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 “When the forms of an old culture are dying, the new culture is created by a few people who are not afraid to be insecure.”

 —Rudolf Bahro

 

  PART 1

 

  
  CHAPTER 1
 
		When Nick met Sassa, he was pulled in by an unusual light in her eyes, old and familiar, a beacon and a badge for those deft enough to notice—the color of home.

		“You have great eyes.”

		“Thank you.”

		“They’re sweet and sad. And guiding. And proud.” He glanced at her empty cup. “More tea?”

		“Sure, especially if that gets us off this topic. Surprise me.”

		“Be right back.” Nick unwound his lanky body, stood, stacked Sassa’s cup on top of his, and ambled across Joe’s Artful Coffee toward one of the baristas. On the way, he stopped at a waste and recycle station, and as he unloaded their cups and spoons, mind-walked the previous hour. Sassa had stepped into the café largely unknown. A friend of one of his employees. His first ever blind date. Dressed in sixties vintage clothing—a royal blue mini-dress with a black jacket, a black fedora, a black pearl necklace, and black leather boots up to her knees—she had arrived from a safer era. She was a chef. A Michigan grad. A New Yorker for half a decade. And at twenty-eight, a year younger than he was. Early in their conversation, a flicker in her eyes conveyed the sweetest sadness, the deepest loss. And from that alone, he’d drawn an unrooted conclusion—like a character in an Ingmar Bergman movie, she didn’t have much emotional time left and, without help, would soon fade into that hopeless place, one he’d imagined in black and white CinemaScope all of his adult life.

		At the counter, he picked up six different tea jars and sniffed each. Pointing to one on the end, the one that smelled of lavender and rose hips, he said, “I’ll have a large tea and a cappuccino with two shots of espresso.”

		As he waited, a photo on the side wall of the John and Yoko bed-in caught his attention. In an intensely sunlit room, they sat on a mattress with their legs crossed. Two handwritten signs, “Hair Peace” and “Bed Peace”, were pasted above them on the windows. A Schwinn bike rested directly in front of them. Nowadays, did anyone get that much sun?

		He looked over and studied Sassa Vikander thumb-typing on her phone. Her long, straight blonde hair draped her shoulders and danced on the tabletop like two expertly controlled marionettes. Her creamy white skin framed her smile perfectly, and her eyes reflected fractal blue, so much so that he pictured strangers stopping in their tracks to stare, compelled by the color and movement. Only the second Nordic goddess he’d ever seen.

		“Excuse me, sir. Your drinks are ready.”

		Nick turned around and rested his palms flat on the counter. “Can I ask you a question?”

		“Sure.”

		“Do you watch foreign movies, you know, the deep ones, like Ingmar Bergman’s?”

		“Nah. I like romantic comedies. You?”

		“Yeah. Way too many.” He picked up his drinks, nodded, then balanced his way back outside to the table. On the way, he scanned the Greenwich Village café, which bustled with conversation that spring morning. With open floor-to-ceiling front windows and outside tables full, the café extended to the end of the Thirteenth Street sidewalk, where Sassa sat waiting. As he gently placed her tea on the round tabletop, a warm breeze washed over him like water caressing a stone. “Here you go. Extra strong Gyokuro Imperial Green Tea.”

		She took a sip. “This one is really good.” After a few more, she put her cup down, stroked the handle a few times, moved her mouth as if to say something, but checked herself and stared at the sidewalk instead. A short moment later, when she turned back to him, she clearly had a more measured response. “I’ve been thinking about our earlier conversation. Have you used that line about eyes before?”

		“First time.”

		“Why did you do that?”

		“I don’t know.”

		“Really?”

		He did know; he’d just kept the real reason to himself. But now that she suspected more, he had to do better, before she struck the game-over bell. Even though he hardly knew her, even though his chest was in a vice-grip, that much was clear. He took a deep breath, then said, “There was such sadness, such loss in your eyes. I couldn’t bear it. I wanted to save you.”

		Her face blanked. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a Chick-in-Shell Pez dispenser, which she repeatedly flicked, stacking Pez on the table until they fell over. Then, starting again, she stacked two side-by-side pillars even higher, before intentionally toppling them. Pez strewn like pieces on a Risk board, she said, “Let’s recap. So now I know you’re attracted to me, my eyes remind you of loss, and you’re good at picking tea. When do you get to the original stuff?”

		“You’ve heard this before?”

		“Most of it.” She twirled a Pez with her thumb and index finger for a long moment before popping it in her mouth. Reaching for her tea with both hands, she smiled into her teacup, put the cup back down, lifted it again, took a sip. Cup to mouth, she asked, “You like words, don’t you?”

		“Life’s all about words and ideas.”

		“Sadly.”

		“What do you mean?

		“Really? This might go south.”

		“Where do you want it to go?”

		“North.”

		Her phone buzzed and she picked it up to read a text message. As she chatted, he looped uncomfortably. What did she mean by north? Where was it? How could they go there? He didn’t have a clue, and he couldn’t shed his discomfort, but instead of closing down, instead of pulling back, instead of deflecting, he leaned in. That was a first.

		“Sorry,” she said, setting down the phone.

		“No problem. Maybe we should shift gears and talk more about our backgrounds?”

		“Good idea.”

		“Okay, I’ll start. Why a chef?”

		“Love. An Italian grandmother taught me to cook while I was in college. It stuck, I guess. That’s why I went to cooking school after I landed in New York, and eventually ended up at Diposto. Why did you end up starting studiomusicians-dot-com?”

		“Love. And I thought the timing was right for an online recording studio.”

		“It sounds like you were right about that.”

		“After many years of hard work, yes.”

		“What came first, the songwriting or the poetry?”

		“Poetry, but only by a little.” Nick sipped his cappuccino, and drifted back to the night that changed everything, the one when he wrote his first poem. Who could have known then it would lead to the Village Cinema, to Persona? And who could have known Persona, a decade later, would lead to this moment? “Your favorite movie?”

		“I’m not sure I have a favorite, but I like Me and You and Everyone We Know a lot. And yours?”

		“Persona. Ingmar Bergman.”

		“Aren’t Bergman movies depressing? Why do you like it?”

		He picked up his spoon and stirred his coffee until it whirlpooled, then reversed direction until the whirlpool followed his lead. “I was numb, so I gathered feelings. Persona helped me learn to feel again.”

		“‘Gathered feelings’? What does that mean?”

		“They were like scripts. I used them when I needed a certain emotional response.”

		Sassa pushed her chair back and crossed one leg over the other. Interlacing her hands, she draped them over her knee, quickly tapping her thumbs like they were drum sticks, and she was playing the drum solo from “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.” Solo complete, she said, “But you didn’t feel anything yourself?”

		“Something like that. I was frozen. The scripts were my pretend thaw.”

		“Scripts sound appealing. Can I borrow some?”

		“They don’t seem necessary around you.” What a reversal. After years where he withheld as much information as possible from his former girlfriends, where he used scripts often and to his advantage, he’d flipped with Sassa to openly sharing, to scriptless, to intuiting deeply. How did that happen so fast? And why? And would she eventually return the favor? “I want to come back to your eyes for a second if you don’t mind. There’s much more there than sadness and loss. I also see strength. You’re strong, though your strength might be better described as perseverance. You don’t give up. You’ve tried to fix a problem for a long time and you haven’t been able to sort things out. You’re hoping you’ll get there someday, though my hunch is your hope is starting to dwindle. That, more than anything else, scares you. If I’m right, I hope in some small way I can help you.”

		Her eyes widened slightly and the corners of her lips barely turned upward, coloring her face red, like he’d at least gotten part of his theory right, like she’d unintentionally given him an inside glimpse before the deflectors kicked in. This was good.

		“Wow. Strength. Perseverance. I don’t give up. I’ve won the emotional jackpot. Have you thought about a career as a therapist?”

		“Go with the flow for a bit. Trust me.”

		“Much too early for that, but I’ll play for now. What do you think you’re . . . sorry, I’m trying to fix?” she asked.

		“Your sadness? Or is it numbness?”

		“What do you think?”

		“Do you always answer a question with a question?”

		Her eyes dulled and she stared off at nothing, twirling a strand of her hair for a time. Eventually, she said, “I don’t know if you’re right. You sound pretty sure of yourself after only an hour, but I don’t trust words. You need to show me.”

		Show her; she was right about that. But how? He needed a gesture, something physical, clever, something he’d never done before, something that showed her the connection that he was sure existed between them. Phone home? When was the last time he’d seen that movie? Reaching across the table, he held his finger up like E.T. and slowly pressed it against hers. For a second, a spark, a current passed between them, until he pulled away and recovered his finger on the table. While looking down at his finger, he said, “I don’t know what happened to you, but my hunch is there are places where we overlap. Maybe we can figure out the overlap together?”

		“Too soon to tell.”

		“I hope so. One more thing. I believe in congruence between words and body language.”

		“You’re kidding, right?”

		“Not really. I say what’s on my mind and my body language mirrors what I say. I’m hoping you’re interested in acting the same way, and that we can use that to explore the overlap.”

		Her phone beeped. Plucking it off the table, she read another message. “Just a second.” Smiling, she started typing something, sent it, got an immediate response, typed something else, then rested her phone back on the table. “Sorry. Congruence. What an interesting idea. We’ll have to talk about that more sometime.”

		They would talk more sometime. She’d thrown him a bone, but she wasn’t going to stick around past their next date unless he figured out a way to get through. Words didn’t work. Ideas didn’t work. But there were unseen places where they overlapped and he’d never experienced that before. Maybe that would be the way in.

