once performed together at Deep South High.

Table 14 is made up of northerners only: Joel and me, five of his MIT friends, and their five wives. These are couples we never see except at weddings. Over the four years I’ve been with Joel, they have all begun to morph in exactly the same ways: the men getting softer and balder, women getting softer and blonder. As the husbands’ hair starts thinning, their wives’ eyebrows follow suit, until they are sympathy slivers, the width of recipe cards.

Joel looks younger than the husbands by a good five years. I’d like to think it’s staying unmarried that’s preserved his youthful good looks, but the truth is he’s always been this way. His mother, Anne (whom I love and wish was mine), has described him to me as a “milky” child. I know what she means. One of those pale boys who burns easily, whose skin picks up the imprint of whatever he’s sitting on or leaning against, who sneezes not once but multiple times in quick succession. Anne told me that when Joel was fourteen he looked twelve, and he still has this boyishness about him. Tonight he is, as usual, almost groomed but not quite—his hair cowlicky, a few spots of stubble longer than the rest. To the untrained eye he appears disheveled, but this is merely a guise for his brilliance. The inside of Joel’s brain is pristine, immaculate, orderly rows of numbers parading the membrane walls, a percentage sign drooping from the exact center of his cranium like a chandelier.

“The glare was in tense,” Joel says.

The table looks politely rapt. Usually Joel and I are the oddballs at weddings: unmarried, unsettled, without home or leaf blower to call our own. But tonight, the accident has made us the centerpiece of Table 14, second only to the Vermont maple roasted nut sampler. Being in the spotlight is not a role I enjoy, but it’s a welcome change from the usual breakdown: Joel and the husbands talking about jobs and sports, and I left alone with the wives—who usually have one child or are “trying”—as they nurse club sodas and talk in a disconcertingly candid way about the indignities of pregnancy: the swollen feet, hemorrhoids, afterbirth. One once used the phrase “placenta gushing out all over” while we were cleansing our palates with pear sorbet.

Tonight, all five of them are wearing what looks to be the exact same peach-orange shade of lipstick. I feel an irrational spasm of jealousy. Did they meet up together before dinner? Coordinate makeup without me? It wasn’t always this way. When Joel first started bringing me to weddings, the wives were still the fiancées, and they would fuss over me, eager to indoctrinate me into their club. They lowered their voices to ask when Joel and I were “tying the knot” (some actually used this phrase) and looked concerned when I answered, “We don’t really discuss it.”

“Why not?”

I had the statistics on the tip of my tongue: the number of marriages that end in divorce, the increased likelihood of divorce if you’re under forty-four, if your parents are divorced, if you live on the East Coast, if you live in a major city on the East Coast.

“It’s just not a concern, I guess.”

“But what about kids? Don’t you want kids?”

“I don’t know. Not right now. Not necessarily.”

And this was the truth, as far as I knew it. The truth was, I wasn’t sure if I wanted kids. The truth was, Joel was married to his work, at least temporarily. The truth was, I’d spent most of my childhood wading through my parents’ sloppy, bitter mess of a marriage and at this point had little faith in the concept of semipermanent hair color much less being with the same person for the rest of your life. All I knew for sure was this: while the thought of losing Joel made me terrified, the thought of staying with him forever made me nervous, so I waded in this formless, nameless, ringless, statistically neutral middle ground.

But I couldn’t explain this to fiancées, who would probably tsk it away with an easy explanation like “jitters” or “cold feet.” I couldn’t explain that there was something about their lives I didn’t want mine to be, something that struck me as soft, generic, as playing it safe.

Instead I would smile and say, “Thank you for your concern,” sounding for all the world like a bereaved wife.

“Anytime.” The wives would smile back—sympathetically, it seemed—then one would say, “Joel is a really nice guy.”

At the moment, the really nice guy is reveling in our accident story. It isn’t that great a story, but he is taking pains to embellish it: adding new and dramatic details, editing out true and boring ones. It isn’t like Joel to embellish anything, but tonight, in the presence of several gin-and-tonics and old friends who now own real estate, he is doing a surprisingly good job. He leaves out the hideous screeching sound that started as we crossed the Vermont border, the fact that we have a date with a mechanic tomorrow morning, the fact that our insurance premium will go up and we don’t have money for extra expenses. And he keeps referring to it as a “boating accident,” as if we were sailing on a yacht that gently nosed a coral reef, instead of the truer and more ridiculous version: a Volvo that slammed into the Love Boat.

“So we’re going two miles an hour, maybe three,” Joel is saying. His face is flushed, necktie loose. When he drinks, two perfect spots of red appear on his cheeks, like plums. He even gets drunk symmetrically. “Then from out of nowhere, this giant boat appeared.”

This is accurate, if by “nowhere” he means three feet in front of us and “giant” he means the size of a couch.

“It’s all stop-start, stop-start,” he says, making jerking motions with his hands. The wives nod encouragingly. “Then Meg started yelling about the sun.”

I wasn’t anywhere near yelling, and am about to say so when I realize the entire table has fixed me with an affectionate smile. It occurs to me that we are being one of those couples who describe their private lives in public, making the arguments sound much lighter and flirtier and more enviable than they actually were. I’d always assumed those couples must be miserable, which is what compels them to pretend otherwise. I would imagine them later, without an audience, her silently removing her eye makeup, him silently pulling off his shoes.

But if Joel and I are faking tonight, no one seems to notice. The husbands are smirking, waiting for the punch line. Wives are holding on to husbands’ hands. A team of waiters swoops in to pluck up our salad plates, mutilated, wet radicchio and shredded Cabot cheddar in puddles of country raspberry vinaigrette.

“So Meg’s going on about how the sun was beautiful,” Joel is saying, “and I’m saying the sun was a fucking nuisance—”

I look at Joel closely. He rarely looks so animated, rarely says “fucking.” Suddenly he grabs hold of my hand, hard, as if yanking me with him into the finale. “And then, next thing you know—wham!”

I stare. He fucking stole my word. He even punctuates it with a slap of his hand on the table. It gets a big, round laugh, the Table 14 sign teetering from the impact. The wives are still smiling at me—at my feminine irascibility, I suppose—and I try to smile back but am still feeling the pressure of Joel’s grip, and hearing the echo of his slap, and wondering what’s going on inside his normally crisp, clear head.

“Are you a beef or a chicken?” says the waiter at my elbow.

We’re both chickens, I think automatically, while Joel waves his place card with the word BEEF stapled to the back. My bitterness shifts then from wondering about Joel and my shortcomings to wondering why people rich enough to throw two rehearsal dinners and a wedding reception couldn’t find a more sophisticated solution to the beef/chicken question than stapling the names of meats to place cards.

Joel releases my hand. The band strikes up “Walking in Memphis.” My head feels fuzzy, fizzy, righteous with champagne. I wave my pink CHICKEN, as do all five of the wives, leading me to wonder if the BEEF s are deliberately blue for boys and the CHICKEN s pink for girls, and if so, whether this offends me, and if not, why then I’m so angry, and either way, whether it’s living with a statistician for so long that’s made me question goddamn everything.

Joel pushes back his chair. He and the husbands are heading toward the parking lot to assess the damage to the Volvo. I watch the back of Joel’s suit jacket as he walks, the endless sand brown of it, the watery, drunken swagger.

Then I feel a different kind of hand squeeze my arm, soft and manicure-tipped. “I know just what you mean,” a wife named Claudia whispers. “On our trip to Barbados last summer, the sunsets were like nothing I’d ever seen.”

