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Chapter 1


Peter loved to hear the story of how his father tried to steal the sun. 

“It’s the reason the poppies exist,” his mother said. “Your dad had climbed into the sky and touched the light, actually had his hands gripped around the sun.” 

“What did it feel like?” Peter asked. 

“Have you ever touched a really hot light bulb?” his mom said. “But the sun burned his hands. He pulled away and scattered sunlight over the field, causing all these bright poppies to grow. The sun, angry for having been caught, fell that night.”

“It falls every night.”

“But that was the first time. It fell and sulked and didn’t come back. Your dad gave us these beautiful fields of flowers. But he also brought the darkness.” 

Peter held tight to his bear in the back seat. The promise of darkness didn’t scare him, but the wind always made him nervous. He inhaled the scent of the bear’s fur, like wood and soil. The poppies shone orange along the horizon, where flower petals covered the earth like unmelted snowfall. The world pulsed and breathed as it passed through the window into the back seat of the car—the blizzard of orange in the distance cascaded in the breeze. The closer the car came to the poppies, the lower the sun fell. Peter’s mom always called it a game, like chicken—they had to make it to the field before the sun set.

The field had become their escape. “Our escape—Sam and Peter’s.” Peter asked who Sam was. His mom said she was Sam. He didn’t stop calling her mom. “This is a place we can run,” and they ran there often. Peter would watch his mom paint, more often try to paint, but Peter wanted to run, to shoot through the poppies and feel the brush of the petals on his skin as the wind trailed behind him. 

“It wasn’t literal,” his mom once told him. Peter looked at her, unsure of what she meant. “Forget it,” she told him before he asked. She popped a few pills. “Whatever makes you feel better.” The pills were sky blue in color. Peter thought of the possibilities of bottling and swallowing the sky; what kind of clouds would drift through his stomach? Would they taste like marshmallows? Then he remembered lightning storms, and the pills made him nervous. His mom could take all the sky pills she wanted, but he wouldn’t touch them. 

The car jerked to a halt.

“Sorry, darling,” his mother said. “We’re here.” 

Peter opened the door. He pushed himself from the seat. He couldn’t move. He tugged. He struggled. He stretched. The seatbelt was wrapped around his chest; he unbuckled it. 

“Not so fast,” his mother said. “Don’t forget him.” She pointed to the teddy bear in the back seat. 

Peter grabbed Claus by the arm and fled the car. He didn’t bother to close the door. The tent was in the back seat. His dad had taught his mom how to pitch a tent, but his mom hadn’t taught Peter. She was too eager to get the tent set up and paint.

She yelled to Peter; the wind took the words away. But he knew them by heart: Don’t go too far. He never did. He ran in circles and belly-flopped into the flowers surrounded by orange dots. The soft soil squished under his feet, and the breeze blew at his back while Claus held his hand and urged him forward. 

“Look how fast I can run,” he called to his mom, but she was setting up the tent and never looked over. Peter breathed in the air, and the field drew into his nose. He huffed, and the soft flowers brushed against the back of his hands, and his heartbeat quickened when the wind blew past him, but he continued forward at the same speed, confident the wind would soon fall behind, and it did fall behind, which made Peter push faster and farther towards the hills where the sun would soon hide. He dug his feet into the earth and jumped into the horizon, to push himself, beat the wind, listen to Claus’s advice, touch the sun, and look down from the sky rather than swallow it. 

Peter stopped to breathe, and the wind whipped his face. It had caught up to him; it was temperamental—with a faraway source, a sore loser who tended to get physical—always filled with or followed by the faint scent of decayed flesh and rusted metal.

 His mom had told him a story about the wind once, with a wolf that breathed in the entire world to blow down anything that stood in his way. It had started with “Once upon a time,” and now those words felt pushed as far away as the rest of the story, taken by the wind, like his mom’s words, to a place farther than where Peter dared to run. 

Peter slid to the ground out of the way of the wind. The smell of fresh dirt filled his nose, and as he pressed his back to the earth, the flowers surrounded his head and covered the partial light of the sky. The poppies cushioned Peter’s head. The sky held a blend of sun and stars. Clouds drifted between the light and dark. Peter had no desire to name the cloud animals or count the rings on the clouds to see how old they were. 

Peter wrapped his fingers around a poppy. The petals were moist and tender between his fingertips. He half hoped the orange would stain his skin and paint him, hide him in the field, and when his mom called for him, he’d sway in the breeze and blend into the scene he knew she had frozen onto her canvas. But the petals only released water, and Peter left them crumbled in the dirt. 

The sky turned dark, and the poppy stems thrashed against his body in the heavy wind. He stood and ran towards the light of the tent. 

“Don’t even think about diving in here,” his mom said as Peter readied for his pounce. “You know the rules.” Peter bent down to take off his shoes. The wind pushed at him again. “And don’t just slip them off either,” she said. “That’s how you ruin them.” 

Peter ducked into the tent. It was large enough for both him and his mom to stand in. It was where she preferred to paint, out of the wind with the flap open to the view. Peter made his way to the cooler and grabbed some grapes. He didn’t offer any to Claus. Claus hated red grapes. 

His mother had two canvases next to the tent's opening, one on each side. They looked like windows. One was old; it was the first painting Peter had watched her create. She had said she needed release, placed Peter in a high chair, and pressed her brush to canvas. She said this so often when Peter was young; he thought painting was called “release.” He would run around the house with paint on his hands, past the kitchen into his parents’ room where he would press his wet fingers to empty walls and yell, “Release! Release!” His tiny hands imprinted on the world, his tiny mark made permanent, like his mother’s art. Paint was forever, like fun and Claus and his parents, he had thought. Then, in the absence of his father, Peter remembered where the scent of charred flesh and metal came from. Painting wasn’t a release, but release, for him, became a prayer. 