 

  
  CHAPTER 2

		After a restless night of replaying his entire conversation with Sassa, Nick found himself again waiting for her the next morning at Joe’s. Each table seemed blocked off as patrons sat with opened copies of the Times. Street percussion from cars, trucks, delivery boys, and pedestrians blended with Radiohead’s “Subterranean Homesick Alien,” which blared through the café sound system, causing him to tap his foot in rhythm. With his laptop open to his company’s website, he admired Sassa from a corner table as she breezed into the café wearing jeans, a Nirvana Nevermind T-shirt, and black Keds. Both of her arms were adorned with antique gold bracelets, and a matching gold necklace with black beads interspersed along its length dangled from her neck. What a beautiful combination. When she arrived at the table, he said, “Nice look.”

		Smiling, she fixed a stray hair behind her ear before closing his laptop and sitting down. “I wanted to match you. Were you working?”

		“Yes.” For most of his twenties, he’d worked nonstop to build his business into something substantial, rarely taking time for anything else. And while building, he’d worn similar clothing every day: a Beatles T-shirt, jeans, and sandals. One of every Beatles T-shirt style filled his closet, along with twenty pairs of the same Levi’s jeans, and five pairs of the same Birkenstock sandals, which he wore even in the middle of winter. Pointing at his T-shirt right below the “Strawberry Fields” artwork, he said, “I’m a few years behind you musically. Sometimes I think I was born into the wrong generation.”

		“The White Album is my favorite,” she said.

		“Mine too.”

		“How many Beatles T-shirts do you have? ”

		“Lots.”

		“Can you get me that same tea?”

		“I’ll order. Be right back.”

		As he waited for the coffee and tea, he purchased the Times, folded it under his arm and repeatedly questioned her small gesture. She’d taken the time to dress down for him. It showed movement, interest, right? And she liked the Beatles. Maybe that was another positive sign? Still, he stood on shaky ground. This would be their last date unless there was further movement. He didn’t have a clue where to take the conversation, only that he had to go for it in some way he’d never done before. A few minutes later, back at the table, he served Sassa her new favorite tea.

		“You look tired,” she said.

		“I didn’t sleep well. Do you want a section?”

		“Why not.” For a few minutes, she paged through the Times business section without reading a single story, like she was off in her own private think-space, formulating something unrelated. When she finished, she folded the paper neatly, put it down on the empty chair next to her, leaned over the table with her hands folded in prayer position, and said, “Want to know what I thought about when I went home last night?”

		“Sure.”

		“You’re way ahead of me. I’m just looking to have a good time with a cute guy for a while.”

		“Cute?”

		“Yes, Nick, you do have that going for you.”

		“Thank you.” At 6’4”, and thin, with shoulder length Jim-Morrison-like hair, he’d always done okay with women, even though he tended to smile rarely and intellectualize often. They’d called him all sorts of things over the years—intelligent, creative, distant, aloof, intense, arrogant—but when was the last time someone had called him ‘cute’? A long time ago. Maybe high school junior year? Somehow, she’d taken him back there, and he liked it.

		Grabbing his spoon, Sassa fiddled with it, tossing it from hand to hand like she was playing hot potato. Then, balancing the spoon on one finger, she glided it over the table until it fell on his hand. Reaching over, she patted the place where the spoon hit. “Sorry.”

		“No harm done.”

		“Let’s finish our drinks and get out of here. It’s a beautiful day for a walk.”

		A short time later, they were strolling down Bleecker street. The spring sun, warmer than usual, bathed the downtown, exposing equal parts beauty and disfigurement. The street, covered with potholes, cracks, and temporary steel metal plates, was in such disrepair that vehicles had no choice but to bounce forward. Two young women, striking enough to be models and dressed in the finest clothing, passed by Sassa and nodded.

		As Nick walked, something deeper, with undercurrents worth riding, stirred in him. At first, he wasn’t sure. But as they passed storefront after storefront, slowly, he came to a decision. He had to tell her about his dad. Why was that? In the past, his father rarely came up in conversation, and then, only when directly asked. That strategy had served him well for over a decade, but with Sassa, he had to do better; he had to be up front. He stopped, turned toward her, loosely crossed his arms, and said, “My father died when I was seventeen.”

		“I’m so sorry, Nick. How?”

		“Heart attack. That’s why I started writing poetry. My first poem was about him. An outlet, I guess.” He looked at the cracks on the sidewalk and traced the longest one until it ended. “Do you think a single point in time can define you?”

		“That’s an interesting topic.”

		“Why?”

		“Just is.” She wove her arm around his, and gently tugged him back into the walk. After a block of silence, a block of apparent contemplation, one in which she rubbed his arm the whole time, she asked, “Can I read your poetry sometime?”

		“Really? Why?”

		“I want to read the one about your dad. No pressure. Whenever you’re ready.”

		“Okay. Soon. There’s more than one about him.” Actually, there were many, though he’d never shared any of them, written or otherwise, with anyone. His chest tightened at the thought, but his arms also tingled with some strange positive energy which must have emanated from her, and his heartbeat stepped up a notch as her scent, even in the open air, pressed its way in with hints of jasmine, rose, and orange.

		Then a strange thing happened: he flooded with ideas, snippets of love song lyrics, based on words she’d said or he’d thought about her. Tried so long to make things right. Not sure I’ll ever make it through. Too much weight. And in that moment, right after he tucked a few lyrics away, he knew—she was his muse. How did that happen? And so soon? With her at his side, he could become the songwriter, the poet he’d longed to be for years. Of course she needed to see his poems. Or better yet, hear them. And as soon as possible. He took a deep breath. And another. “I can recite one now if you want.”

		“Are you sure?”

		“I think so. I’ve never done one out loud, but I want you to hear it. This one is called ‘Christmas.’”

		“I don’t like holidays anymore.”

		“Me neither. Here goes. Christmas. Today, years after memories have faded, they sharpen again, splinter further. The puzzle seems enormous, sprouting new pieces, blurred images, rumbled sounds partially dissolved, muffled in tears waiting.”

		“Nice.”

		“Then a gift, a familiar guide from someplace deep inside, calls. I hear my father laughing at the Christmas dinner table years ago. My mother, young and beautiful, smiling as he pours her a glass of wine.”

		As Sassa walked, listened, she rolled a black bead on her gold necklace between her fingers, like the necklace had meaning, like she was conjuring. “We drank red wine in our house every night at dinner.”

		“We did too. Next verse. With this image, I realize this is just another holiday passing. While there is rejoicing with family, with friends, there is also inventory-taking of loved ones lost.”

		He wrapped his arm around her hip and pulled her close. The rest of the people, the cars, the city hum, faded until only her smell, her touch, remained. Walking like that, in a city of millions, joined in an impossible-to-define way, was nirvana-like. Maybe, over the coming months, they should walk the whole city together? Eventually, he asked, “Is the necklace special?”

		“No. Just something I picked up at a vintage shop.”

		“Ah. I’ll keep going. Last verse. The same cycle of mourning and relief repeats every year, though the waves don’t seem as large, as long, with time. A friend once told me all loss is the same after the first one. He is right.”

		“You’re right.”

		• • •
		
		On Thursday, Nick opened his apartment door halfway and nodded Sassa in. She’d come over to watch Persona. At 700 square feet, the apartment consisted of a combined living room and kitchen with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out onto Charles Street, and a small bedroom barely larger than the queen-size bed it contained. Furnished with two mid-century modern chairs, a sofa and a dining room table that doubled as a desk, all acquired from a secondhand shop in his hometown of Denville, New Jersey, he’d made the place his own. Two old, frayed, red Heriz rugs covered the hardwood floors, each worn in multiple spots to the point where little color remained. The bookcases, filled equally with books and CDs, lined one complete wall of the living room. Multiple guitars stood on stands throughout the room. A small LED flat-screen television was positioned on the wall opposite the sofa, and displayed the Persona DVD home page. “Hey Jude” played in the background.

		“Nice place. Expensive?”

		“Cheap. A friend of my dad’s cut me a deal.”

		“Before we get started, let me freshen up.”

		“First door on the right.”

		“Be right back.”

		The first time he’d seen Persona was much different.

		Freshman year, Nick skipped his morning classes at Columbia and plodded more than a hundred blocks from campus to see the first showing of Persona at the Village Cinema. Once there, he settled in the row behind an older man two seats to his right. The two of them had the theatre to themselves. The patina of the place drew him in; the smell of popcorn melding with spilled soda, crushed candy, and who-knows-what-else was just right. Diet Pepsi in hand, he watched previews, and waited anxiously for the feature to start.

		The opening sequence of Persona rolled across the screen. Disjointed images and atonal music transported him. An erect penis, a cartoon, a tarantula, the crucifixion, a boy, all flashed before him in black and white. They woke him up, seemingly from a dream, leaving him more alert than he’d been in a long time. Who was that boy? What had he lost? He pushed back in his theater seat and straightened up. He parked his drink on the floor.

		The camera zoomed in on Liv Ullmann’s face and stayed there for over a minute. Her face: the entire human condition, somehow holding boundless sadness and hope. She hovered in front of him, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. A true Nordic goddess.

		Later, Liv’s character, Elisabet was on the beach with Alma wearing dark and light hats. What an image. On the island, they created a place of light. And dark. A compartment. Elisabet studied Alma as if she were preparing for a part in a play, gathering in her feelings so she could use them when needed. So many beautiful truths within each of them. Why did they keep their most vivid ones hidden?