 

After class, Max was waiting. “I have a proposition for you.”

Had I been at a party, or a bar, or one of Joel’s academic receptions, I could have been witty. I can be witty under duress. But that night, standing in the dusty orange basement of an off-season high school, dressed in my usual cooking class uniform (sweatpants and a ratty Boston University T-shirt, worn for fear of being sauced or spattered) I was caught off guard.

“I need to convince you to kill time with me for the next hour,” Max said.

He didn’t seem dangerous, but you never knew, of course. He was shorter than me, funny-looking in a striking sort of way, lots of dramatic teeth and eyebrow.

“How come?” I said, hitching my backpack closer to my side.

“My wife’s book club is still at our place. I was going to grab a cup of coffee alone, but if I drink coffee alone, then I have to be one of those angry-looking guys pretending to write in his journal.” He made an exaggerated grimace. “I hate those guys.”

I laughed.

“Is that a yes?”

“I don’t know. No. I can’t, really. I need to get—” Then I pictured Joel at home, hunched over his impossibly organized desk: the precise yellow stacks of Post-its, pencil jar a perfectly sharpened lead forest, framed diploma from MIT hanging on an otherwise blank wall.

“It’s just a coffee,” Max is saying. “Or a water. Any kind of water. Spring. Seltzer. Vitamin. My tongue’s burning, isn’t yours?”

It was.

“Wait—I got it.” He actually snapped, mariachi-style. “Spiced coffee. Chai! Think of it as homework. Spicy extra credit.”

I laughed again, and his face turned serious. “Meg,” he said, and I felt an unexpected flutter at the sound of his voice saying my name. “They’re discussing that Ya-Ya Sisterhood book.” He clasped both hands together. “I am begging you.”

Fifteen minutes later, staring into a chai latte with an extravagant head of spiced foam, I told myself I was ridiculous for worrying. The man had a wife, first of all. A wife. He was just looking for someone to kill time with. It was normal to have coffee with classmates; Joel had coffee with classmates all the time. Still, as I picked up my mug, I couldn’t ignore the fact that I was too nervous to drink it. I took a huge swig to prove otherwise, then inhaled the cinnamon too fast and began to choke.

“You okay?” Max asked, instantly on his feet.

I was. It was the kind of choking where you are in fact fine but sound as if you’re dying. I tried to make dismissive hand gestures, as all around the café people picked their heads up to evaluate my condition and ask themselves whether they felt confident enough to perform the Heimlich even though their certification ran out years ago.

Max bounded up to the counter and returned with a bottled water. “Here,” he said, thrusting it at me. “Told you you’d need one of these.”

I took a swig, still coughing.

“Will you make it?”

“I think so,” I managed. “You start talking.”

So, as I nursed my Naya, he did. I learned that Max Sutton had moved to Philly five years earlier from Tucson. That he had mixed feelings about the city: hated humidity, loved cheesesteaks. That while it was true he had a book club to escape, he was also a freelance food writer, so being in the class wasn’t as coincidental as he’d made it sound.

“And you work in retail,” he said, tapping one finger on the table. “Temporarily. That must make you an aspiring something else. Writer? Model? Actress?”

“God, no,” I said and wasn’t being modest. This was, quite honestly, absurd. I raked my bitten nails through a tangle of dirty blond curls to underline the point. “I just—” I didn’t feel ready to come clean about the real reasons I was taking Spice Appreciation, about my loneliness, my friendlessness, the empty hours that needed filling. “Let’s just say I needed a reason to get out of the house too.”

Max nodded. “Fair enough.”

I lifted my cup, took a tentative sip.

“Do you live alone?”

“No,” I said. “Boyfriend.”

“What does he do for a living?”

“He’s a statistician.”

“Really.” Max raised both eyebrows.

“Well, he’s not one yet, but he’s working on his Ph.D.—in statistics.”

Max seemed to consider this. “My wife’s a chemist,” he said.

“A chemist? Really?”

Both were the kinds of professions no one actually had. They sat between us on the little café table, near us but not like us, as foreign-seeming and awkward-sounding as fenugreek.

“My wife,” Max said slowly, “Jill, is a raw foodist.”

My wife, Jill. See? I sipped again.

“Nothing cooked at all,” he added.

“That must be tough, considering the cheesesteaks.”

Max laughed.

“My boyfriend,” I offered—adding “Joel”—“is the opposite. Everything cooked. The more processed, the better.”

It wasn’t nice, and I regretted it instantly. I stared into my latte, its cheerful crown distorted now, like a cupcake dropped facedown.

“It’s kind of exhausting, to be honest.” Max sighed. “Raw foodism. All that infernal crunching and munching. It’s so goddamn loud. And bland. A shrink would probably say I’m taking this class because I needed some—”

“Spice in my life,” we said, at the exact same moment. The cliché was so obvious, it had to be gotten out of the way early.

Max grinned, but the grin softened, into not a smile but a kind of wry pretzel, an accident of the lips upon the face. “My marriage is very…” He leaned his head back, searching the tin-plated ceiling for the right words. “Practical. It’s kind of the parsley of relationships.” Then he winced. “God, that was bad.”

“Terrible,” I agreed.

We laughed, sort of, then said nothing. I glanced at my watch.

“Meg.” Max leaned forward. “Let me ask you something.”

Suddenly I felt afraid. “Okay.”

“And I need a honest answer.”

His voice was solemn, so I nodded.

“If you were a spice,” Max asked, gravely, “what spice would you be?”

It took a moment to adjust, then laughter bubbled inside me. I thought: This is fun, at the same time I thought: Joel would hate this game. “Are you serious?”

He nodded. I chewed the inside of my cheek. “What would you be?”

“Jerk seasoning.”

I laughed again, then stared into the bottom of my mug, the drowned spices strewn there like a fortune-teller’s leaves. Then I lifted my head, smiling. “Sage,” I announced, impressed by my own cleverness, when this could not have been further from the truth.

 

After the nonrehearsal dinner, Joel and the husbands go off for a nightcap. Joel uses words like nightcap and evening and geez, with what I always imagine is a g and not a j, although I’ve never actually seen his version in writing. I used to find his words old-fashioned, endearing. Is this inevitable? I wonder as I dip the key card into the door to Room 143. That what’s familiar becomes annoying? And what’s new is exciting? Given five years, would Max’s sweaty lip and shaggy hair and bad food puns become draining, selfish, unbearable?

The lock blinks green, and I push the door open, catching it before it slams. The bedside clock beams 11:15. I turn on one lamp, then another, tapping the bases with my index finger, then gaze around at our hotel room, soaking in the details. Walls: sky blue. Bedspread: deep green. Carpet: pale green, extra-thick. Paintings: a mountain, a cow, a bowl of cherries. This inventory is an old reflex from childhood, when some of my happiest moments were spent in hotel rooms, on what my parents called “getaways.” They were never longer than a weekend, never too expensive or exotic. My mother was uncomfortable around nature, so we usually chose a midsize city like Portland, Maine, or Hartford, Connecticut. Usually, these trips were prompted by my parents having a particularly bad fight, after which my mother would wander into the kitchen and say to my father: “You know what we need.” Her voice was flat; it was less a suggestion than a prescription. My father would nod soberly as I scrambled from my chair, already mentally packing. It was like a deprived kid’s version of “I’m going to Disneyland!”—the feeling less of joy than of relief.