Peter tossed grapes into his mouth, one by one, and positioned them between his teeth. He wanted to savor the crunch. The squish. The juice. The sweetness. His mouth filled with saliva. He chomped down, chewed the skin. He wiped his mouth with his arm. The tent rustled in the wind but held firm to the ground. 

The older painting was of giant hills bordered by Victorian homes and a trolley car. He scanned the painting house-by-house, street-by-street, car-by-car. His mother liked to hide images in her art. She always said the search was half the fun. 

“You know where it is,” she said. “You’ve seen it a hundred times.” 

He scanned the colorful, hilly streets and found the image, his mother’s face, painted as the back of the streetcar. Her honey hair ran over the top of the trolley as ribbon, with big clear window eyes and a large advertised smile, not the same smile Peter was used to; it was a smile he had never seen before. More teeth— shiny white—bright, clear eyes. 

“That’s the only self-portrait I ever painted,” she said. Peter bit into another grape. “You ready to see the new one?” she asked. She took the last grape from Peter’s hand. He nodded and brought Claus with him. It wasn’t a race, but Peter wanted to find the image before Claus. That was their game.  The painting didn’t have hills; it had mountains—rocky peaks sprouted above the clouds. Birds flew around the base as if they could fly no higher, thwarted by a mountaintop. The clouds, fluffy and mystical, as if they would disappear with one shallow breath, but unable to hide an object any more than Claus could hide his eye patch. The birds’ wings flapped and interrupted the silent air that surrounded them. The tiny sky above the mountaintop sat empty. 

In the rocks, the small pieces that built the towering summit, he found the secret, on a rock face in the middle—his father, chiseled into the granite, almost invisible. His face full of the wide smile Peter almost couldn’t remember, his beard made of granite, his eyes made of soft gray stone that seemed familiar. After his father’s death, his mother hid more of him in her paintings—him or the car, sometimes crushed, immortalized in her art. 

“You find him?” she asked with a hint of hesitation in her voice. Peter brought his shoulders to his ears and nodded. “Of course you did,” she said with a smile, the smile he was used to. She grabbed him and held him between her arms as they faced the paintings split by the tent flap open to the night.

“Do you know where that is?” she asked. Peter shook his head. But he knew. She had told him before, in pictures she had shown in galleries, or thrown in dumpsters, or painted over, or that fell out of her purse in postcards, or that she drew on the walls at home in her sleep, which Peter blamed on Claus. He held Claus closer to him, a sign for Claus not to answer the question.

“That’s Peru. Machu Picchu. Your dad loved it there. It was his favorite. I never got to go. Me and your father….” The look Peter had grown used to, where his mother sunk into a far-off stare almost stunned by existence, returned to her face for a brief moment. She returned faster than Peter expected, rubbed her hand through his hair, and said, “You know I’d never leave you, right?” 

Peter blinked. He had never thought his mom might leave before. Would she take the sky with her, bottled up in those pills and wiping the world black?

“I promise,” she said. 

His mom’s stomach pushed against his back with every breath. 

“Where’s that one?” his mom asked. Peter shook his head again. “That’s San Francisco. That is my favorite.” She was warm around him as if the coldness of her comment had never existed. “What about there?” she pointed to the open tent; a faint orange of the poppies visible in the moonlight; the wind had disappeared with the final trace of the sun. “That’s here,” Peter giggled.

“Of course it is,” his mom said. She ran her fingers down Peter’s ribcage. He pressed himself into her, delighted by the attention. Even Claus almost smiled.    

 “Let’s go play,” his mom said. Peter giggled again. 

“But it’s night,” he said.

“Is it? Then let’s go bounce on the moon!” 

The sweetness of Peter’s mom’s skin replaced the dirt scent of the field, and Peter wanted to melt into her, become the paint she brushed onto her canvas. They pushed open the tent where the night stretched over the quiet poppies and gentle air. Sam held onto Peter, Peter held onto Claus, and together they jumped out of the tent into a dusty hollow that let Peter and Claus dance with his mom one last time. 

 

 




Chapter 2


The night sky snuck in the window and sparkled on the floor of the nursery. Sofia nudged the mobile out of the way when she leaned over the crib. She felt the wooden stars and planets sway. Valentina’s tight scream rose from the crib but didn’t pierce or linger; it was more like an intense whisper—sudden and quick. Sofia reached under Valentina’s soft body. The brief wisps of sound continued, and Sofia pressed Valentina close to her chest. Can you hear my heartbeat? Quieter with you on my skin. 

Valentina continued to cry. Sofia bounced and shushed—danced—shhh. She danced on the night sky that sparkled on the floor, with the sweet sound of her daughter, her creation, her love, her life. And the cry softened and sweetened. And the dance continued. And the night lingered. And they breathed together. And Sofia pressed her cheek to her daughter’s cheek. She listened to the delicate breath and felt Valentina’s skin plump and cool. 

“You are wonderful, my darling. You will be grand. You will grow so beautiful and lovely, with your eyes like emeralds and your skin so soft.” They bounced. Valentina hummed. “You will always know that we love you, your papa and I love you, and we always have and always will. You will be so lovely; you will be so tall with legs like your mother’s, so slender and graceful, and a mind like your father’s, smart and quiet. You will be the object of affection for every man, and women will be jealous but will love you for your kindness. You will be all the things we wish we were and were too stubborn to become, or too weak to try, or too dim-witted to know that that is what we should have been. You will go to university and know the world—see the world. You will be the smartest of us.” Sofia rubbed Valentina’s hair and smelled passion fruit and chocolate, her own midnight snack mixed with the sweetness of Valentina. Valentina rested her head on Sofia’s shoulder. Sofia wanted to melt with her. “How could we have made something so sweet, so precious? So small? But you will grow. And you will meet a man. He will have blonde hair and eyes that can freeze you. He will be tall and understand a hard day’s work but will no longer need to work hard days. He will love you for your past and your future, for your smile and your laugh, for your tears and your anger. He will love you for your family, for your hopes and your dreams, for your failures and your idiosyncrasies. He will love you because you are to be loved. But the world can be cruel, my darling. Never let that harm you. Never let that stop you. It will always make you better. You will always be stronger. You will always be sweeter.”