		Later, the women’s faces merged into one—the most poetic film image Nick had ever seen. Could any one human see another completely and not fall apart?

		After the film ended, Nick remained in his seat. He stroked the blue velvet on the arm of his chair with his finger. Nothing he’d experienced, in or out of a movie theater, compared to Persona. Shaking, tears welled up until he willed them back down. After the lights came on, he stayed in the theatre for a long time.

		He was like Liv’s Elisabet.

		In the dark, safe, he’d gathered feelings without saying a word. He’d learned about intimacy without the real risk of revealing anything about himself. He’d banked emotional scripts for future use. Life since his dad’s death had consisted of distant and dishonest relationships. How could he trust again? How could he be trusted? Could he let down his guard and enter into emotionally intimate relationships that were deep into things?

		Back in his dorm room that night, he sprawled at his desk, opened his economics book, and began working on his midterm paper. The euphoria from the afterglow of Persona permeated his writing as he whistled “Hey Jude.”

		As “Hey Jude” faded in the apartment, Sassa joined Nick on the sofa. They both slid off their shoes and put their bare feet up on the coffee table. He offered her freshly made popcorn and a glass of wine. Minutes into the movie, she reached over and took his hand. Only a short way into hand-holding, he convinced himself he could stay on that sofa, watching Persona with Sassa, forever. As the movie progressed, they remained transfixed, on occasion squeezing each other's hand, feeding each other popcorn or rubbing feet. When the final image faded, Nick glanced over to get Sassa’s reaction; tears streamed down her face.

		“What did you think?” he asked.

		“There’s too much betrayal,” she said. “Elisabet isn’t honest.”

		“True. What I love about the movie is that Elisabet and Alma try to pierce through each other’s veil.”

		“They do for a bit.”

		“They couldn’t handle what they uncovered.”

		“Liv Ullmann has the most expressive face I’ve ever seen.” Sassa pulled Nick’s arm across her legs and began tickling it slowly from his palm all the way up to his bicep. His hair moved in one direction, then the other, as if the tips of her fingers were magnetic. She did this for a long time, the whole time apparently deep in thought. Finally, resting her head on his shoulder, she asked, “Do you think two people can walk through life together and each know the complete truth about the other?”

		“Yes.”

		“You really think it’s possible for two people to connect without any masks?”

		“It depends on what we do with the fear.”

		“It doesn’t go away.”

		“No, but it may get in the way less and less.”

		• • •

		A few days later, Nick arranged to meet Sassa uptown at Luca’s for dinner at eight o’clock. He arrived early and, out of habit, waited for her outside the restaurant. He had a thing about being on time and had been disappointed that she’d been a few minutes late for their earlier dates. As he waited, he recalled his college internship at a hi-tech company where his boss, a forty-something Portuguese woman with thick, streaming black hair, black eyes, and dark brown skin, had schooled him on tardiness. “Being late is a form of violence. Everyone’s time at the company is just as valuable as yours.” At first, upset by her choice of words, he’d pushed back. But soon after, he accepted that she was right. From that day on, he never arrived late for a meeting, not even by a minute.

		Sassa flowed toward Nick at twenty after eight, wearing a red sleeveless summer dress that reminded him of a picture of Charlize Theron he’d seen once. Her pumps matched her dress. A single strand of pearls encircled her neck. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, highlighting her makeup-less face.

		“You look great. I love your hair.”

		“Inspired by Liv. Sorry I’m late. I had trouble hailing a cab.”

		“No problem.”

		“Nice suit.”

		He owned exactly one suit, black with dark blue pinstripes, which he purchased right after watching Marlon Brando in The Godfather give the greatest performance by an actor in the twentieth century. “Thanks. Let’s find a quiet table out of the way and start with a good bottle of wine.”

		The sommelier took his order for an Amarone from his favorite vintner. As Nick waited for the wine to arrive, he detailed his love of dark reds. Full-bodied. A long aftertaste. Hints of oak and cherry in the best of them. The sommelier returned promptly and unknowingly echoed Nick’s view while decanting the bottle. He let Nick sample the vintage, then poured the first glass for both of them.

		Sassa raised the glass to her lips and sipped the wine. “Oh my!”

		Nick smiled and took a sip. He ripped off a piece of Italian bread, dipped it in hot pepper-infused garlic oil, and savored a bite. Since their last meeting, he’d been thinking about telling her about his past lovers, another thing he’d never done before with previous girlfriends. For the first time in his life, he wanted a woman to see everything, and despite all of the naysayers running around in his head, the ones who portended awful consequences after the big reveal, he pressed on. “Do you want to hear about who came before?”

		“If you want to.”

		“Okay . . . Basically, I was a jerk. I manipulated to get what I wanted.”

		“We all do that.”

		“Not like this. I didn’t treat my girlfriendw as equals. I held back and I tried to control everything.”

		“Why don’t you tell me about one?”

		Freshman year, Nick stepped onto the Columbia University campus feeling confident, committed. He intended to fix himself at school. He imagined leaving home and studying in the city as just the change he needed to get over what had happened to him. He’d made a pact with himself to try new things, to encounter new people, to study hard, to write more songs, and to seduce girls. He would heal. Or at least have enough diversions to keep his mind off his father.

		He dated Raine only one time freshmen year, but she was the girl that stayed with him emotionally long after college ended. They had all of the same classes and, after continuously flirting one day, decided to study together that night. In the library, they found an empty table near a wall of Eastern religion books, and studied there for a couple of hours, though for a good portion of the time they whispered strangely erotic passages back and forth from random books.

		Passages complete, he ushered Raine back to her dorm room. The campus night light pulsed as a driving wind paraded clouds past a crescent moon. Along the way, he fetched her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed each finger. At the entrance to her dorm, he pulled her in close and caressed her face, brushing his lips lightly on hers. As she moved with him, he gradually went deeper, with more intensity, until Raine snatched his hand and led him through the door.

		An hour later, he slipped back into his jeans and pulled his shirt on over his head. He glanced over at Raine, still in bed, watching him dress. She glistened with sweat. There was something about working his way into a girl’s bed, then losing himself in that moment without thought where life and death intermingled.

		“You look beautiful,” he said.

		“You scared me.”

		“I did? Why?”

		“How do you feel now?” she asked.

		“Relaxed. The sex was intense.”

		“That’s why you scared me. Do you think there’s a difference between intensity and intimacy?”

		“Sure, I meant intimate. Sorry.”

		She sat up in bed and crisscrossed her arms over her breasts, and that image stayed with him long after the night ended.

		At the restaurant table, Nick folded his arms across his chest, and while looking right at Sassa, said, “I didn’t know the difference.”

		She put her wine glass down, reached across the table, and placed her hand on his. “You weren’t ready. You were doing the best you could. Loss will do that to you.” She was quiet a moment. “You know, fear is a fickle companion.”

		“Good line . . . I could have done better.”

		“Not on the line.”

		“Sorry, I meant—”

		“We all need to forgive ourselves for who we used to be.”

		“Easier said.” Why was forgiveness such a difficult idea for him? It had been for as long as he could remember. He didn’t understand its pull, its power. Even though others had pushed him toward it, he’d stayed firmly planted. In work. In song. In moments without thought. But somehow Sassa’s words made him want to try to take a step forward. More than her words. “Have you forgiven yourself?”

		“I think about it now and then,” she said. Smiling, she slipped off her shoe and stroked his leg slowly, all the way from his ankle up to his thigh, and back down again.

		“Oh my.”

		“I told you words are overrated.”

		The waiter arrived at the table with their entrees. Nick had ordered osso bucco with toasted pinenut gremolata, and Sassa had ordered tortelloni radicchio with parmigiano cream. To save money, they’d skipped the appetizers.

		She took a bite. “This is fantastic!” She tacked on a little melody at the end of –tastic.

		“Mine too.”

		They ate their dinners slowly, savoring each mouthful. He fantasized that at any moment she might reach across the table, fork in hand, and let him taste her food. Instead, she deconstructed their entrees in glorious detail. He had no idea what gremolata or parmigiano cream entailed. He had no idea how much thought and work went into preparing food. He had no idea. Period. She was accomplished. And had fractal blue eyes. And had embraced his past. But what about her loves? What was her love story?

		Over coffee and tea, he asked, “So how about you? How many people have you loved in your life?”

		“I’ve loved no one.”

		“Not even your parents?”

		“I loved them, I guess. I don’t think about them.”

		“Why not?”

		She lifted the prongs from the table’s sugar bowl and slowly dropped three cubes of sugar into her tea, one at a time. Instead of stirring, she rocked the teacup back and forth until the cubes dissolved, then she took a slow sip. After the cup had securely returned to the table, she said, “They died, along with my sister, in a car accident right after I turned thirteen.”

		“Were you with them in the car?”

		“Only survivor.”

		“I’m so sorry, Sassa.”

		“Thank you. I’m okay. It was a long time ago.”

		“Who raised you?”

		“My aunt and uncle. They were genuinely kind, but you can’t replace parents.”

		“How true.” He reached out, gathered her hands, and didn’t take the conversation further that night. He hated when people pushed him about his loss and had no intention of doing the same to her. They finished their dinner on lighter topics, then he walked her home.