Still, I lived for the getaways. Away from our house, my mother and father tried hard to act normal, unfolding and refolding maps, buying film, taking pictures of me eating chowder or sticking my head through a fake prison galley. This was when I was six and seven, before they formally gave up trying, and on some level I appreciated their effort, although all I really wanted was to get back to the hotel. All I really wanted was to be in a home that wasn’t our home, far from the cramped duplex outside Boston with the orange rugs, the leaking beanbag chairs, the muffled sounds of late-night fighting, and the bathroom drawer with my mother’s Xanax tucked carefully behind her panty liners and jumbo-size pink cotton balls.

Back at the hotel, I would fervently record the details. Wallpaper, paintings, carpets, bedspreads—I listed them on hotel stationery, committing them to memory, like a friend I knew was fleeting. I inhaled the smell of clean rubber in the bathroom and savored the feel of wall-to-wall carpet under my bare toes. I took comfort in the white noise of the fan in the bathroom and the endless supply of snacks in a machine at the end of the hallway, ensuring that the cabinets would never be empty.

In retrospect, these were cheap hotels, but I didn’t know the difference, and had I known I wouldn’t have cared. My parents were on their best behavior, and for that I would have lived there forever. At night, my father and I would go down to the hotel pool, where he would do five minutes of splashy laps, then hop out and shake off like a wet dog. Then he would sprawl in a lounger while I practiced what I’d learned in my swimming lessons: the simulated apple picking of the side-stroke, gentle bob of the dead man’s float, tight scissor kick of the front crawl. Swimming lessons were one area in which my parents hadn’t skimped; since I’d been out of diapers, my mother had been hauling me to the community pool down the street. While the other mothers chatted, she sat on a bench by herself, flipping through a magazine or staring at the sky. This only made me try harder. At the hotel pool, if my strokes failed to get a reaction from my father, I would hold my breath underwater as long as I could—once, worrying him enough to jump back in.

Back in our room, my mother would be waiting with an extravagant pile of chocolate and sugar from the vending machine. I would wriggle into my pj’s, and the three of us would squash together in one big bed, drinking Cokes, watching TV, my hair drying in bleached clumps and skin taut from the chlorine. I knew even then that I had never felt more safe. What I didn’t know, couldn’t know yet, was that everything that seemed so special about those hotel rooms was really so generic it came wrapped in plastic, and that my sense of security was as false as the bad knockoffs of Renoir and Monet.

Now, looking around Room 143 of the Green Mountain Resort, I can at least say I’ve upgraded. The furniture is country-style light wood, the curtains checkered like tablecloths at a picnic. I kick my heels off and graze the desktop, touching all the courtesy pens and menus, each one branded with the same tiny, thumbnail-shaped green mountain. Next to the lamp I spot a tiny mesh bag of what look like M&M’s but upon closer inspection I see are, unbelievably, N&N’s. I peer at the silver gift tag: “Sweet dreams! [image: heart] Nathaniel & Nicole!” Ripping it open, I gobble a few without tasting them, then leave the rest lumped beside the notepad where Joel scribbled information about the mechanic. No, “scribbled” sounds too careless. Joel’s handwriting is cramped, minuscule, fanatically neat. From a distance it looks like fleas.

With a jolt of regret, I realize that I never found out what Max’s handwriting looks like. That I don’t know his birthday or shoe size or what salad dressing he orders in restaurants. That even though his life revolves around restaurants, we’d never gone to one and never would. I remember how once—it was Week Seven: Peppercorns—he mentioned having been to a new Hawaiian-Asian fusion place, and I almost snapped, “Who’d you take? Your wife?” It was on the tip of my tongue, the snip of the jealous, the injured, but I caught myself in time.

Now, I stare out the soundproof window at the tranquil darkness. I can make out the faint tableau of distant mountains, a backdrop so perfect it might have been commissioned by hotel management to prove we are indeed removed from the world. When Joel and I and the Volvo collapsed in the parking lot five hours ago, the hotel seemed like an oasis rising from the endless, empty tracts of green. Now, it’s making me claustrophobic. I look down at the parking lot, the rows and rows of unscathed cars gleaming serenely under the security lights. There it is, the Volvo, in the spot closest to the entrance; from this angle, you can’t even tell it’s been hit.

A champagne headache has taken root in my temples. I am assaulted by a queasy feeling, equal amounts giddiness and pain. I close my eyes and, like watching a movie of someone else, let myself remember the last time I was in a hotel room. There I am, in the parking lot, waiting in the shadowy pools of the security lights. The back of Max’s head in the office window. The VACANCY sign with its flickering orange V. As the office door swings open, I open my eyes, yanking the curtains closed and pressing them to my face. I breathe them in, only to realize that the fabric in this ludicrously country-style hotel smells, of course, of spices.

Unsteadily, I head toward the bathroom, shedding pants and blouse in graceless puddles, like the wreckage of some would-be affair. In the bathroom, I tear open a square of soap that looks like a giant mint, then stop and stare into the three-paneled mirror, my image reflecting over and over on either side of me like a house of cards. Over the course of the night my curls have become ugly corkscrews; my brown eyeliner is smudged. A slice of my right arm is burned bright pink, just one more of the sun’s repercussions. I think back to Joel’s “wham” performance at the dinner table, the way he clutched so tightly at my hand. There was something stirring in him tonight, distilled by the gin, like water shot through with a beam of light. Maybe there was more to his bravado than being around old friends. Maybe he sensed somehow that he needed to prove himself, that he was being upstaged.

Guilt rises thick in my throat, and I kill the light, the fan. Gently, I retrieve my clothes from the carpet and hang them in the closet beside Joel’s brown suit. I dig in my suitcase for T-shirt and pajama bottoms, then pause to look at the suitcase next to mine. It’s the same one Joel has had as long as I’ve known him, generic brown with gold zippers, his address printed carefully in the plastic window. It’s our new address, the Philadelphia address, and I wonder when he sat down and changed it. I picture him hunched at his desk under the framed diploma, head lowered over the ID card, tongue poking from the corner of his mouth, and this time, the sight of his handwriting floods me with tenderness. I love his handwriting, I remind myself, fiercely. I love the way he holds his tongue when he’s writing. The way he moves his left hand absently through his hair when he’s deep in thought. I tear back the zipper, and the contents are as reassuring as I expected: Brown socks rolled into tidy doughnuts. Undershirts stacked and folded. Pair of flip-flops for the shower. Saline solution, cell phone charger, two Claritins in a Ziploc bag. Life of Pi, which his grandmother sent him because she thought it was about math, and secured tightly under a luggage strap, a manila folder and two pens.

I pick one up. They are expensive pens, heavy, marbled-looking. Joel got about a thousand of them when he graduated from MIT—“the smart man’s alternative to cigars,” his dad said. Each one is embossed JOEL WYLE in alert gold capitals. I love these pens. And I love his name: Joel. Joel. Joel. I love how it nestles roundly in the pit of my tongue, the o like a candy’s chewy center. How it rhymes with the names of comforting things. Oreo, Jelly roll. I’ve developed a habit of repeating his name in my head, my secret mantra, any time I feel unsafe: walking home alone late at night, sitting on a plane about to take off. The first Sunday of every month, when I make my scheduled phone call to my mother. The Christmas Eve, two years ago, when I went to Chicago to meet my father’s new stepfamily, and then almost constantly until I left.

Joel, I chant now. Joel, Joel, Joel. Sounds like bell toll, like dinner roll. If you weigh their names alone, Joel’s is the clear winner. Max rhymes with the names of things that are harsh, blunt, disappointing. Battle-ax. Imax. Anticlimax.