“Yes, she will be,” Gaston said from the doorway. Sofia stopped bouncing and felt her heart run. Valentina stayed asleep. “I didn’t mean to scare you, darling. But she will be—always.” He came into the nursery. His robe hung low, almost to his slippers. “She will be more beautiful every day. Maybe as beautiful as you.”

“Hush.” 

“And the world will not be able to harm her.” Gaston pressed his lips to Valentina’s head. 

“Sometimes, I don’t want to put her down,” Sofia said.

***

The day Sofia learned she was pregnant, she dropped dinner on the kitchen floor. The wood was covered with meat grease and chimichurri sauce. She wanted to surprise Gaston. The splattered food surprised him. So did the news. Gaston twirled Sofia around the kitchen. He didn’t care about the meat and the sauce and the mess. She didn’t clean up the food for hours. Gaston couldn’t stop kissing her stomach. 

Sofia loved Gaston’s warm lips on her stomach. His hands on her waist. His lips on her mouth. Sofia’s belly grew with Valentina, and Gaston grew more excited. Sofia was ready to fill the empty space of their home with a family, with laughter, with memories. 

Gaston was at work when Sofia went into labor. She had heard labor horror stories from her mother and her friends. But her feet were swollen, and her hands were swollen, and her body ached, and she was ready to have the baby. Sofia gave birth at home, in her bed, the same bed where Sofia and Gaston had made love for the first time, the same bed where Valentina was conceived, and it was in that room that their family would begin. The doctor instructed Sofia to breathe, and her mother held Sofia’s hand.

Sofia screamed. She wanted Gaston. She wanted to squeeze his hand—hard. She wanted to feel his soft lips on her forehead. But she squeezed her mother’s hand instead. Sofia pushed. She screamed for Gaston. She sweated through the sheets. She squeezed. She pushed harder. 

It’s a girl. 

The first words Sofia had heard that day. A girl. A beautiful girl. Sofia knew before she saw her baby. Sofia pressed her daughter to her chest and never wanted to let go. She saw Valentina’s green eyes—Gaston’s eyes. He entered the room. 

“It’s a girl,” Sofia said. Gaston rushed to the bed, sat beside Sofia, and gave her what she wanted—his lips to her forehead. He brushed his hand to their daughter’s face. 

“What did we say if it was a girl?” he asked. 

“She doesn’t look like a Maria,” Sofia said. 

“My grandmother’s name was Valeria,” he said. 

Sofia shook her head. Their baby girl whimpered. 

“She is beautiful,” Gaston said. “We will love her no matter her name.”

“Valentina,” Sofia said. “As close to your grandmother’s name as we will get.”

That night Valentina slept with Sofia and Gaston in the bed where she was born, snuggled to Sofia’s chest, Sofia unwilling to put Valentina down in her room, alone. Gaston said he was happy to share the bed that night and forever. Sofia agreed. 

***

They slid Valentina into the crib, where the wooden stars and planets hovered and orbited above her while the night sky continued to imitate the mobile on the nursery floor.

 “But one day, you won’t even be able to pick her up,” Gaston said.

“That will be the saddest day of my life,” Sofia said. 

“If that is the saddest day of your life, you’re doing a good job.”  

“She will be wonderful.” 

“She is wonderful,” he said. 

“Yes. She is.”

Gaston placed his hand on Sofia’s and kissed her cheek. “She will be the best of us both.”

Sofia wanted Valentina in her crib—always—frozen in her mind forever, her baby with her thumb in her mouth, swallowed by her pajamas—silent and still—fragile. And theirs.

 

 




Chapter 3


Sam had never heard of a bear on a boat, but here she sat, on a boat with a bear. But it wasn’t a boat. Not really. She sat in a tub. In the ocean. But if she could sit in it, and it floated, to Sam, it was a boat. 

The sun bounced off of the water, and the water bounced off of the tub and made the light unbearable, stuck in Sam’s eyes like a stack of needles while she searched for the needle she wanted. The sun never set, not that she remembered, in the daylight hours of an eternal horizon, an eternal sea, an eternal burning sun. The boat rocked or swayed—she drifted from side to side, back and forth, without any reprieve from the light or the rock or the wet and the dry, if she could be wet and dry at the same time. 

The bear wore an eye patch and button-down pajamas that mapped the galaxy. He stared over the side of the porcelain and peered into the dark blue water. 

It was the bear, the stupid bear that she knew she needed and wanted, that she was happy to have around, for every minute he wouldn’t shut up, because she wanted to be around someone, was happy to be around someone when sometimes she thought she saw land on the horizon—a boy standing on the hilltops looking down on them, a familiar shadow she couldn’t place in the endless life of hers that may not have been a life at all. 

“How’d you get that patch?” Sam asked. 

“Fishing,” the bear said.

“What kind of fishing?” she asked. 

“The kind that gets dangerous when you don’t pay attention,” he said with a heavy German accent.

A bear and a boat and a mast and the sea. 

There was a moment when Sam thought she saw a flash in the distance smash against the already bright sky like a familiar memory of summer lightning, a picture painted of a day when nothing in particular happened, the strangeness of the nothing, the nothing of ordinariness, the extraordinary of the regular, the regularity she found in the extraordinary—except she didn’t see the beauty in that eternal sky anymore—if she had ever seen it at all. 

The flash she thought she saw turned into a splash that sent water spraying into the tub; it reverberated close to the lip. Sam hoped it was a dolphin or a bird or something that wouldn’t tip them over. 