		• • •

		Late the next evening, Nick waited for Sassa at a Village diner. He’d grabbed a booth and ordered coffee, tea, and a piece of German chocolate cake. Her favorite. As he sipped his coffee, he spun his fork around as if it were a bottle. She hadn’t loved anyone? How did she go all these years and not love a man? What exactly had happened to her parents and her sister in the accident? Where should he take the conversation when she arrived? Back to her story, to loss, to the accident, to past boyfriends? Or to Romeo and Juliet? With many of his former girlfriends, he’d directed a conversation about Romeo and Juliet, almost as a test, as a way to understand what they believed about love, about honesty. Maybe the time had come to do the same with Sassa? Maybe not.

		After she arrived and over the delicious shared piece of German chocolate cake, he jumped right in and asked, “What do you think of Romeo and Juliet?”

		“Have you used that line before?”

		“Kind of.”

		“Maybe you could try something a little more unique?”

		“I’m sorry. The words are unique but informed by the past.”

		“That sounds like another line.”

		“I may have to stop.”

		“Your choice. Don’t stop for me.”

		He stirred his coffee with his cake fork. Maybe he should stop. He had used the line before and had always been disappointed with the resulting R&J conversation. Past girlfriends didn’t have a strong enough view of love. Or honesty. Or how to evolve a relationship. But Sassa was different, and he had to know where she would take R&J, had to know if it would help open her. He cut off a piece of cake and popped it in his mouth. Chocolate and coconut—what a combination. “Okay. One last time. The ending wouldn’t have been tragic if either of them had practiced a little more honesty.”

		Her eyes narrowed and she touched the base of her neck. “Didn’t we talk about this with Persona? I hope you’re not a one-trick pony.” She sat up a little straighter, pulled a quarter out of her purse, and slid it across the table. The quarter hung over the edge. “Touchdown. 1–0.” Leaning in, she waited for the return shot.

		On the return trip, the quarter flew off the end of the table into her hand. He’d played quarter-football as a boy, with his friends, with his dad. In absence, he’d lost his touch in the last decade. Did she somehow know the game had been one of his favorites?

		“Better go back to stuff you’re good at,” she said.

		“Right. . . . So they loved each other for sure, but they folded each time.”

		“Stuff gets in the way.”

		“If they had interrupted the story, spoken openly to one another, or to anyone around them for that matter, they would have been okay.”

		“I can’t believe you’re rewriting Shakespeare. Some things are better left alone.”

		A homeless person, with long matted hair, and layered in ragged clothing all dusted the same dirt color, walked into the diner. Stopping in front of Nick, she asked for spare change. He reached in his pocket, pulled out a five-dollar bill, and handed it to her. She continued on to the next booth until the owner chased her out.

		“Do you always do that?” Sassa asked.

		“Yes.”

		“Why?”

		“There’s a lot of suffering in the world.”

		Her hand carved through her hair, and holding it back for a second, she gathered it into a temporary ponytail. Then, reaching across the table, palms up, she took his hands and gently shook her head from side to side.

		“Okay to keep going?” he asked.

		“It’s a small price.”

		“If Romeo told Tybalt about their secret, that would’ve interrupted the story. Or Mercutio could’ve reached Romeo in time. Or Juliet could’ve waited for confirmation from Mercutio before she swallowed the elixir.”

		“That would have made it a boring story.”

		“A different story, for sure.”

		“You’re better on suffering. There’s no conflict or action in your version.”

		“Sometimes ideas are the action.”

		“Not in the real world.”

		A reflection of the ceiling fan spun in his coffee. As the light danced on the top of the black surface, forming constantly morphing images, he couldn’t help but smile. So far, the conversation had gone well. In unexpected directions, but well. He raised his head, looked right at her with probing eyes, and said, “Let’s say none of the tragic events occurred, and instead the story focused on Romeo and Juliet’s true love, a love that brings together two warring sides.”

		“Do you believe in happy endings?”

		“Doesn’t the world need stories that break down barriers?”

		“Do you always answer a question with a question?”

		“Nice.”

		She yawned and stretched her arms up into a touchdown position, as if she’d scored the game-winner, as if words, one-liners, tie-backs to earlier conversations had replaced the quarter and table edge. “We should call it a night soon.”

		“Ten more minutes.”

		“Five.”

		“Okay, five. . . . So there are many tragic stories, but few about ways to be truly happy. We need more of the latter.”

		Her eyes went wide. Picking the quarter up off the table, she spun it, studied it as is sphered across the table until it slowed, dropped back into a circle. Frowning, she said, “Whatever. The story is more about what happens to good people in a series of bad circumstances.”

		“Not really. It’s about a violent world where everyone lies and keeps secrets.”

		“Which is our world, don’t you think?”

		“Yes, but we need to change it.”

		“And on that note, I’ll be right back.” Placing her hand on his shoulder, she bent down and whispered in his ear, “Get out of your head.”

		As he waited, he took stock of the diner and gleaned things, apparently always there, that he hadn’t noticed before. A Mario Batali cookbook. A Japanese cast-iron teapot. A poster of the Swedish women’s national soccer team. He did need to get out of his head more. She was right about that. And she was also the one person who had ever called him on his habit, his pattern, to over think, over intellectualize everything. So far, she’d navigated the R&J conversation well. More than well.

		Sassa glided back to the table with a slight bounce in her step, somehow different. Brighter. Like the short break had given her a shot of adrenaline. Or like she’d constructed the perfect winning argument. “Okay, I’ll play more.”

		“What happened?”

		“I want to see if you took my advice.”

		“Oh.”

		She waved the waiter over to the table and ordered another piece of German chocolate cake and a chocolate milkshake.

		Nick’s eyes widened. “Sugar for thought?”

		“The first piece was so good.”

		They drifted in small talk for a few moments until the waiter returned with the cake and milkshake. Sassa placed a chunk of the cake on her fork, ate it, and washed it down with a swig of milkshake. She cut off a piece of cake and guided the cake-filled fork into Nick’s mouth.

		“Really good,” he said.

		“Milkshake?”

		“No thanks. So where was I? Sugar makes me forget.”

		“That’s the most profound thing you’ve said all night.”

		“Stop.”

		“Sorry.” Sassa cut off another piece of cake, but instead of eating it, pushed it around on her plate for a time, until it broke into two smaller pieces. Finally, after eating both, she said, “So, back to your earlier point, you can wax poetic about an idealistic world if you want, but with that much honesty, people would probably get hurt or lost, just like in Persona.”

		“To not get hurt or lost, we’d need to let go of the idea that you can get everything you need from one person.”

		“One person isn’t possible,” she said.

		“Probably. Still, there’s something about the idea of one person.”

		“Did you have any boundaries as a kid?”

		“On sugar?”

		She slowly grinned, reached for the milkshake, took another sip. “Nice.”

		He did agree with her about one person. That wasn’t the crux of the issue. Instead it had more to do with radical honesty no matter what, with accepting that your partner could have many deep, meaningful relationships at once, and that those relationships might take her in an unknown direction away from him for a time. And with that crux in mind, he caught up to the fact that he had never gotten so far in the R&J conversation before. It was more than good. “Here’s my point: we probably do need more than our primary partner to live a full life. That’s not the problem. The problem is more about partners not telling each other what they need to grow, to thrive. We each have our own process. Relationships work best when the partners not only respect but encourage each other to run their process, wherever it may take them.”

		“Most of the time, openness like that tears people apart.”

		“It doesn’t have to if truth is built in from the start.”

		“That depends on what you do with the fear.” Her face softened and she smiled with widened, rounded eyes.

		He went breathless for a time, then followed it with a slow, deep breath.

		“Okay, okay . . . I’ll meet you in the middle. If two people can manage their fears, they might be able to walk in truth,” she said.

		“Have you ever been in a relationship close to what I’m describing?”

		“There are no real relationships close to what you’re describing.”

		They finished at the diner shortly after midnight, and walked back to her apartment. The city, quarter-lit at that hour, impersonated moonlight. Occasionally, a manhole spouted steam from the subway below. A few homeless people had settled in for the night in office building entranceways, guarded by shopping carts long past their prime and full of survival. Nick kept his eyes open for the homeless woman he met in the diner.

		When they reached Sassa’s building, they stopped at the front steps. The night, still warm and breezy, encouraged him. As he inched closer to her, he tingled all over. They had reached a fork-in-the-road moment, one that might link them together for a long time. Or not. He held back as long as possible, even though he was sure, even though he believed she was sure. Finally, with the breeze urging him on, he closed the gap.

		A long kiss later, she whispered, “That was something.”

		“Hell, yeah. I had no idea arguing about Romeo and Juliet could be such a turn on.”

		“Yes you did.”

		“Should I come up?”

		“No, not tonight, Nick. Before we go any further, I want to make sure I’m prepared.”

		“Prepared? What do you mean?”

		“I guess you’ll have to wait and see.” And with that, she gave him one last smile and disappeared behind her large oak door.

		• • •

		“Hey. Want to come over for dinner Friday night?” Sassa asked.

		“Sure. What can I bring?”

		“A good bottle of wine.”

		“Anything else?

		“Surprise me.”

		Directly after hanging up, Nick sank into his sofa, picked up his guitar, and strummed a few chords to brainstorm surprises. Had to be something unique. Had to be something he’d never done before. Had to reflect the strength of his feelings. After playing for a few minutes, he re-tuned his guitar to open D. He stilled until few thoughts remained. A rare sensation possessed him—fluttering and shivering in his arms and legs, coupled with warmth. He was close. With his guitar balanced across his hips, he waited. Sweet and sad interlaced like DNA, forming a pool right below his heart. Something preverbal, unbridled, bubbled. He began randomly fingerpicking.