On the other hand: Alto sax.

And on the other: Droll. Troll.

Would you rather date an ax or a troll? Would you rather have a climax or a dinner roll? I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood, then peel back the covers and wedge myself between layers of starch and polyester. There’s nothing to debate, I remind myself, nothing to decide. The thing with Max is over; it was always going to be over. I tap the lamp off with one finger and lay the pen beside me on the pillow, JOEL WYLE just inches from my eyes, and in the muted light of the parking lot I stare at his name until it blurs.

At 1:30 I hear Joel come in, fumbling in the darkness. He turns on the bathroom light and lets it spill into the room, just enough to see by. The bathroom fan hums unevenly, punctuated by an occasional, almost spiteful chortle. I sense Joel moving around the room, emptying his pockets, stepping out of his shoes. His pants slide off, buckle hits the floor. I catch the faint, sweet smell of gin. The mattress dips as he sits on the foot of the bed, and seconds later, images of late-night TV are flashing past my slitted lids. Baseball, stand-up, music videos, steak knives. When I hear a faint clicking, it takes me a minute to identify: N&N’s. Joel is chewing extra-quietly, but the tentativeness only makes his chewing more pronounced. I picture the inside of his mouth: tongue flicking, candy gently clacking, the silver caps on his molars like a tiny, terribly delicate constellation of stars.

He will never hurt me, I remind myself.

But the flip side is: He will never make me fall apart. Or feel like I can’t breathe. Like I’m falling off a cliff. Is this normal, to want someone to make you feel this way? Or someone who at least could?

 

“The best verbs in the world,” Max said, “are food verbs.”

It was Week Three: Dessert Spices, and we were covered in a warm dusting of cardamom, allspice, and cloves. The week before, I’d explained to Joel that I’d met some people in my cooking class and we’d started going for coffee after, both of which were true. He didn’t probe for specifics; he was probably happy to have the extra hours to work alone. If he noticed I’d stopped wearing sweats to class, he didn’t say.

“Marinate,” Max said, enunciating each letter. “Mince. Braise. Zest.” He raised his eyebrows, my cue to join in.

“Boil?”

He frowned.

I thought for a second. “Flambé.”

“There you go,” he said, rolling the word on his tongue. “Flammmmbéééé. There’s something intoxicating about it, isn’t there? Food writing. It’s terribly romantic.”

“Is it?”

“Think about it. Cooking is all about passion and drama.” Max puckered his lips to demonstrate. This was one of the things I liked about him; he didn’t hesitate to look ridiculous. “Whip. Crush. Smother.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Grind.”

I laughed, in spite of myself. This was the soundtrack of our relationship: the groan that underscores the punch line, the rimshot that drives home the bad joke. To be fair, it was the tune of Spice Appreciation in general. The theme of our class was “spicing things up,” for God’s sake, and getting incrementally hotter each week.

“Don’t turn this into some degraded S and M thing,” I warned.

“Oh, it can be romantic. Don’t forget simmer. Don’t forget tenderize.”

“Or melt,” I threw in.

“Exactly. Melt. The language is practically sexual. Maybe that’s why I became a food writer—you can act out your fantasies and it’s socially condoned.”

I laughed again. In a way, this described us too. In a way, because both of us were committed to other people, flirting felt more safe. We weren’t physical, weren’t technically unethical. We didn’t talk between classes. We sent each other e-mails, but they had playful subject lines like “Thyme to Go to Work” and “Curry Up and Write Back.” When I botched an attempt at “cumin” as “come in,” he wrote back: “You’re a nut—Meg.”

It was harmless, I told myself, like dipping into a different language, just briefly in and then out again. Max and I were nothing more than conversation, cilantro, and coriander. But in retrospect, what we had may have been more dangerous than sex—it was the suggestion of romance, the possibility of something else.

[image: space]

The complimentary continental buffet at the Green Mountain Resort is your typically awkward group of wedding guests maneuvering politely and smiling vaguely across steaming vats of eggs, thinking they may have met the night before but not entirely sure now in the unflattering light of Dining Room B. Everyone looks paler, older, more sober. Joel is scraping a knife against a piece of burnt toast.

“Mark thought the noise might be coming from the alternator,” he says.

We’d requested a wake-up call at 7:30 in order to get the car to the mechanic by 8:30; the buffet at this hour is largely older people and children under five. Dining Room B is too loud, too country-style, too strenuously charming. It seems deliberately designed to reprimand the hungover: the floors bare and creaky, the tablecloths a screaming blue-and-white-checked print. On each table sits a cow-shaped napkin holder and an assortment of local condiments: maple syrup, maple sugar, jams, jellies, medleys of cheese.

“In which case,” Joel is saying, still studiously raking his knife across the toast, “I’d prefer to have it looked at when we get back.” He is wearing glasses instead of contacts, and the lenses are smudged, the rims of his eyes hangover pink. “I could take it to that guy who fixed our rear brakes in October. What was his name? Fitzsimmons?”

“I think.”

“I have it written down at home.” He takes a bite of the toast, flakes of blackened crust falling to the table. “He seemed reliable. And we don’t know anything about the mechanic here.”

“True.”

At the table next to us, a baby begins banging a spoon against her high chair.

“Except that they’re flexible enough to take it on short notice,” Joel goes on, raising his voice slightly over the racket. “But does that mean that they’re unusually flexible, or that they do unusually slow business?”

He looks at me. I look into my oatmeal. It is thick, bleak; ever since Spice Appreciation, most foods seem bland by comparison.

A piercing scream goes up from the high chair, and a slice of country ham lands on my toe. The mother rushes over, picks it up, and silently mouths “I’m so sorry,” as if she doesn’t want to hurt the one-year-old’s feelings by letting him hear.

“That’s okay,” Joel answers, smiling back. Then he notices my untouched plate. “How come you’re not eating?”

I shrug. “I guess I’m not hungry.”

 

Week Four: Fennel.

Max was eating away at me. At first he was just a goofy, after-class coffee partner; then thoughts of him began popping up all the time. A joke he’d made, an e-mail he’d sent, could buoy me through entire shifts at the bookstore. Riding the bus, I’d find myself smiling about something he’d said the week before. The city began to seem more tolerable, the aloneness more palatable, the bookstore more charming than decrepit. When I saw the comma in YOU SUCK, ASSHOLE! I laughed in part because I thought it was funny, in part because I knew Max would think it was as funny as I did.

“So let me ask you something,” Max said, resting both elbows on the café table. “If you’re so lonely with Joel, why do you stay?”

It was Week Four—early enough that this wasn’t overtly suggestive. Still, the question made me uncomfortable. For a long moment, I was spared an answer by the shrieking of the foam machine. I stared into my latte, silently listing the reasons. Because we’ve been together for four years, because we have a life together, because he’s kind, and good, and makes me feel safe.

I looked up, a touch defiant. “He makes me feel safe.”

“Safety,” Max said, “is an illusion.” He smiled and took a deep swig of his latte, surfacing with a mustache of foam.

 

After breakfast, Joel and I return to the parking lot. Joel takes the wheel of the sand brown Volvo. I follow closely in a red Jetta that isn’t mine. It belongs to Mike and Jaime, who loaned it to us for the drop-off. Mike and Jaime’s Jetta has Norah Jones in the CD player and a cherry air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. This seems easy, I think, steering gingerly. Not particularly original but easy. A red Jetta, Norah Jones, a cherry air freshener. Why couldn’t life be like this?