Claus stood at the front of the tub with his paw over his eyes, blocking the sun and scanning the distance. Why would he scan the distance when he was the one who had said all they would find was emptiness? She didn’t want to believe it, but it was all she had, all she saw within the confines of the porcelain and the itchy wrists that tickled like a fake memory of caterpillars—what she thought a caterpillar would feel like slinking up her wrist. 

Another splash broke the silent air. Then another. And another. 

“Jesus!” Sam said. 

A fish ricocheted off of Sam’s head and flailed about the boat. She opened her palm and smacked the fish into the water. She looked at the bear; his ever-grumpy face looked back.

“If you don’t like it,” she said, “it’s all yours next time.”

“I planned on eating that,” he said.

“Then get your own,” she said. 

She glared at the bear.

In the fire engine scream of the sunlight—the sound it made in her head—the lack of movement and change began to weigh on her, even if Claus spent the day looking for the nothing spreading out along the sides of the tub while she surfed the calm waters of purgatory. 

“I am not looking for anything,” Claus said. 

“Then why look?” Sam said. 

“In case fish come. I like fish.” 

“We all like fish.”

“You do not like fish. You must be careful,” the bear said. “You might lose an eye.” 

“Shut it,” Sam said. 

“You have not been eating.”

“I haven’t been hungry. I’ve been annoyed.”

“What does hunger have to do with aggravation and vice versa?” His German accent was thick in the bored air. The sail hung limp and insignificant. The mast swayed. 

“It…I just haven’t wanted to. I’ve wanted…” her voice trailed into the stale air and fell into the stagnant water. 

“You have wanted too much,” Claus said. 

“What does that mean?” 

“Do you speak English?”

“Obviously.”

“Do you know what ‘too much’ means?” 

“Of course,” Sam said. 

“Then why do I need to explain it to you?” 

Sam rubbed her wrist on the porcelain to ease the itch. It didn’t. The itch was stuck somewhere between her skin and her tendons, too deep for the porcelain to scratch and too shallow for her thoughts to soothe. The blue sky was bored; a bored blue sky stuck in circular silence until the splashes broke the monotony.   

“Would you like to get us more?” Claus asked. Sam didn’t trust what she couldn’t see, and the water was too dark to see beneath the surface. Claus sighed and unbuttoned his pajama top. The buttons opened, and the planets drifted apart, separated by an abyss of brown fur. Claus had a tattoo, pink, a felt indentation of a heart, adorned by the words, Try Me. She wasn’t sure if it was rhetorical. 

Claus dove into the sea. Hundreds of fish ascended from the water and into the air, pushed themselves from the dark blue depths into the lofty blue light. They fluttered their fins like butterfly wings and flew around the boat in desperation, trying to escape the waterlogged, submerged, and thrashing bear. Claus was a born seaman, complete with eye patch and tattoo. He was the only thing Sam had to connect her to life on land—to connect her to life at all.

Sam rocked in the tub. The tub wallowed in the sea. On the back lip of the tub sat a small motor, rusting. Sam rubbed some of the orange crust away. 

“It won’t make it work,” Claus said as he pulled himself back into the tub. He looked like a wet mop hung upside down, full of sea salt and attitude. He held a fish in his paw. 

“Says who?” 

“Eat,” he said. “You should eat.” Claus threw the fish on the floor. “I made a promise. I keep my promises.”

“And I don’t?”  Sam said. 

He dropped the fish into the tub and stood in silence. The fish was bigger than Claus. It didn’t bother to fight. Claus shook off the water. He ruffled and fluffed in the process. Sam received a shower from Claus’s shimmy. He re-dressed himself in his space pajamas, covered his tattooed heart, pulled the planets back together. 

“And I don’t?” Now she wanted to know, more for herself than for him, because she wasn’t sure anymore, but she couldn’t imagine a broken promise, the reason she would break one; what was the point of a promise if you broke it?

“No,” he said. “You didn’t.” 

She didn’t feel hungry. The fish flopped hopelessly on the deck. The tub swayed. She felt sick. The swirl in her stomach felt putrid, but she held on to the change from nothing as if nausea was all it would take to change this world. The angry accent of the bear sounded pitiful, not for him but for her, but it didn’t count if she couldn’t remember the promises she broke; why couldn’t she remember when he could? It didn’t seem fair, but this flooded world they floated through allotted for flying fish and talking bears and endless afternoons and eternal horizons. She wanted to puke up something fierce, but nausea left as painfully as it had arrived.  

“I wasn’t trying to make it work,” Sam said, pointing to the motor. Her eyes darted to the fish. She wondered how Claus was capable of catching a fish almost twice his size. “There’s got to be something out here. How else could we be here?”

“Because you have wanted too much.”

“You can go,” she said. She pulled her knees tight to her chest and tucked her chin between. “You don’t need to be here.” 

“Yes, I do,” he said. He jumped from the front of the boat. He held another fish in his paw. She hadn’t seen one jump out of the water or him reach out to grab one from the fluttering school. The appearance of the fish mattered less than the bright pulse of the sun. “I told you; I keep my promises.” 

“And I don’t.” This time Sam stated it, almost believing the words herself, even if she couldn’t remember what promise she had broken.  

Claus kicked over the fish he had thrown on the floor. 

“You should eat.”

The powder blue sky faded to burnt orange, bleeding upwards into the red sun. Sam dragged her fingers along the motor, collecting the rust like a second skin. She felt like it should tell her a story, a poem, the time—her life. She hoped it would. If she hoped hard enough, maybe, even after Claus had warned her.

Sam didn’t look up from the rust. She knew Claus had made his way to the fish. The crunch of the scales and the crack of the bones rose above Claus’s snarls and grunts. 