		A riff took shape, centered on a number of unusual chords around the tenth fret of the guitar. Humming a melody over the riff, he shaped the chorus of the song, then improvised off it countless times until the bridge and verses unfolded. Satisfied with the music, he flipped his guitar over on his lap, placed his guitar pick between his teeth, and reached for a pen and paper. Just a few lyrics. Had to match the syllable count of the chorus melody. Had to say something about home. A short time later, he’d written enough to share the partial song with Sassa.

		He laid his guitar on the floor and stretched out on the sofa. Right before he napped, he glanced over at a family photo on the wall and said, “Thank you.”

		• • •

		When Sassa opened the door to her apartment Friday night, she was barefoot, clad in a black sleeveless pullover top and jeans, and even more stunning than usual. Nick stepped inside the apartment, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the handle of his guitar case. The living room shimmered with candlelight, and he made out Leonard Cohen’s “Dance Me to the End of Love” playing in the background. Sage scented the air. Old pictures of what had to be her family covered the near wall.

		“You look beautiful, Sassa.”

		“How do you like me in red?”

		“You aren’t wearing red.”

		“Yes, I am.”

		“Oh.” A wide grin spread across his face. “I may not be able to concentrate during dinner.”

		“Yes, you will. Breathe.”

		“Here’s the wine, a Barbaresco.” Nick shifted his attention to the kitchen, where incredible smells melded not only with each other, but with red. Desire and food. Was there a better combination? “What’s that aroma?”

		“My own stuff. You get to be the guinea pig.”

		“Cool. I’ve been called worse.”

		“I bet. You brought your guitar.”

		“That’s part of the surprise.”

		“After dinner. Let’s open the wine.”

		They made their way across the tiny living room to the much smaller kitchen. Wine glass full, Sassa continued to prepare the meal as Nick leaned against the counter, a couple of feet away, and sipped his Barbaresco. Dozens of large shrimp, peeled and deveined, sat on a cutting board right next to a cast iron skillet warming on the stove. Oil infused with garlic and crushed red pepper smoked and snapped.

		“Nothing like cast iron.” Humming along to Leonard Cohen, there was a lightness in her step as she added the shrimp to the skillet to finish the appetizer. “Two minutes.” She switched her attention to the cioppino simmering in a stockpot, dropping in a variety of fish she’d purchased that morning. “Wild Edibles Seafood has the freshest seafood in the city.”

		Where exactly was the red?

		A short time later, dinner was ready. They settled down at a beautifully set, reclaimed wood table with barely enough room for two. The table, painted red and stenciled with words like Batali and Flay, matched the black chairs stenciled with words like rear, back, and shoulder. Two lit candles, in abstract cone-like holders, warmed the center of the table. The Beatles White Album played in the background. “Dear Prudence.”

		“Nice table.”

		“I liked to stencil as a kid.”

		He smiled and poured more wine. Toasting, “Thank you for this,” he tapped his glass against hers.

		Throughout dinner, they jumped from topic to topic effortlessly. The garlic and heat on the shrimp. The spectacular melded flavor in the cioppino. How dark reds really did work well with fish. The staying power of Leonard Cohen, the Beatles, Nirvana, and her favorite, Fiona Apple. An occasional unconfirmed guess at the exact location of red. A debate on the possibility of living honestly. Halfway through dinner, she excused herself to pop a chocolate soufflé into the oven. Had any woman ever cooked for him before in such a thoughtful, skilled, romantic way? Had he ever had a chocolate soufflé before? Though reluctant to admit that his mother had been right years ago when she counseled him to find a girl with culinary skills, he loved the fact that Sassa was a serious chef.

		Later, over Batali, she spoon-carved the center of the hot soufflé, drizzled it with milk chocolate, and poured the rest of the chocolate into the opening she’d just created. Plating a large portion of the dessert, she garnished the dish with fresh figs, and slid the plate in front of him. She took a small piece for herself.

		“I love figs,” he said.

		“Let me feed you.” She dipped a fig slice into the chocolate before slowly guiding it onto his tongue.

		After a few slices, he said, “Stop.”

		“I’m just starting.”

		“I need to go slow.”

		“That’s one approach.” She held up another fig, let it hover close to his face, then pulled it back and popped it in her mouth.

		For the rest of the soufflé, Nick hardly spoke, savoring every moment, accepting of the fact that the gift, the power of food and desire had left him speechless. Food and desire—his new mantra. Who would have thought? Eventually, he said, “That was the best dessert I’ve ever had.”

		“Nice smile. Thank you. I’ll put the coffee and tea on.” Standing up, she blew him a kiss and made her way into the kitchen.

		At first he watched her walk, boil water, prepare the espresso maker. But soon after, he had to act himself, had to prepare. Making his way over to his guitar case, he lifted out his Martin. On the sofa, his guitar on his knee, he jittered his foot against the floor. After what must have been hundreds of taps, he strummed a few chords and retuned the slightly flat A string. The tuning had to be perfect. In his mind, he rehearsed the song, mouthing the chorus as he silently changed chord positions on the guitar. Adrenaline raced, like he was about to go on stage in front of a large, live audience.

		Sassa joined him in the living room with their drinks, and they rearranged furniture to make the room more laid-back. Perched on the coffee table right across from him, she tucked her legs in under his guitar, between his legs. She handed him his espresso, brushing the top side of his guitar on the way back. “Nice finish.”

		He gulped down the shot and gently placed the cup on the end table. Bouncing his guitar on his knees, eyes glued to the fretboard, he said, “I wrote you a song.”

		“Wow. No one has ever done that for me before.”

		“I only wrote lyrics for the chorus, but I figured out most of the music.”

		He glanced up in time to see her look off into nothing and angle her body slightly to the left. Scraping the guitar pick through his hair right above his ear with one hand, he doodled up and down the fretboard with the other for a time. Someone had written her a song in the past. What was that about? Why did she just lie? A false song start and apology later, he launched into the chorus, “When love passes through / It will take us home / It will take us home / And these dreams will become real / There I can see you / I can see you / And we can just feel.” As the last chord rang out, he held the fingering much longer than necessary while continuing to stare at the fretboard.

		Reaching over, she lifted his hands off the guitar and joined them with her own. She kissed one hand. “Thank you. I can’t wait to hear the final version.”

		“Soon,” he said.

		“Let’s finish the wine. I have something I want to show you.”

		Pulling his strumming hand back, he tapped the soundboard with his finger. He had a bunch of ideas on how to finish the song, but he’d convinced himself they were way ahead of their relationship. Had falling deeper, faster, than his girlfriend ever happened before? Had he ever experienced anyone like Sassa before?

		“Do you trust me, Nick?”

		“Yes.”

		Sassa placed her empty wine glass on the coffee table and asked, “Do you know why?”

		Good question. Why did he? He hadn’t spent that much time with her, and he didn’t know her that well. What then? Desire and food? No, that was great, but not it. It was as if she’d forgiven him for something he couldn’t see. Something big. Older. Deeper. But what? And could she see it? Then, like that, it clicked, and he said, “I tend to trust people who are sad at their core.”

		Sassa slid from the coffee table to the sofa right next to him, so that her leg and shoulder touched his leg and shoulder. Leaning over, she kissed him on the cheek. “It’s time.” She stood, crossed over to the other side of the room, and flipped on the overhead light. After hesitating for a long time with her back to him, she spun around and slowly advanced his way. A few steps later, she reached down and pulled her top over her head.

		His breath quickened as he fought an urge to look away.

		She unbuttoned her jeans, slowly lowered the zipper, and slipped out of them, exposing red lace panties.

		“That was worth the wait.”

		“Hold that thought.”

		With Sassa in front of him, near naked and only a few feet away, he confirmed his hunch. She possessed a perfect body, the kind one often saw on female instructors in Bikram yoga classes. How could anyone have so much going for them? Did he deserve her? Was he worthy? He mouthed perfect.

		She stepped back. Were her chin and lips trembling? Yes. Pressing her lips together, she pivoted and crouched down. “What—” Her voice softened and broke. “What do you think?” A long scar reached from her left buttock all the way up to the top of her back. At around four inches wide, the scar’s smooth surface appeared interrupted in several places by old mutilated patches.

		“Did you get the scar in the accident?”

		“Yes. The result of hot jagged metal. Two inches to the right and I would have been paralyzed.”

		“Can I touch it?”

		“Another line,” she whispered. Smiling not quite out of his view, she stood up.

		“No, really.” He maneuvered around the coffee table and closed the gap between them to a few inches. Swallowing dryness, he placed one hand on her scar and gently glided his hand up and down. “Is this okay?”

		“Yes.”

		“Still painful?”

		“The pain never stopped.”

		“Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

		“You just did.” She stepped away from him, picked up her top off the floor, slipped it back on, tried to smile, scooted over to the kitchen. “Do you want more espresso?”

		“Sure.”

		What just happened? Show and run? Of course, show and run; they had that in common, though, even by his standards, that was abrupt. Shaking all over, with slinky legs, he scanned her studio apartment. Four hundred square feet had been worked to the point where the room appeared spacious. Everything had a purpose, often more than one, and a place. He’d already helped her fold down the dining room table into the coffee table. And she’d collapsed the two chairs they used to dine into end tables. Transformer furniture. The far wall, mostly covered in books and CDs, had a space carved out that folded down into a desk. In the back of the space, a computer monitor doubled as a television. He didn’t notice a bed anywhere.

		On return, she said, “Black with a lemon peel.”

		“Perfect.” He accepted the cup from Sassa. “Where’s the bed?”