I lower the front windows, relishing the small pleasure that is pressing a button instead of cranking a handle. The sky this morning is a cool gray, the air tastes sweet, and the world is a giant, rolling carpet of mist-softened, cow-speckled green. It would feel surreal except for the persistent screeching of the Volvo, a sound both strangely modern and primitive, somewhere between an offensive race car and an animal in pain.

I wonder if Joel even hears it; his ability to block out distraction verges on the robotic. I watch the boxy back end of the Volvo, its prehistoric taillights and Pennsylvania license plate, the Philadelphia parking decal stuck precisely in the bottom right-hand corner of the windshield, and the MIT (Joel, Joel’s father) and Williams College (Joel’s mother) alumni stickers in the middle. Through the glass, I can see the back of Joel’s bent head, probably peering at the local map spread across his knees, on which he’s traced the route to the mechanic’s. Breathing in the cool, cherry-tinged air of Mike and Jaime’s Jetta, I appraise our own capsule of a life: crushed fender, unidentified squealing, old graffiti clinging tenaciously to the windshield. Joel’s head, as always, lowered in extreme concentration over something.

The squealing is getting louder. Even the cows look irritated, lifting their heads as we drive by, tails flicking like fans. I roll up the windows, turn up the Norah. It is early still, and the sky is soft with fog. In a fog, I think, you know to proceed with caution. It’s the bright sunshine that deceives you; it is hazardous yet seems so perfectly safe.

 

Week Five: Saffron.

“If Joel were a spice,” Max whispered, “what spice would he be?”

We were in class, half-paying attention while Mrs. B shouted about saffron. “The reds! The golds! It’s regal!”

Max was like the nudge in the back of the classroom in junior high, slipping you notes, poking your spine, distracting and annoying but too charming to resist. We were cooking partners, which meant we shared a “kitchen,” a blunt Formica island where we diced and seasoned and salted. It was an adult version of playing house. We chided each other for spilling, argued playfully about whose turn it was to clean. He’d taken to calling me Nutmeg. In between classes, our e-mail traffic had intensified to six, seven, eight messages a day. We weren’t having an affair but had started to amass some light emotional baggage: jealousy, irritability, guilt. Joel, Jill. Joel, Jill. Their names rolled inside my mind like marbles in a pinball machine.

“So?” Max prodded in a whisper. “What spice?”

Ginger, I thought, but said nothing. I concentrated on adding raisins to our saffron-and-cashew risotto. I didn’t feel comfortable talking about Joel anymore. “I don’t think we should talk about Joel anymore,” I said.

Max raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Fair enough.”

 

Week Six: Anise.

“How was class?” Joel asked.

It was nearly eleven; Max and I had stayed at the coffee shop until it closed. We hadn’t talked about Joel or Jill, but I wasn’t sure if this made things worse or better. Alone with Max, it was as if they didn’t exist, but the moment I saw Joel, guilt engulfed me like a wave.

“Great,” I chirped. “Really great.” I was trying to sound artificial, to make him take notice, but he was faraway in a pool of lamplight, tapping a marbled pen against the back of his hand.

“There’s this guy,” I said then. It was part guilt forming the words, part desperation for attention, part the most basic desire to mention Max, out loud, to anyone. “In my class. He’s a food writer.”

Joel stopped tapping and turned. “Is he the person you have coffee with?”

“One of them,” I lied. It was my first lie. I felt my stomach twist. “But don’t worry,” I said. “He’s married. And—old.” I walked over to his desk and set an anise apricot fritter on the edge. “Don’t worry,” I said again and summoned a reassuring smile.

“I wasn’t worried,” Joel said, but not in the way you’d think. It wasn’t cocky, just true, and trusting.

He faced forward again, taking a bite of the fritter. “It’s really good,” he said, the exact same words in the exact same cadence I’d been hearing every week, like clockwork, since I’d accused him of not tasting.

“Thanks,” I said but barely got the word out. I went upstairs, turned the shower on, sat on the toilet seat, and cried.

 

Week Seven: Peppercorns.

Max stared into his mug, looking miserable. His face was the elastic, dramatic sort that was incapable of concealing emotion. Happiness, sadness, boredom, frustration—he was as readable as a mime.

“Last night,” he said flatly, “Jill made something called ‘Could It Be Cake?’” His voice rose comedically on the question mark. “That’s what the recipe was called: ‘Could It Be Cake?’”

“Could it?”

“Not even close.” He managed a pained smile. “That’s the key to raw foodism. The recipes all have to sound self-consciously cute to make up for the fact that they taste like shit. ‘Mock’ this, ‘faux’ that. Or sometimes, these are my favorites, they just get lazy and call it what it’s supposed to taste like but in quotation marks like”—he jabbed his index fingers in the air—“‘Meat loaf.’ Could anything sound less appetizing than ‘Meat loaf’?”

I laughed, then bit my lip. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You should laugh. It’s comical. It’s also depressingly metaphorical. Pretend food—the perfect side dish for ‘love’ and ‘happily ever after.’” The quotation jabs were getting more aggressive. “Here I am published in Gourmet magazine, and my wife’s home with her book club eating something called Yummy Sunshine.” He paused, and for a second his face registered genuine disbelief. “Yummy Sunshine. You’ll notice it makes no mention of actual food, because it isn’t.”

“Maybe they should call it ‘Could It Be Food?’”

But Max’s face was serious. For a long minute he just watched me, not with tenderness, or judgment, or even a kind of vague consideration. His stare seemed made of eyes only, as objective as a flashlight’s beam. It was impossible to look away.

Then he leaned across the table and covered my hand lightly. “It’s a good thing we drink coffee together, Nutmeg. I’d have a much harder time maintaining this façade of self-protective humor if alcohol were involved.” He paused, and in the space between us I sensed a gaping hole I could fall into. Then he released my hand and tossed back the rest of his latte like a shot of bourbon. “God, I’m fed up,” he said and smiled a humorless smile.

 

Week Eight: Curries.

Joel and I were eating our usual breakfast: cornflakes and an orange for him, Frosted Mini-Wheats for me. He did the crossword while I stirred my cereal. It looked grim, dry, the “frosted” like an actual crust of ice.

“Let me ask you something,” I said suddenly.

Joel looked up, pencil poised over his crossword grid. I didn’t usually announce myself this way. “Okay.”

“If you were a spice,” I asked, with what I thought was great flair, “what spice would you be?”

He paused only a beat. “Cinnamon.”

“Why?” I pounced, praying for a good reason.

Joel thought for a second. “Because I like cinnamon,” he said, then penciled something quickly in his crossword, as if an answer had been revealed.

 

When we return from the mechanic’s, Joel joins the husbands in the Hunt Room, where the prewedding activities are getting under way. For the men, it’s time for a little male bonding/freshwater trout fishing. For the women, it’s those shapeless hours between the Friday night dinner and the Saturday night ceremony, where you reveal yourself as one of two kinds: those who steam-iron their hair and buff their toenails, or those who crawl back into their pajamas and revel in their aloneness.

First, I vend. Out drop a package of orange cheese-and-peanut-butter crackers and a can of Wild Cherry Pepsi, a meal I never order—much less encounter—except at hotel vending machines. Back in Room 143, I hang the DO NOT DISTURB sign, return to my pajamas, and climb into my freshly made bed. Cracking the Pepsi and flipping through the channels, I take just moments to find him: Dr. Phil. This is what I mean about Phil—he’s always there when you need him. I love him for his reliability, for his no-nonsense brand of logic. He is a trusty moral compass, always there to cast the appropriate finger at the right or wrong.