“It’s very fresh,” he said. He almost smiled. Sam grabbed her fish with both hands, its hopeless eyes almost dense and empty. She was ready to take a bite, the freshest sushi she would ever eat of a kind of fish she didn’t know. It didn’t bother Claus at all, except for the pity in his voice that had washed over her. She couldn’t feel the fish’s slippery scales, but it slid through her fingers and fell out of her hands. She grabbed it once more, held on tight, its scales rainbow in the bright day. She dropped it over the side. The fish heaved beneath the surface and into the darkness of the water. 

“You can save a life,” Claus said. His tone held surprise or mocking with the glare in his good eye burning into her with the same ferocity as the sun.

“Of course,” she said. “I’m a lifesaver.” She leaned back against the porcelain. Her body bumped against the motor. The motor scraped against the tub. 

“Maybe I can find something,” Claus said. “Maybe we need to find something.” Beneath the silent air, it sounded like Claus mumbled something. The world was bored, she was bored, and it all felt the same. Something about Claus changed, his tone, his fur, his eye—what promise did he keep? In the bright distant horizon, she thought she saw the silhouette of a boy standing on an orange hill that looked like a fake sun. She blinked, and the picture turned back to the bleached empty sky. She rolled her fingers over the motor and breathed, trying to forget the irritation in her wrist that ate at her somewhere beneath her skin, yet remained untouchable. She scratched at the crust. The orange dusted her fingernails. The new ring of her nails on the metal sounded like bells pealing. She scratched harder. The rust flaked, stripped away. She leaned harder against the motor. Her body bumped the metal. The motor lurched—another scrape. The motor inched away. Off the porcelain. Away from the lip. Away from her. Away from Claus. She reached out. The motor dropped. Disappeared. She lunged—away—too late. Her hands reached out to the water. The scars on her wrists were soft and thin like papier-mâché. 

“Broken,” Claus said. “Good riddance.” 

Sam dipped her fingers into the water to wash away the rust; the motor lost to the sea. She twirled her fingers in the ocean. She knew they were wet. But she couldn’t feel a thing.  

 

 




Chapter 4


In the dim light sifting through the cracked door of the building, Peter thought of a world filled with poppy fields, with paintings hung on the horizon as if the sky were a blank wall in need of decoration. Instead of the meadow, the smell of spilt beer smeared with dog shit wafted upwards from the doorstep. Peter stepped through the door—a large block of wood taken straight from a tree, planted in the doorframe, stressed with time—and into clouds of cigarette smoke filling the narrow hallway. The fog of San Francisco was inescapable, he thought, even indoors. 

A letter stuck halfway out of mailbox 3A. The writing looked formal, calligraphic. There was no return address. It was a one-way conversation. He searched the stamp for familiar words in case the letter had been intended for him but misplaced. A used imprint punctured the stamp without any familiarity. He reread the calligraphy, the name, the address; it wasn’t for him. Peter grabbed the letter and carried it up the stairs. The smell of fried onions and melted butter pushed through the smoke. Music sprang from Sofia’s apartment, always loud, full of brass and bass. The door almost beat with the music. The number three had washed away, the letter “A” dangling from a single nail.  

“It is open,” Sofia said above the blast of sound. Her Spanish accent hung on her as thick as the fog over the city, clung to her no matter how long she had lived in San Francisco. Peter entered. “You are late. Again,” she said. “How are you always late when you live across the hall?” 

“Pérdon, Sofia. Mea culpa,” Peter said; it was about as much Spanish as he remembered because he never really knew Spanish and thought the Latin he knew less of could compensate. Sofia glared at him from the kitchen. He knew she hated when he teased her Catholicism.  

“Of course it is your fault,” Sofia said. “It is not my fault.” She spoke with the same cadence as the radio, rising and falling with each word like a song Peter had grown accustomed to hearing. 

He waved the letter in the air. Sofia took a long look at Peter, squinting at the contents of his hand. 

“Come,” she said. Peter went to the kitchen to greet Sofia with a kiss on each cheek, the way she had always greeted him, but instead, she reached for the bottle of wine, the one he had promised to always bring with him to dinner. She opened the bottle in a fluid motion and poured herself a generous glass, one larger than she had ever taken before.  

The faucet dripped into the porcelain sink. He would need to fix that for her. She had never asked for his help, but it didn’t stop him from offering. One time he didn’t offer at all and just fixed the squeak in the door. Sofia’s face had turned red. Tears welled in her eyes. 

“It’s less noisy this way,” Peter had said. 

She held her breath until the words slipped out, “I prefer the noise,” she whispered. “Please.” Peter returned the squeak to the layers of sound in the apartment. It was the least he could do to repay her for all the meals she had fed him. 

“Thirsty?” Peter said. Sofia’s hand shook around the glass. She took a gulp of wine. The tremor in her body subsided. He couldn’t ask what was wrong, not because he didn’t want to, but because that wasn’t the type of friendship they shared. Peter had introduced Sofia to the funky Red Vic, where they sat on old couches and watched back-to-back Fellini films; she loved 8 ½, he loved La Dolce Vita. They gardened together on the rooftop, where Sofia introduced him to the quality of fresh produce. They promised to trek to Muir woods to see if the redwoods were as magnificent as everyone said. They had a bet: she thought they would be; he thought not. She introduced him to alfajores: creamy dulce de leche sandwiched between buttery cookies. They argued. They shared. They laughed. They drank wine. The conversation always remained superficial, friendly and carefree and caring, but he stayed away from stories about car crashes and floods, and she stayed away from … letters? He wondered. 

“Where should I put this?” He held up the envelope. Sofia took another sip of wine and flailed her hand around. Peter took it to mean anywhere. He set it on the radio, the one place he knew she would see it—if not now, eventually. 

Sofia put him to work filling filo dough. He folded tiny half-moons in his palms. Sofia had drunk close to half the bottle of wine before dinner was halfway prepared. She placed the half-moons on a buttered pan and put them in the oven. 