		She grinned. “Subtle.”

		“Sorry.”

		She walked over to the sound system on the far wall and fidgeted with her iPod for a long time, almost as if Sassa needed just the right music in the room for support. Fiona Apple’s Tidal started to play. “There’s something else I want to tell you,” she said softly, with her back to him. She turned around, slowly glided back across the room, gently drove him back toward the sofa until he fell into a seated position. Settling on the floor in front of him, she folded her arms over his knees so her head rested on them.

		“I see you like me,” she said.

		He placed the coffee cup on his lap.

		She grinned. “Where’s the truth in a cover up?”

		“Sorry.”

		“I need you to concentrate for a bit.”

		“Easier said.”

		Her arms and face prickled red. Looking at the floor, first on her left, then on her right, she paused for a long time, almost as if the scar was a prelude, a test, something he had to successfully navigate to get to the sonata. Finally, she returned, and looking directly at him, said, “Until I turned twenty-three, I had a problem. A pretty serious one, even though I didn’t think so for a long time. I began taking Vicodin in college and, well, things got out of hand.”

		“How long? How did you stop?”

		“Three years. A friend helped me get through it. Getting off that stuff was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

		“How do you feel now? Do you think you beat it?”

		“On most days, I feel okay. Sometimes, I feel the pull. I’ve been mostly clean for five years.”

		“Relapses?”

		“A few. Minor. Stress does me in. Immediate relief is seductive, even though it’s temporary.”

		“Sorry for the barrage of questions.”

		“That’s okay. I wanted you to know before we go any further. I guess telling you is my attempt at being honest on a big one.”

		“Thank you for telling me.”

		“Even though my stuff happened a long time ago, the future isn’t a sure thing. Did I scare you away?”

		At first, yes. But by the time she’d finished her last sentence, his fear had transformed into something deeper, calmer. By sharing her scar, her addiction, she’d come fully into view. Her physical beauty, more than ample, deepened every time he saw her. The way her smile reflected light. The birthmark on her neck right below her left ear. Her hair pulled back away from her face. Her slightly crooked right index finger. Her taste lingering after a kiss. But now he’d discovered that she wasn’t perfect, that she lived with chronic pain, that she’d gone through addiction. He was toast.

		“You came fully into view tonight,” he said.

		“I’m not perfect, Nick.”

		“None of us is.”

		“That’s not what you want?”

		“Only truth.”

		“Even the ugly and disfigured parts?”

		He repeatedly ran his finger down a strand of her hair. So soft. “Yes. Where do you think beauty comes from?”

		Moving back from him, she pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around her legs, and rested her chin between her kneecaps.

		Nick continued. “Here’s the thing. Our culture emphasizes external beauty and attaining happiness through material possessions. It’s a bunch of bull. Winning and losing, beauty and ugliness, good and bad. I’m not so sure I believe in anything dualistic anymore. I’m much more interested in truth, in vulnerability, in what you showed tonight.”

		“Beyondoman!”

		“What?”

		“We need a safe word.”

		“For what?”

		“When you go back in your head,” she said.

		Nick burst out laughing.

		Smiling, she got up off the floor and poured him another glass of wine from their second bottle, a merlot. Then she picked up a throw pillow from the sofa, threw it on the floor, sat back down on it, and pulled each leg under her as if she were going to meditate. Rubbing the palms of her hands on her knees, she leaned toward him.

		“Okay, here it is,” she said.

		“What?”

		“Truth.”

		“Wait.” Balancing his wine glass in one hand, he lowered himself down on the floor opposite her and crossed his legs under him so his knees touched hers. Was that how lovers meditated together? Knee-to-knee? It was good.

		She moved her hands from her knees to his, and scanned around the room at the bookcases, the kitchen, the furniture, the family pictures, as if she were taking mental snapshots. Shifting her weight from one side to the other, she took a deep breath, and said, “You’re different than anyone I’ve ever met. The thought crossed my mind that there might not be anyone like you in the entire world.”

		“Can I record this?”

		“It will still be true tomorrow. Unlike a lot of guys I’ve dated, you don’t seem to fear strength or intelligence or beauty. And you listen most times.”

		“Most?”

		“Don’t push it. You did handle the scar and V without freaking out which made me feel safe.”

		“We’re safe together.”

		With both hands, he reached over and brushed the red lace that covered each hip. Gently, with the tips of his fingers, he stroked the outside of her thighs. Leaning in, he kissed her softly, eyes wide open, for a long time. It was unlike any other kiss he’d ever experienced, like he could see her fully—the beauty, the strength, the intelligence, the loss, the pain, the scar, the addiction—all at the same time, and not only could he see it, he could embrace it.

		Sassa pulled back a bit and her gaze went weightless as she rose from the floor. Reaching out, she gathered Nick's hands and lifted him up. Placing his hands around her waist, she pulled him close and leaned on his shoulder. She began to cry.

		“Why are you crying?” he whispered.

		“I don’t know. It’s only the second time I’ve cried since my parents died.”

		“When was the first?”

		“Let’s go to bed now.”

		“And where is that bed?” he asked.

		She walked over to the far wall and slid a portion of the wall out of the way, exposing a full-sized pull-down bed. “What can I say? I like the idea of dual use in small spaces.”

		• • •

		The first time she’d cried was much different.

		Sassa, just sixteen, gulped down a half bottle of Southern Comfort, snuck off in her uncle’s 1968 Chevy Malibu, and rushed toward the Indiana Toll Road. She stuffed a whole pack of spearmint gum in her mouth, and turned up the hard rock radio station as loud as it would go. “Welcome to the Jungle.” Racing onto the highway, she hit 100 miles per hour in a matter of seconds. She loved the speed, the freedom, the closeness to death. Maybe she would become a race car driver? After a few minutes at speed, she touched her brakes just enough to slow down to sixty, stuffed her bottle under the front seat, and flew into the Valparaiso exit ramp. At the last possible second, she slammed on the pedal and came to a smoother-than-expected halt in front of the tollbooth. Mascara streaming down her face like a blonde in a slasher movie, she tried to gather herself.

		“Why don’t you pull over to the side of the road next to that state trooper?” asked the attendant.

		“I’ll be okay, sir. I just broke up with my boyfriend, and want to get home to my family.” She gave him her best smile through the tears.

		“Pull over so he can watch you walk.”

		She pulled her car over to the side, got out of the car, and leaned against the hood. Slipping out of one sandal, she pulled her leg up, pressed her foot against the fender, and waited. License and registration later, at the officer’s request, she chalk-lined for ten yards, then turned around and did it again, at the end pushing up close enough to him to be sure he smelled the spearmint.

		“All right. No speeding and go straight home. You haven’t been drinking, have you?”

		“No, sir. I would never drink and drive.”

		What had just happened? Why did she drink so much? And go so fast? Sick to her stomach, she pulled over about a mile down the road in an empty parking lot, opened the door and vomited for a long time. Later, back on the road, she reversed direction and drove the remaining fifteen or so miles home, sobbing for the first time since the accident.

		• • •

		“How do you feel?” Nick asked.

		“Happy. And you?”

		“Happy.”

		Though he’d answered truthfully that he felt happy, “home” better described the feeling. Not home the way he remembered growing up, before his father died—colored with happiness and innocence. No, in bed, naked, with Sassa draped over him, this was a different kind of home—colored with happiness, yes, but without innocence. As he drifted toward sleep, an old conversation he’d had with his mother surfaced. Strange timing, but he surfed it anyway.

		One night he came home late after spending time with a girl. After his father died, he’d hooked up with a number of different girls within a short time; some he cared about, but most helped him numb, mask his pain. When he crept in the front door, his mother, perched on her favorite living room chair, was waiting for him. He brushed her off with a comment about being dead tired as he headed off to his bedroom. Stopping him after only a few steps, she asked him to visit with her in the living room.

		“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

		An opening like that historically meant trouble for Nick. He braced himself.

		His mother continued in a calm voice and asked if he had any place to get advice on relationships, given his father’s absence. She didn’t want to embarrass him. She would keep their conversation short. She only had one piece of advice for him regarding women. “After you’re done and she is as well, make sure you pay attention to how you both feel.”

		He made an effort to jump up and leave. His mother, with a raised-eyebrow look he knew too well, froze him in his seat.

		“Love is a tricky thing,” she went on, “and is often confused by sex instead of informed by it, but there’s this short time right after you’re both done when you can ask yourself how you feel. If you’re restless, discontent, or feel alone, then you haven’t found the right girl yet, but if you feel happy and feel like you're home, then she’s the right girl for you.

		“Now here’s the tricky part. There will be times in your life when you feel at home but your girlfriend may not. During these times, it will be hardest for you to see clearly, exactly because you feel most at home. So use all of your strength and set aside the feeling of home, if only for a moment. Then make sure you look hard and take her in from that vantage point. Above all, trust your instincts. If she’s the right one, you’ll know. If she’s not, let her go and be thankful that she was an almost.”

		The rules of almost. It remained the single best piece of advice Nick’s mother ever gave him.

		“One hundred dollars for your thoughts,” Sassa said. She rolled over on top of him and pinned his hands against the bed.

		“Inflation, I see.”

		“You know, we live in strange economic times, so the amount isn’t that far off.”

		“I’ve never felt this way before,” he said.

		“And is that a good thing?”

		“Hell, yeah.”

		He watched her for signs that she felt the same way, but not that closely. Scared and afraid of what the truth might be, he ignored his mother’s advice.