I’ve often fantasized about being a guest on the show. Not just me, of course. Me and the varied cast of people who have wronged me: my mother, looking glazed and overmedicated; my father, scouring the studio audience for his stepkids; an assortment of ex-boyfriends, high school classmates, a gym teacher, a traffic cop in Northern Virginia. I would sit back and let Dr. Phil say all the words I always wanted to but never could.

You, he would reproach my father, spending every holiday with your new family. You need to think about what kind of message you’re sending to Megan. What are your actions telling her?

In the audience, heads bob supportively.

And you, he would say, turning to my mother, get therapy! Maybe then you won’t need pills to escape from your life!

The crowd erupts in a cheer.

But now, I would be chewed up if I went on. Phil doesn’t like cowardice, and he doesn’t like excuses. I imagine Joel and me sitting onstage, our faces pale as sand dollars above the vivid blue graphics. Megan: SAYS SHE’S NOT REALLY A CHEATER. Joel: MARRIED TO HIS WORK.

Now, Megan, Phil would say, as the camera panned out and the music—soothing and therapeutic but with an edge of unrest—faded away. You claim that Joel here is always busy and too focused on getting his doctorate in—what is it now, Joel?

Statistics, Joel says. He’s been brought on the show against his will but is ready to supply the facts.

That’s right, Phil says. A Ph.D. in statistics. He pauses, mouth quirked. Sounds like a pretty tall order to me, Megan.

A few laughs from the crowd.

I mean, it’s not like he’s busy playing video games, now, is it? It’s not like he’s too focused on sleeping all day, or looking at porn on the Internet, am I right?

More laughs.

It’s not just that he’s busy, I interject, before I lose the crowd entirely. He’s oblivious—sometimes it’s like he’s completely inside his head. I moved here for him, Dr. Phil…and it’s like I’m here alone.

Well, let me ask you this. Did you ever tell Joel how you feel? Heads start moving enthusiastically. How can you expect him to know what’s bothering you if you don’t speak up and say so?

It isn’t that easy, I protest, only to be met with Phil’s trademark smirk. I didn’t want to hurt him. I appeal to the audience. I—I didn’t want to lose him.

But Phil isn’t having it. His head cocks, smile widens, southern accent grows exponentially thicker. So now, let me get this straight. He was busy, and you were lonely, so you figured—heck, what better way to solve this problem than go out and cheat?

Teleprompters flash: BOO!

Joel is looking confused, bereft. The camera finds a doe-eyed woman in the audience whose expression says she thinks he’s cute and would appreciate him far more than I do.

I wasn’t planning to. It just happened! All of a sudden, he was consuming my thoughts. I—I just couldn’t resist him.

Sorry. Phil chuckles. Not quantifiable. Too many variables.

Teleprompters: HISS! SPIT! SHOW DISGUST!

Phil keeps laughing and shaking his head, Joel working a confused hand through his hair, until their two faces merge into one: sharp brown eyes poised over a sprinkling of stubble, a gray mustache, and a pair of Ray-Bans wrapped around the package like a mirrored bow.

I turn the TV off, throw the bedspread back, let it slide to the floor. Grabbing the key card, I charge down the hall toward the elevator. I recall that I’m wearing pajamas only when I catch my reflection in the warped glass of the elevator doors beside a poster of the deluxe Vermont Cheddar Cheeseburger available in Dining Room A. The elevator arrives, and I step on it, joining an older couple with Tennessee accents. They stop their conversation to give me the pinched smile they’ve reserved for northerners who are “quirky.” I smile back, undaunted, ride merrily down to the lobby, and march into the cubby beside the reception desk.

The cubby contains tiny, overpriced versions of things you may have forgotten to bring with you—mouthwash, toothpaste, plastic-wrapped toothbrushes; when had hotels stopped providing free emergency toothbrushes?—plus Vermont magnets, Vermont mini maple syrups, Vermont mini wedges of cheese. I am beginning to hate Vermont. And cheese. In the far corner are two boxy, cream-colored computers with faded clip-art signs advertising “Surf the Web!” I plant myself in front of one and check my e-mail, not pausing to wonder why I’m checking my e-mail until I find my in-box empty and realize just how much I’d been hoping to hear from Max because seeing that I haven’t makes me sad—no. More than sad. Used. Deserted.

I see Max’s old spice puns wavering on the greenish screen. I should erase them, but I can’t. I fantasize about firing one back:

This message brought to you withMACE.

Yours sincerely, Red Pepper—CRUSHED.

You are, as it turns out, jerk seasoning!!!

But it was ending anyway, it was always ending, and I have no right to be so angry. Yet I am. Angry that I’m here, that I’m alone, that our car is broken, and that Joel thinks the accident was all my fault when as far as I’m concerned it only proved my point: the sun is dangerous.

“You can’t just blame the sun,” I can hear Joel say.

Seconds later I’m on Google, typing in “accidents statistics sunsets,” my fingers tiny mallets on the keys. I wait while the machine searches for results at a tedious fifty cents a minute and am just about to feel ridiculous when, lo and behold, a document appears. “Safety and the Sun,” it is called, and as soon as I begin skimming I know I’ve found what I’m looking for. “At sunset, light reflecting off a dirty windshield can momentarily blind you.” Yes. “It is thought to be a leading cause of accidents at dusk.” Vindication! I send it to the printer, watch as the evidence comes chugging out. “Dangerous when there’s too little sunshine,” it says, “dangerous when there’s too much. In the glare, it’s impossible to see the shadows being cast on the road before you.”

 

Week Nine: Chile Peppers.

“Last but not least!” announced Mrs. B.

It was our final class. Max and I were standing in our pretend kitchen. Our arms were folded, elbows barely, inconspicuously touching. We were ascending the ranks of the pepper, a fitting end to our tour of spices, our increasingly fearless palates and increasingly thick skins. Before us on the counter were a pile of seeds and a nest of mangled, brightly colored stems. We had started with jalapeño, then chipotle and cayenne, and were now staring down the barrel of a flame-red habanero that Mrs. B dangled in front of her nose like bait.

“This, my partners in spice,” she said, “is a test of courage.” She smiled mischievously. “Who’s up for it?”

We glanced around the room. Generally, all of us tried everything; the trying was as important as the cooking. More important than the deft slicing of a chipotle was the courage to pop it in your mouth, to splash Tabasco into salad dressing, drop a few fennel seeds on the tip of your tongue. But in the face of the habanero, we were withering.

Then Bram’s hand shot up. “I’ll do it!” he shouted. Around Mrs. B, it wasn’t unusual to find yourself shouting. “Wait!” His hand dropped back down. “Tell me the Scoville first.”

Scoville units, we had learned, represented the amount of capsaicin—the chemical that determines hotness—in a given pepper. After the capsaicin lights your mouth on fire, the brain releases a rush of endorphins. “The higher the Scoville,” Mrs. B liked to remind us, “the better the rush!”

Now, she lowered her voice with something like reverence. “Three hundred thousand.”

The class rippled appropriately with awe and terror. Bram stuffed his hand in his pocket and shook his head.

Mrs. B began roving the classroom, swaying the fiery pepper in front of her gigantic bosom like a hypnotist. “Who will it be?” she mused, bypassing me and stopping in front of Max, her favorite. “Feeling daring, Sutton?”