The room was a delicate balance of voice-over instruments, at times hard to tell what was Sofia’s voice versus the brass that flew from the radio. 

“We should dance,” Sofia said. 

“What?” Peter said. 

“I used to dance every weekend with my—” she looked towards the radio—the letter. “I loved dancing. In Buenos Aires, people would move until sunrise. I have not danced in years. Dance with me.” 

“In those shoes?” Peter said. 

“Because I am old, I have to wear old woman shoes? These make me feel—”

“Elegant,” Peter said. 

“Desirable,” Sofia said. She clacked her heels against the hardwood floor. 

“There’s no space to dance in here."

Tonight, Sofia’s apartment felt much smaller: the walls thicker. The space stuffier. There was never much to fill the tiny space: chairs to sit on, a table to eat on, plus a throw rug. One magnet miniature of Coit Tower, gray and spherical, hung on the refrigerator door. It didn’t hold a recipe, a bill, or a photograph. It almost blended into the empty surface of her kitchen, the same way the tower fused with the fog. 

“Slide the table over,” Sofia said. She took up the entire kitchen, a thin, rectangular compartment lined with broken appliances. 

 “We have time before dinner is ready.” She took another sip of her wine. “Do not make me ask twice.” Peter nudged the table to the wall. Sofia tilted her hand to Peter. He took her fingers and led her to him. She snickered. Peter smiled. She held tight to his hand. Her skin was soft. She closed her eyes and drew a long breath. Even at her age, she flowed gracefully in her heeled shoes, one hand in Peter’s the other resting on his chest. The music moved at a fast rhythm, but they swayed at an even pace. Peter didn’t want to rush the moment. The locket dangling from Sofia’s neck brushed against him as they danced. The cold glinting gold brushed Peter’s shirt, making him shiver. 

She opened her eyes and looked to the radio again. Her fingers clasped the locket. Her hands shook away any words she tried to form. The song ended. The oven dinged. 

“Do I smell smoke?” Peter asked. Sofia gave a stern look, the type his mother would give before saying, “I’m not mad; I’m … disappointed.”

“I do not burn empanadas,” Sofia said. She shook her head, and the sad smile returned. “You are more graceful than you look. Move the table. Dinner is ready.” She returned from the kitchen with the baking sheet filled with browned, savory empanadas. She was right, Peter thought. She hadn’t burned a single one.

“These are Argentine empanadas.” 

“There’s a difference?” 

Sofia shook her head. The smell of fresh, crisped, buttery dough smeared the apartment walls. It was the first time he had made empanadas; the first time he had eaten empanadas with Sofia; they had a layered flavor, proof she had made them more times than she could count. Then Peter cleaned up. He always helped clean up. He had learned to do the dishes when he lived with his cousin; plates piled up: imitations of skyscrapers until Peter wanted or needed to clean a pot, a pan, a cup, a dish, to make his own dinner. His cousin, if she were home, would yell from the bedroom, “Be a dear and get the rest?” A demand disguised as a favor—if she were home at all. Peter would try to clean away the sour beer stench from her boyfriends or wash away the mold-crusted food from the fridge and the mildew-covered sink. Peter learned how to clean early—it was easy; he had been trying to clean up after himself for years. 

“I would help, but I broke a plate last time,” Sofia said.

“And two glasses,” Peter said. Sofia gave a half-smile.

“And two glasses,” Sofia said. 

Peter dried the dishes and put them away. He made a cup of coffee, strong, bitter, and black, fresh and hot. He sat on the couch with his arms wrapped around his legs. He rested his back into the cushion and burnt his tongue on the drink, which was how he preferred it. The apartment held the hazy brass from the radio. The letter had jolted when the band boomed at dinner. Now it rested atop the antique speakers. The dim lights of Sofia’s apartment allowed the shadows to settle in the open. 

Sofia stayed at the table, established in her chair. She turned to Peter. For almost six months, Sofia and Peter had shared dinner. For almost six months, he offered Sofia the couch after they ate. “I prefer to stay at the table,” she always said, then they would sip their drinks until the cupboard ran dry, or until Peter had to go to work, or until one of them nodded off. Tonight wasn’t much different, except tonight Sofia didn’t sip her wine; she swallowed it. Drops spilled down her glass and onto her fingers. She stuck her fingers into her mouth one by one and sucked away the sweet spots of the wine.

 “Now, do you know the difference between empanadas from Peru and empanadas from Argentina?” 

Smaller, flakier, meatier, without whole olives. Fresh. Buttery. Delicious. 

“I hope you make those all the time,” Peter said. 

“Once a year.” 

Peter’s company didn’t last long. He didn’t last long, too often ready to jump ship somewhere new, too soon. “A whole year before more empanadas?” He would be gone before then anyway. His ticket to Nepal lay crisp in the tin box beneath his bed where most people kept lint-balls and forgotten monsters. 

“No. You have to wait a whole year to eat my empanadas.”  

“Can I work around that schedule?” Peter said. 

“No,” Sofia said.

“Oh.”

Sofia inhaled her wine. How many glasses had it been? This wasn’t like her. Maybe it was the empanadas, a secret sign of escape. 

“I don’t remember the last time I waited a year for anything.” 

“You know how they say….” Sofia said. She grabbed her locket once more. 

“Patience is a virtue?” Peter said 

“No,” Sofia said. “Gravity sucks.” 

“Right,” Peter smiled. He had worn the shirt to dinner once, the first time they shared a meal. He had found it in a vintage shop when he first moved to San Francisco. It summed up his life in more ways than anybody who read the shirt could ever imagine. Sofia had stared at the writing for a moment. She tilted her head in confusion and mouthed the words. Peter had stood in the doorframe with the bottle of wine in his hand. The horns from the radio blared next to him before Sofia laughed. “Gravity sucks,” she chuckled. “It certainly does.” Then she officially invited Peter in to her apartment. The rest of that night, Sofia would randomly laugh out loud, shake her head, and sip her wine. The next day Peter took the shirt, along with a larger load of laundry, to the Laundromat around the corner from his apartment to wash out the grease he had splattered over it at dinner. He turned his back for a minute and returned to find the dryer opened and four pieces of underwear, a pair of pants, three socks, and his Gravity sucks shirt missing. He closed the door and finished the cycle. When he sat in the chair, he had to ask himself, why couldn’t they at least take that fourth sock?