 

  
  CHAPTER 3

  On a hot, humid night in August, Nick stayed late at his music studio. He made up an excuse about working on deadline for a new reggae client, but in reality he needed space to think. Why did he lie? Why didn’t he tell Sassa the truth? He sank into his chair, placed his feet on the mixing console, popped a Diet Pepsi, and rehashed the past several months. Sweat carpet-bombed the top of the Diet Pepsi can. A breeze, gathering cargo from a bakery across the street, infused the humidity with the smell of vanilla. Sitting back, he eyed the ceiling fan.

  “I love being around Sassa no matter what we’re doing.” Long silent walks with her through the Village, where they did little more than hold hands. Relaxing opposite her on the sofa, barefoot with their legs interlaced, reading a good book. Encouraging her to model outfits for him as they rambled through boutique shops. Saturday morning laundromat dates. Sometimes after they made love, he watched her brush her hair as she sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ve never been even close to this in the past.”

  “Nick, who are you talking to?” one of his employees shouted from the studio office.

  “No one, Chris. Just myself. I’m done.”

  He swigged his soda. “I’m in love with her.” There. The first time out loud. What were the guarantees? He would love her openly. He would stay wired to her. Would she do the same? “I’d do almost anything for her, but I need to know.”

  “I thought you said you were done,” Chris said, still in the office.

  “I am now.' He picked up his acoustic guitar and started strumming a few simple chords. “I’m just happy being around you,' he sang repeatedly. He waited for repetition to bubble something up. Zilch. Different chords. “Your beauty is like a drug.' Zilch. Different chords. “You’re too sexy for your shirt.' He smiled. Finally, over the riff for “Layla,' he simply sang, “I love you.”

  “Hey Nick, Eric Clapton would be proud,' Chris said.

  “Right.' Almost as an afterthought, he stumbled across an Americana riff that walked down a series of notes, first on the G string, then the A string. Nodding in time, he whistled a seed melody. He pulled his feet off the console and sat upright in his chair, slightly hunched over his guitar. An idea darted, which he struggled to land. Songwriting had always come as a hit-or-miss thing for him and, before Sassa, he’d lost many of his best ideas in the ether.

  Not this time. He hit three chords in a row with a single strum each and returned to his original riff to hear how those chords sounded appended to the riff. Damn good. He played both parts together, humming a trial melody over top. After a few passes, he liked the part enough to propel himself on his chair toward his desk. Placing his guitar on the floor, he reached into the bottom drawer, and pulled out a deep honey-brown, leatherbound journal, a gift from his mother that contained most of the original drafts of his lyrics and poems. He opened the journal to a fresh page and scribbled down “Hold You.' Jotting down a few fragments, he sang them in his head to different melodies. Listen to the undercurrent. We’re riding it. Words are messengers. With his guitar in hand, he joined words with music, working nonstop until he had three full verses.

  A quick break to snatch a Diet Pepsi out of the refrigerator. His sixth of the night.

  The chorus. The main musical hook had to coincide with the title of the song, and had to resolve back to the verse riff. He played around with a few different melodies until he found one that resolved with enough drama.

  Happy with the basic building blocks, he stitched together the song: first verse, chorus, second verse, chorus, final verse. Not quite. Not enough lyrical and musical tension in the middle. A bridge would do. He bounced around bridge chords and melodies until he found a combination that clicked, then penned the lyrics for the bridge in one pass.

  Wheeling back over to the recording gear, he set up a couple of microphones. Balancing his guitar on his knee, he placed his headphones over his ears. “Check. Check. Check.” Good to go. The metronome sounded. Tick. Tick. Tick.

  I know you so well

  There are times when I just can tell

  What you’re thinking

  How you feel

  What you need

  Oh come to me now

  Bring all your problems

  And we’ll knock them down

  Oh come to me now

  Show me everything

  I will hold you

  Hold you

  Listen now

  To the undercurrent

  We’re riding it each day

  The words we say are its messengers

  Our bodies are its vessels

  Oh come to me now

  Give me your hands

  Teach me to dance again

  Oh come to me now

  There is such sweetness

  When I hold you

  Hold you

  Slow down

  Let’s go quietly

  Toward home

  Don’t you see

  I believe

  You are

  Part of me

  I know you so well

  There are times when I just can tell

  What you’re thinking

  How you feel

  What you need

  The next day Nick met Sassa for coffee at Joe’s. He reeled off details about his fabricated reggae session but didn’t mention a word about “Hold You.” Overnight, doubt had won. Unlike the song, he didn’t know her so well. Unlike the song, he couldn’t always tell what she needed. Unlike the song, he didn’t know how to ask her to go quietly toward home. He pulled on the neck ribbing of his T-shirt and scratched his chest for a bit before asking, “Do you want to move in with me?”

  “You should do more reggae sessions.”

  “My apartment is bigger and you can save some money.”

  “Aren’t we practical this morning? That’s all?”

  “I’m in love with you.”

  “Let’s see. Move in. Bigger apartment. Save money. Love you. What’s wrong with this picture?”

  “Sorry. When I was a baby, I crawled backwards first.”

  She laughed. “We can start moving my stuff today.”

  • • •

  One early afternoon in October, Nick persuaded Sassa’s boss to let him watch her work. Out of the way, he squatted on the cement floor in the corner of the stainless steel kitchen and took in each movement, each gesture, each direction, as Sassa julienned vegetables. Surroundings blurred until only she remained, with her hair pulled back, wearing her white chef’s jacket and orange Crocs.

  “Aren’t you bored?” she asked.

  “I love watching you work.”

  “You’re a strange man.”

  “I was.”

  Her cutting and dicing skills were artful. Carrots transformed to orange flying saucers. Beets cubed into perfect quarter-inch squares. Celery smiles spewed out of long stalks. As he watched her, barely perceptible threads connected the two of them.

  “Do you know the Chinese saying about the red thread?”

  “Nope.”

  “An invisible red thread connects those destined to meet, regardless of time, place, or circumstances. The thread may stretch or tangle, but never break.”

  “Sounds like a good saying for a refrigerator magnet.” She glanced over at him and blew him a kiss.

  He grinned. Time passed as she sculpted another batch of vegetables.

  “I wish you had a free hour,” he said.

  “To shop for a new bathroom curtain, right?”

  “Something like that.”

  He hoisted himself up from the floor, floated over to her, and placed his hand in the middle of her back. “Thanks for letting me watch you.”

  “There’s a thought.” She grinned, pecked him on the cheek, and sent him on his way.

  Hesitating at the door, he whirled around. “If you could do anything on your next day off, no matter what, what would you do?”

  “Let’s take a ride to New Jersey.”

  “That’s the best you’ve got?”

  “Yes.”

  • • •

  Nick and Sassa took off for New Jersey on a sunny fall afternoon and headed out Route 80 toward the Delaware Water Gap. They cruised into the bucolic, northern part of the state. He had no idea where they were going, and that was perfectly okay.

  “Why does everyone make fun of New Jersey? It’s beautiful here,” she said.

  “We live in America.”

  “What does that mean?”

  “People like to judge without knowing.”

  They exited the highway to drive the fall country roads. The trees, still holding most of their red, yellow, and orange leaves, formed a canopy overhead. Sunlight laced the leaves together, mottling the hood of their car.

  “I want to see where you grew up. I want you to show me your old house, your high school, that pizza place you told me about the other day, the railroad tracks, the race track, everything.”

  A short time later, he entered Denville’s town center and parked in front of the F1 Race Shop. As he exited the car, childhood memories flashed. Driveway basketball. Swing jumping. Building his first Star Wars LEGO kit. The K’NEX Roller Coaster. Racing model cars with his dad.

  He opened the F1 Race Shop door for Sassa. They had happened in at the right time, just as an arrive-and-drive race was about to start. The indoor kart-racing track, a full half-mile of hairpin turns, housed eight miniature race cars capable of speeds up to forty miles per hour. They slipped on their black one-piece, fire-retardant race suits and secured their fire-engine-red helmets. They strapped into their Formula One karts and revved their engines. The attendant waved the checkered flag. Nick floored the gas pedal, but Sassa beat him to the first turn and never let up. She trounced him by almost a full lap in a ten-lap race. Five more races. Same result.

  “That was a lot of fun,” she said.

  “For you.”

  “I’ve always liked speed.”

  “It suits you. Where do you want to go now?”

  “Your old house.”

  He slipped his hands into his pockets. He hadn’t been back to the house since his mom had sold it years ago. And the last time had carried so much emotion that he had only stayed for a short time. When he had left that day, he had promised himself he would never return. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead. “Hot in here.”

  A short drive later, they inched into a parking space across the street from Nick’s old house. They rose out of the car and leaned against the hood. His dad had built the house in the mid-nineties, right after he was promoted to vice president and two years before he died. He spared no expense—a gourmet kitchen, a full cinema, a small basketball court in the basement, parquet floors with mahogany inlays. His dad’s dream home.

  “My father said, ‘This will be the house your mom and I retire in.’”

  “It’s lovely.”

  He pointed out windows that fronted different rooms. Living room. Library. His bedroom. Music room. “Behind the music room is the family room.”

  “Is that where—”

  “Yeah.”

  She pushed off the car, turned around, and leaned on him so that she stood between him and the house. Pressing up on the balls of her feet, she kissed his forehead. “You know, I’m not going anywhere.”

  “I know.”

  A moment later, a woman came out onto the front porch. “Can I help you?”