Max paused only a second, then flipped an imaginary cape over his shoulders. “Always.”

Everyone cheered as Max strode forward. Gertrude leaned over to me, clapping, and whispered, “Shame he’s taken.” Then we all waited, breath drawn, while Max accepted the pepper, displaying it first for his rapt audience like a magician with his dove before he makes it disappear.
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That night, Max and I didn’t speak. Sitting on the café table, our lattes looked ridiculous, foamy, frivolous, relics from a time when we were only hypothetical. When finally he said, still recovering from the habanero, “I would tell you I’m on fire, but it seems too obvious,” I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. We left the shop with our cups untouched. Max hailed a cab. From the backseat, he leaned forward to speak in the driver’s ear, quietly, as if not to implicate me in where we were going. When he sat back, staring out the window, he held my hand so tightly it hurt. Still we didn’t speak. After nine weeks of nothing but wit and verbs, puns and metaphors, our final evening together would be virtually wordless. When the light in the cab blinked on, Max paid and I stepped onto the sidewalk. He went inside the office. ACANCY, the sign said. The V was flickering crazily, the traffic swishing in the distance. I waited in the parking lot, safe in the shadows of the security lights, my brain a rushing gorge of endorphins, washing away all conscience, doubt, thought. For the first time, I would leave a hotel room without remembering the details: not the wallpaper, or the bedspread, or the number on the door. All I would remember was the sound of it shutting behind us and how, when Max’s lips found mine, they felt exactly as I knew they would: hungry.

 

Joel returns from the fishing trip and throws the key card on the desktop. The sound is not as satisfying as actual keys; it’s like a paper clip falling.

“The mechanic called.”

I pause in front of the mirror, where I’m simultaneously applying liquid eyeliner, watching TV, and wondering again why I brought a long-sleeved dress to a July wedding. “And?”

“The damage is more extensive than they thought.”

“Is it expensive?”

“Extensive,” Joel repeats.

“No, I know—but is it expensive?”

“Of course.” He yanks his shoes off and throws them on the carpet. Spending money, especially spending that could have been averted, is the thing that upsets Joel most. “It’s outrageously expensive. It’s probably more than the car’s even worth.”

I don’t bother asking whether we would consider getting rid of it; this, I know, is not an option.

“Not only that, but cell reception is practically nonexistent, so I’m paying analog roaming rates. And we may be stuck here until Monday.”

Now it is my turn to feel alarmed. “Monday?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the soonest they can fix it?”

“Since they’re not open on Sundays—yes.” He’s undressing as he speaks, stuffing each piece of clothing in the plastic bag he brought to separate his dirty laundry. “They took us on short notice as it is. And offered to bring the car here when it’s finished. I can’t exactly ask them to hurry.”

I look beyond his bent back, at the checkered tablecloth curtains, the cow in a frame, the blanket of green yawning outside the window. Suddenly the prospect of two more days here feels unbearable. “So, you mean, we’ll have to book the room for another night?”

Joel straightens, blocking my view. His mouth twitches slightly. “Unless you want to sleep in the car,” he says. “At least then it would be good for something.”

He swipes one of my damp towels from the floor. I notice then that he is badly sunburned, pink down to his collar and halfway up his arms, like a flesh-colored shirt.

“Does that hurt?” I ask, but it’s too late. He is heading for the shower. I hear the overhead fan rattle, water slap the tub floor. Maybe he’s frustrated with me about the accident, maybe about many things, but now, I know, is not the time. We have to get to a wedding.

 

Every wedding is about many other weddings. The ones you’ve had, the ones you wished you had, the ones you had and wished you didn’t. There is the couple in the center, glowing, feeding each other delicate slivers of cake. There is the couple on the top of the cake, eternally happy, made of molded plastic. There are the older couples—majestic, battle-scarred, jewel-encrusted—flanking them at the head table and presiding over all the other couples in the room, all of them the stars of their own love stories, stories about love and not quite love, an endless sequence of clasped hands and drained champagne glasses, secrets shared and secrets hidden.

“To have and to hold,” the priest says.

Nathaniel and Nicole face each other in front of the altar. Her dress is embroidered with tiny flowers, hair drifts in soft wisps around her face. She looks radiant. Light spills through the high stained-glass windows, illuminating haphazard details of the congregation: a ringed hand, a glittering earlobe, a smooth swatch of face. I gaze around the room and think about how being surrounded by love’s perfect beginnings puts every other relationship in high relief. It highlights what’s there, magnifies what isn’t. It reminds you of what love is meant to be and leaves you with either a renewed feeling of passion or a more certain sense of despair. You drink and dance and wake up the next day in your hotel room, feeling recommitted to the notion of spending the rest of your life with the person in bed beside you or feeling hollow, rising quickly, starting to pack, ignoring the gnawing feeling that you are missing something.

Nicole is crying as she says her vows. Nathaniel reaches out to brush a tear from her cheek. “I promise to be true to you,” she says. “In good times and in bad.”

I’ve been to a million weddings, heard these words spoken a million times, but this time I pay close attention.

“For richer or for poorer,” she says, voice trembling. “In sickness and in health. I will honor and be true to you for all the days of my life.”

As I listen to these words, really listen to the magnitude of them, the absolute and startling promise, I realize how incredible it is that people say them. That to do so may be the most genuinely dramatic act of courage, the most daring leap of faith. As I watch the exchange of rings, I feel myself welling up. I am getting emotional at the wedding of two people I barely know, and as the tears come, I realize the other thing about staring into the sun: after it dazzles and blinds you, it can make you cry.

Then I feel a hand on the small of my back. Joel’s hand, and I am surprised by how strong it is, how steady. I look up at him, expecting embarrassment, or confusion, but what I see in his face is something else—a twinge of panic, shame, and something firm, like dignity—and I realize in that instant that he knows. That he’s probably always known. And I think suddenly about what it would feel like to lose him and I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m falling apart. Like I’m falling off a cliff. And I cry and cry as the husband kisses his wife because it’s all so beautiful.

 

When we left the hotel, it was almost midnight. Max’s hug was loose as a shawl.

“You know,” he said, standing on the sidewalk, “if my situation were different…”

He let the line drift into ambiguity. It sounded crafted, right down to the ellipses, which were probably designed to evoke wistfulness. They came across sounding weak.

“But it isn’t,” I said, finishing for him.

“No,” Max said. His voice sounded tender, but his face had lost all its light.

I wanted him to say something more, something meaningful, but then his arm moved and a cab eased to the curb, as agreeable as a stunt car waiting in the wings. Max touched my shoulder and leaned into the curl of my ear. “You,” he whispered, “are everything nice.”

It was his parting shot, his final punch line, and in retrospect it was only appropriate we ended as a joke.

[image: space]

Sunday afternoon. Joel and I are alone together in the aftermath of someone else’s wedding. All pretense has been dismantled. The guests are gone, the N&N’s eaten, the rugs newly striped with vacuum tracks. The hotel staff are busying themselves with towels and sheets, syrup and cheese, making way for the next event. The newlyweds have flown off on their honeymoon; Mike and Jaime drove away in their Jetta. Everyone has moved on while the Volvo sits useless in a garage in the middle of nowhere, and despite the fact that we’re far away from home with all the trappings of a getaway—a thick carpet and idyllic mountain view and maids who make our beds each morning—real life feels more immediate than it’s ever been.