Peter took a sip of his coffee. The cup no longer warmed his fingers. The heat was gone. Sofia looked at the radio. The letter had stopped dancing on the speaker. It lay docile on the matted surface. It didn’t seem important to Sofia, not as important as the wine, not as important as the writing on the envelope made the letter feel.  

Peter turned down the brass band. Some nights, like tonight, the music was louder than usual. Lines from the spilled wine stained Sofia’s glass. The streaks ran down her bony fingers. She stared into her glass, distracted by the dark red and the light or the fact that the wine was almost gone. The noise of the apartment disappeared. Peter rubbed the broken face of his purple polka dot watch and stepped into a memory; the walls unfolded into an open meadow. Peter sat back on the couch and started to sink.

“It will always hurt,” Sofia said. She stood with an unstable sway and moved to the radio, to the letter, tracing her fingers over the ink etched into the envelope. She dipped the corner to her lips and inhaled. She walked back to Peter with the letter in one hand, her locket clasped tightly in her other. “It can get easier.”

Sofia sat, dropping the letter in her lap and placing her locket open on the coffee table between them. Tonight, her face was lightly wrinkled. She still had mostly brown hair.  Peter could compile each gray hair, like each wrinkle, into the story of Sofia’s entire life, wrapped into the details of her face, aged and elegant and poised. The pale light of the room glinted against a photo inside the locket. The photo held Sofia and a girl, twelve maybe, similar smiles, effortless exaggerations, squinted eyes, young—happy. That was Sofia’s smile, like her daughter’s smile—one before now—where the sadness hadn’t yet left the scar tissue of a broken life lingering at the corners of her mouth. Her daughter. Peter assumed Sofia had a family somewhere. He assumed her husband had passed and her children were grown and, like so many children, didn’t visit or call or write. I wouldn’t be that kind of son, he thought. But he never had the chance to prove it.

***

Sofia lit candles as Peter pretended to study the photo in her locket. Instead, he looked into the flames like a projector playing a movie of his mother or his father, or of the child in Sofia’s locket with a motionless smile, a dim light, but bright enough to see in the dark. Peter’s mom used to light candles every Friday night. She would wrap him in her sweatered arms, sleeves muddled-black from overuse; she had smelled like honey wine. She’d hover above the flame in silence for ages until she opened her teary eyes, pulled Peter towards her, and said, “Another week done, my darling.” 

Peter handed the locket back to Sofia and said, “She’s beautiful.” He looked at the three watches on his wrist, his attempt at a locket like Sofia’s, the faces they showed him but no one else—how beautiful those faces would always be—those moments would always be. 

“Of course she is. She always will be this beautiful.” Sofia finished her glass of wine and held it out to Peter. “I’m old.” She slurred. “I can get it myself if you would like, but do not make this old body stand. My knees hurt and my joints ache and—”

“We just danced.” 

“My head hurts.”

“That’s from the wine.” 

“And one more glass will help it go away.” Sofia smiled. She tilted her head and her glass towards Peter. 

“Just one more.” Peter took the glass and headed to the kitchen. “It’s because you’re old.” He poured the wine and took it to Sofia. 

“Thank you,” she said. “And I’m not that old.” She scowled at him, took a gulp of wine, set the glass down. 

“It will always hurt,” she said.  

 “It can get easier?” 

“We hope.” 

“Do we?” he asked. 

“Sometimes,” she said. 

Sometimes. It was a hard word to understand how someone could move beyond the forever-pain to a sometimes-pain, how someone could let go of their pain long enough for it to ease, even if just a little.  

Sofia leaned into a shadow. The wine weighed heavy on her shoulders. Her body wilted more than usual. “Why would we want it to always be hard? Pain does not always bring redemption. It always hurts—less and less. But always.” Sofia swallowed a portion of the wine. She looked at the letter in her lap, folded it in half, and placed the corners over the candle flame. The acrid smell of char flittered from the wisps of smoke. Peter grabbed at the envelope. 

“What are you doing? 

“I have seen that look before,” she said. The notes of sympathy and sadness had fallen away, replaced by rough gravel grating against her words, against Peter’s ears. 

“What look?” He saw the reflection of himself in her eyes, the specks of fake emotion muddled in his false smile. He looked past Sofia’s light brown eyes to where the specks of hazel in his own longing stare looked away, unable to see how she saw him—a scared, long-haired child grasping tight to his teddy bear. The scent of burnt paper clung to the air. Her composed façade had cracked with every sip of wine.  

“Your look,” she said. “You look to your coffee with sad eyes. Not from now. Not from the conversation. I saw that look the first day we met—that space behind your eyes. I knew better than to ask. Like my smile. I know it is there, but too much time and too many disappointments—I can no longer help it.” She looked away from Peter and turned back to the envelope and its crisp, blackened corners. Sofia swayed in her chair—back and forth. She looked around him, not at him, with the tinted glaze of her wino's eyes. 

“The letter,” he said. “Who is it from?” 

“Do not feel bad, cariño. You do not have to say the things you do not want to say.” Sofia drew a labored breath. Peter couldn’t look at her. His eyes roamed the room to avoid his reflection in her eyes. “Have you ever said them?” she asked. 

Have you? He wanted to demand. Instead, Peter sat in the cluttered air of the radio. There was never anyone who he wanted to say the words to. He never wanted to get close enough to the conversation for someone to ask him about the possibility of his parents: what they did, if they were happy, where they were. They were nowhere. And everywhere.