Still, Joel and I are valiant in our attempts at escaping. We haven’t talked about my crying yesterday, what he saw in my face and what I saw in his, and I don’t know what he suspects is wrong, whether just that I’m unhappy or something more concrete. He’s been abrupt all day, asking only the most practical of questions—“Can you pass the sugar?” “Do you want to shower first or should I?”—and I find myself longing for his obliviousness. Now he is the opposite of what’s always frustrated me, and it’s terrifying.

At the moment, Joel is effectively cloistered in Room 143, text-messaging people at Penn about his absence tomorrow. He spent an hour this morning outside on his cell phone, hunting for a pocket of good reception; when I looked out the window, he was roaming the parking lot, a near-empty grid of painted lines and numbers. I watched as he paced, in fits and starts, testing different spots as if in a giant game of tic-tac-toe. When he came back to the room, he made instant coffee in the bathroom sink and started typing in his cell phone.

“I’m going for a swim,” I tell him now, wearing a fluffy hotel bathrobe and Joel’s oversize flip-flops.

“Okay,” he says, without looking up.

The Green Mountain Resort pool is completely empty, and comfortingly manufactured: the hum of an unseen motor, water the color of Windex, air thick and steamy with chlorine. Giant green plants in giant terra-cotta pots anchor each corner, and the walls, true to their name, are done in green mosaic: slick, damp shards of tile arranged in rudimentary mountain shapes.

I slough off the bathrobe and ease my way down the metal staircase, past the placard that says NO DIVING. When I’m submerged to the waist, I dive to the bottom and run my palms over the smooth pool floor. Everything else I leave on the surface: my boyfriend marooned in our hotel room, the Volvo marooned at a vacant garage, my pressing desire to go home, leave, explode, when we’re surrounded by nothing but all this aching beauty and stillness.

As I start swimming, I savor the fact of motion: the orderly gulp, splash, and kick of it, the feeling of my cupped palm slicing the water, the sense that I am getting somewhere, if only the wet concrete edge on either side. I try to empty my mind, to focus on nothing but the space I occupy. It is a physical space only—made of aches and endorphins, limbs and breath. But the memories are encoded. I know too well the resistance of water, the moment of connection when, palm like a blade, the water parts, sending rivulets streaming from the fingers like a speedboat’s wake. As I layer lap upon lap upon lap, I realize I am chanting my secret mantra: Joel, Joel, Joel.

When my shoulders start aching, I tread water. Sunlight slants through the beveled ceiling, winking like mica on the surface of the pool. I look around at the bright, empty water, the mountainous mosaics, and for a minute I am inside an elementary school diorama: everything perfect and motionless and fake. Tilting my head back, I squint at the sunlit ceiling, then suck in a deep breath and dive under. I open my eyes to gaze at the soft, smudged pool bottom, the wavy bars of the drain, pale tendrils of my limbs. In the center, the Green Mountain insignia wavers like a mirage. Out of old habit, I find myself holding my breath, letting the pressure build in my chest, and it feels daring and dramatic until it occurs to me that there is no one here to jump in if I needed to be saved.

I break the surface, gulping air. My fingertips are puckered, my eyes starting to burn. I climb up the steps slowly, chest aching, hair streaming water, and dry off as best I can. When I arrive at the door to Room 143, it opens instantly. It’s as if Joel has been waiting on the other side, listening for my approach.

“Meg,” he says.

Something about the tone of his voice makes my heart leap into my throat.

“We need to talk.”

It isn’t a question this time, not an either-or situation. The statement is so true there is no room for debate.

I sit on the foot of the bed. This fluffy robe feels heavy. It isn’t fresh anymore, isn’t anonymous but overused, a robe wrapped around a million bodies, a bed slept in by a million couples. Joel is looking at me with a mixture of affection and apprehension, and no matter what happens, I love him for being the one brave enough to speak.

“Are you unhappy?” he says, quietly. “With me?”

“No.” I pause. “I don’t know.”

“You seem unhappy.”

I look at my hands, lying wrinkled in my lap. “Sometimes I am. But I don’t know if that’s being with you, or in a new city, or how busy you’ve been…” I pinch the thick carpet beneath my toes, squeezing it like sand. “I didn’t even know you noticed.”

“I noticed.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Why didn’t you?”

We are silent for a long moment, and I am afraid to keep talking, but when you’re alone together in a hotel room far away from home, there is nowhere else to go.

I look into his face. “Why don’t you want to marry me?”

“Do you want to marry me?” Joel asks, but not in the way you’d think; it isn’t a proposal, just a hypothetical.

I answer him honestly. “I don’t know.” It is a relief to admit it, though I don’t know what it means, or where we go from here. As Joel moves toward me, what I do know is that I need to come clean and tell him everything. I am about to when he folds his hands around my face.

“You look”—he says, lifting my chin toward him, and to my surprise I see his eyes filling, his mind working as he searches for a new word—“dazzling.”

 

Dusk, Monday. Joel and I survey the damage. They fixed the Volvo well enough to get us home, even power-washed the windshield. All traces of graffiti have vanished now, but the fender is still crumpled, and one headlight is smashed, not to mention all the damage on the inside. The car is no longer a showpiece, just a reality: expense and inconvenience. We stare at it for a minute, then walk silently to the back.

Joel opens the trunk and begins loading. The parking lot is nearly empty, unlike when we arrived on Friday. Then, we were relieved just to make it here before we broke down. We thought the hotel would save us; maybe, in a way, it has.

“What’s this?” Joel says.

He’s looking at my suitcase, at the article I found on the Internet peeking from the side pocket.

“Oh, it’s just a—” I pause, unsure how to explain. “It’s a story. About sunsets causing accidents.”

He looks confused. “Where did you find it?”

“The Internet.”

“You mean you looked for it?”

“Yeah.”

His face softens, hand moves to his hair. “Here? At the hotel? You got on the computer in the lobby to look up that—that sun statistic stuff?” I can see him processing this information, trying to make sense of it. He takes his sunglasses off, looks again at the thick sheaf, then turns to me with his pale blue eyes. “What did it say?”

“It said it’s true,” I tell him, but there’s no vindication in it. Suddenly I’m wishing that I’d never found it. “It said—there are accidents caused by sunsets. That people look into this bright light, and then—”

“Wham.” He says it softly.

I say nothing. For a minute we just watch each other, and I can see the instant when the shadow crosses his face, the shudder of understanding in his eyes as the right memories in the right order collide into place. He shoves the article back in the suitcase, puts his sunglasses back on, and slams the trunk down. He gets into the car; I follow. We sit in the front seat, the air heavy with his breath.

“It comes up on you so suddenly,” I whisper. “The sunset. That’s the whole thing. And it’s so beautiful. You don’t know not to trust it.”

Joel’s head is hanging, hands opening and closing on the steering wheel.

“You don’t know it’s going to be like that. It’s so sudden.”

Joel lifts his head and looks straight ahead. “I don’t see why it would be sudden,” he says. “The sun sets every day.”

Then he starts the car. The sky is overcast, perfect weather for driving. We roll cautiously through the parking lot, past the sign where someone has removed CONGRATULATIONS NATHANIEL & NICOLE and is replacing it with HAPPY ANNIVERS—one letter at a time, an endless game of taking apart and piecing back together. At the exit, Joel looks both ways, pulls onto the road, and we drive off into the sunset. Except it’s not that kind of sunset. The sun is invisible, hidden behind a mass of gray clouds, and it’s not clear what lies ahead but it’s easier to see straight.
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