Peter stared at the rug and found faces in the threads: Happy faces, smiles, laughter, blurred faces buried deep in the beige. Sofia’s eyes found him through the haze of wine, not like before when her eyes were clouded and lost in the world she drank herself into. He wanted to shout and scream and throw out his hands with how dare you’s and with what rights, but instead, he looked at the burnt edges of the letter and thought about all the postcards he never sent, the letters he never received and shook his head. 

“Today is the day I celebrate. Celebrate is not the correct word.” She scrunched her face and went quiet as she tried to think of the word she wanted, the proper word to express herself in a language that wasn’t her own. Each word felt loaded with the weight of the world, the precision of sound and rhythm, and the life of a choice, not because she loved words, but because she needed them to define her past and present. Each word christened with importance because of what she wanted to say in a language that was forced onto her. She couldn’t tell Peter about her sadness in Spanish because life had stalled in Spanish—then it was taken away. That’s how Peter felt about every word that pushed against the memory of his mother.  

“Llorar.” Sofia tapped her tongue to the roof of her mouth and clicked. 

The room turned cold; the walls tightened around them. The longer he sat there, the more the building sounded ready to crumble, ready to trap him beneath the wreckage, trap them both. Sofia was already there. He could hear it. Buried beneath the rubble, searching for a way out. 

Sofia slapped her thigh. “Mourn. I do not like the sound of that word. It sounds too much like a vaca. I am not a cow. I like celebrate better. Yes. I do not mourn today. Let the cows moo-urn. I celebrate. The life that I had and the people I loved. I see those eyes. Just eyes, but sad still. And we have shared. Only dinner. But that is family when people share as often as we do. I do not have much family.” The letter pressed firmly against the table, ready to break the legs with its weight. 

Sofia tilted her head back and finished the wine. Peter hadn’t been a part of a family in a long time. It wasn’t just dinner. Peter didn’t want to celebrate the family he no longer had. He couldn’t understand why she would, why she would celebrate people that chose to be elsewhere. Her husband. Her daughter. They weren’t in San Francisco. They were far away from Sofia, and she deserved better than an absent husband and an estranged daughter. Peter deserved better too. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to burn the envelope. 

Sofia took her locket in her hand and stared at the photo. Her fingers shook. Peter didn’t blame her. Now he knew her reason for running. 

“My daughter was taken from my husband and me. We never knew what happened. I told Gaston to leave. I could not look at him anymore. His eyes were like hers once.” 

She rubbed her fingers around the edges of the locket. Peter did the same to his wrist, touched the cool glass of each of the three watches to absorb the memories all at once. The shattered glass of the watch face, its hands on a memory of sweet chai in India, milky thick, and the gap-toothed smile of the woman with silver hair who had given it to him. Another rest stop in his marathon of movement. But he remained silent, unable to find words of comfort, of understanding. 

“I left Buenos Aires for here,” Sofia said. “San Francisco was my uncle’s favorite city. When I was little, he would talk about it.” 

And my mother would paint it, Peter thought.  

“He moved here when I was a teenager but died years before I came to visit—to live.” 

So did my mother. 

“He sent me a postcard once.”

She painted herself to look like a streetcar once.

“It had Coit Tower above the city. That is why I came here, close enough to the tower to feel like I have someone watching over me. Even in this, this, fog. I sometimes see the light of the tower shining in that paste.” 

I came to San Francisco to run into her arms. To see her face one more time. To have her hold me one more time without seeing the blood drip into the ocean and turn the water red. The words were there, in his mind, but stuck somewhere between his head and his heart.

“Where is Gaston?” 

“He is still unable to talk. And that is okay.” Sofia avoided the letter and looked into her empty glass. She squinted one eye. “One day, he will. One day you will.” 

Peter put the coffee on the table. It was cold anyway. He rubbed his hands against his thighs. What could Gaston say when he found the words? Words beyond “You were right.” Words that would stitch Sofia and Gaston back together, to make each other whole, separate from the other, if not sewn back to one another. What words would Peter find? What words could he use to stitch himself back together when it felt like he had been pulled apart in so many places he couldn’t find the pieces of himself with a satellite or a magnifying glass. The lights of the apartment flickered.

“It is fitting,” Sofia said. The music stopped. “I suppose.” 

The lights gave way to darkness; the city went black. The candlelight from the table sputtered up the walls. Sofia still lit a candle after so many years away from Argentina, after so many years waiting for her daughter, as if Valentina would find her way back into Sofia’s life by the glimmer of candlelight. The faint glow flickered over the back of her hands—slender, frail, but strong, the hands of an eternal mother, strong enough to hold you, soft enough to love you. He wanted to remember his own mother’s hands. 

The bells of Saints Peter and Paul church chimed. The candles blinked. The lights returned. The music resumed. Sofia’s glass sat empty on the table beside the half-singed letter. Her chin pressed into her chest; her eyes closed. So much weight on her mind, a mountain of memories placed on top of her but her body as light as the bottle she drank as if the enormity of her memories kept her stuck to the earth. 

Boats howled in the distance, a reminder of the ghosts Peter wanted to put to rest. Let the fog take the memories as he climbed over the mist, climbed over the world, and looked down on the planes and the birds and the trees and the people. 

“It was my mom,” he finally said out loud. 

Sofia did not stir or turn or wrestle. Peter put the coffee and the wine glass in the sink. He placed the half-charred letter on the fridge beneath the magnet of Coit Tower. He twisted the knob too tight to keep the faucet from dripping. The handwriting continued to stand out against the faded paper, now more prominent against the crispy corners, raised with distinction. He went to the radio and turned off the sound—the apartment filled with the music of the church bells. The door squeaked when he opened it to leave. 

“One day,” he said. “Maybe one day.” 

 Sofia stirred at the sound.
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