  He took a few steps out into the middle of the street. “No. No. I used to live in your house. I just wanted to show my girlfriend my old home. I’m sorry we bothered you.”

  “Are you the Satterborn boy?”

  “Nick.”

  “I know your mom. Come in. Come in.”

  Nick and Sassa made their way up the driveway and entered his old house.

  Nick had been relaxing beside his father while they watched the Knicks-Lakers game; the score seesawed to 88–87 in the fourth quarter. They were laughing, talking, and munching on potato chips, excited about the possibilities for the Knicks in the upcoming 1998 playoffs.

  “Can we go to a game if they make the playoffs, Dad?” Nick crunched a chip, then took a swig from his soda can.

  “Absolutely. Pass the chips.”

  Nick did so and turned back to the television. Patrick Ewing made a jump shot. “Yes!” He high-fived his father.

  Suddenly, his dad jumped out of his chair holding his chest. He tried to take a step, but collapsed to the floor instead. Mutating blue, he made a gurgling sound that permanently burrowed into Nick’s mind. A horrible smell, like burnt toast, rotten meat, and nail polish mixed together, rose up from the floor. Nick screamed “Mom! Mom!” He knelt down by his father and shook him over and over. “Dad . . . Dad . . . Dad!”

  His mom ran into the family room. She took one look at his dad and calmed. “What happened, Nick?”

  “I don’t know. I don’t know. He just passed out.”

  “I’ll call 9-1-1.” She raced out of the room.

  He paced back and forth next to his father, his hands pushing against each other as hard as he could. The fear was so sharp that he was sure he was about to be cut into pieces. He knelt down next to his father and held his hand.

  His mother rushed back into the room. She put one arm over Nick’s shoulder and the other on top of his and his dad’s hands. “He’ll be okay.” They waited.

  Why was she so calm?

  The paramedics stormed the house. They huddled around his father, lifeless on the floor. Disjointed images. An oxygen mask. Someone pressing rhythmically on his dad’s chest. An aspirin bottle. His mother praying. He couldn’t concentrate. He couldn’t make sense of it all. From the middle of the chaos, a paramedic shouted, “We can’t get his heart started.” Another pulled out shock paddles. “Clear . . . Again . . . Clear . . . Again.” His dad didn’t move. They pulled him onto a stretcher, strapped him down, wheeled him off to the ambulance.

  “Follow us to the hospital,” one of the paramedics said to Nick’s mom on his way out the door.

  His mom found her coat and purse. “Coming?”

  Nick froze. He didn’t know what to do. “I’ll stay.”

  “Okay. We’ll be back soon. Everything is going to be okay.” She rushed outside.

  He took in the leaving from his living room window. His neighbor, apparently watching from his front porch, stepped out and met his mother at the ambulance. The paramedics secured his dad inside. His mother and neighbor slid into his neighbor’s car. Red lights spun and blinked as the ambulance rushed off to the hospital. The car, dwarfed by the ambulance, trailed.

  A moment later in his parents’ bedroom, he stationed himself in front of a giant statue of Saint Jude on top of his father’s dresser. His mother had placed rosary beads around Saint Jude’s neck, which were too high for him to reach without help. He got a stool and placed it in front of the statue. On the stool, he lifted the rosary beads off the saint. Time to pray. To negotiate.

  He pictured his grandmother, how she had moved through her prayers, kneeling, head bowed, wisps of hair dangling out of place, beads wrapped around her hands, stockings rolled down to her black, clunky-heeled, laced-up shoes. She advanced the beads between her fingertips, repeating something.

  He knelt down in front of the saint and tried to mimic her. Lost, he would have offered up anything that night to save his father’s life. He would be a better son. Next bead. A better son. Next bead. A better son. He had to do better.

  He also had to move. How could anyone pray for hours at a time? He jumped up and bounced from room to room, punching walls along the way, trying to wake up God before it was too late. Living room. Dining room. Kitchen. Family room. On the basketball court, he made eighty-one out of a hundred free throws.

  Hours later, his mother came back to the house with his neighbor. A sign? She rose from the car, in that moment of uncertainty where fear and hope coexist right before the truth becomes clear. His neighbor eased his arm around her.

  A shiver ballooned. He darted from one spot to another, first in the house, then outside on the snow-covered lawn. Barefoot, barely coherent, he zig-zagged into a snowdrift curved like the body of a woman. “No! This can’t happen now. The Knicks? College? My fault, my fault. No more Christmas.” Overcome by the cold, he slowed until he collapsed in the drift, sobbing.

  The front door opened. His mother, one foot on the porch and the other in the foyer, waved him in. Pulling himself up off the ground, he hobbled back to the house. He couldn’t feel his feet. In the foyer, his mother cradled him. A moment later, in the kitchen, she put on a pot of coffee.

  “I don’t like coffee.”

  “Your dad loved it black.”

  His father had died at forty-one of a massive heart attack. His mother was forty. Nick was seventeen. Later that year his grandfather died, solidifying his view that his world—at least with men anchoring it—had ended.

  But not with women.

  Back in the car, Sassa asked, “You okay?”

  “It didn’t hold as much charge as I thought it would.”

  “Thank you for sharing it with me. Are you up for one more thing?”

  “Sure.”

  “Can you drive me out to your high school?”

  “Sure.” He pulled away from his old house and drove along back country roads toward the high school. No need for further clarification. She had something worthwhile planned. Trusting her was even more important than loving her.

  “Stop right here,” she said. She started humming a song he didn’t recognize at first. She pulled out a CD from the glove compartment and deposited it in the car’s CD slot. She rotated the volume way up. “Nothing Compares 2 U” blasted through the car speakers.

  “I want to dance around the car. Let’s go, Nick.”

  “You want to dance in the middle of an intersection?”

  “Yes, let’s go.”

  “I don’t dance.”

  “Anyone can dance, Nick. Come on.”

  He reluctantly got out of the car. Sassa, arms in ballroom dance position, offered to lead. Stiff, he danced in fits and starts as they looped around the car. He was clumsy, silent. She was graceful, beautiful. A total mismatch. He couldn’t go any further. After a few minutes, she gave in. He studied the asphalt.

  “We can go,” she said.

  “Are you sure?”

  “Yes.”

  He opened the door for her and she slipped back into the car. With disappointment all over her face, she hit the eject button on the CD player and tossed the CD back into the glove compartment.

  “I’m sorry, Sassa. I’m not a dancer. Why was that so important to you?”

  She pressed her forehead against the window, and didn’t respond right away. “I imagined dancing would be fun, that’s all. No big deal.” Soon after, she withdrew and fell asleep.

  What had just happened? He raced back to familiar ground.

  • • •

  Despite a number of affirmations during their first eight months, despite moving in together, despite writing “Hold You” for her, Nick remained afraid. Did she feel at home? He’d shown her more of himself than he’d ever shown anyone else. He loved her. She was his partner. Still, on the ultimate question in his mind, fear ruled him. He couldn’t bring himself to ask her, even though he came close on numerous occasions. Each time, he imagined what she would say and visualized the look on her face: she would respond with a warm smile; flushed cheeks; rounded, widened eyes; and then she would avow that she too had found home. Each time, he deserted his thoughts, disappointed, fattened with fear, unable to navigate through his self-imposed knothole.

  One night as they read on the sofa, facing each other, bare legs crisscrossed under a blanket, Sassa peeked over the top of her book. “It doesn’t look like you’re paying much attention to that book. What’s going on with you?”

  “Nothing. I’m having trouble working out a song. No big deal.”

  “Why don’t you play it for me?”

  “Not yet.”

  “You know, I can play the micro-expression game too.” She lifted one leg and stroked his thigh with her foot.

  He smiled. He put his book down and ran his hand through his hair right above his ear on his way to scratching the back of his neck. Should he tell her? Why was he so afraid of the answer? “Okay. The song’s a big deal.”

  “What’s the song called?”

  “‘Hold You.’”

  “Why don’t you?” She dropped her book on the floor, and crawled on top of him. Placing one hand over the other on top of his chest, she rested her chin on her hands. “Sometimes you need to take a leap.”

  “This whole year’s been a leap.”

  “I meant on the song.”

  He drew curlicues on her back with his index finger as her breath fanned his face with hints of cinnamon.

  • • •

  A week later, Nick and Sassa pulled up in a taxi to Bobby Flay’s Mesa Grill. Steam rose up from the sidewalk from a flash rainstorm. They sprinted the short distance from the cab to the restaurant and, drenched, waited inside to be seated. Nick had been on edge ever since their “Hold You” conversation. He wasn’t sure why, but they seemed to be averaging a minor squabble a day. Didn’t she hear him? Did he have to spend so much time in the studio? Why wouldn’t he clean up after himself? Things like that. A server seated them in the back corner of the dining room.

  “I love your hair wet,” Nick said.

  “Strange man.”

  “It reminds me of morning.” He ordered the same thing as her, a Mesa Burger with double cheddar cheese, grilled Vidalia onion, horseradish mustard, and Southwestern fries. “How’s work going?”

  “Bad week. I made a celery sorbet, which the other chefs made fun of behind my back.”

  “Jerks.”

  “The customers seemed to like it. I even had one woman ask to speak with me about it. She said it was her favorite dessert of all time.”

  “I don’t know why you put up with work politics.” He flicked the salt and pepper shakers over with his index finger. Rubbing the back of his neck, his gaze bounced from table to table, then out on the street. The steam had dissipated.

  “Part of the deal, I guess.”

  “Why don’t you talk to your boss?” he asked.

  “No need. It’ll pass.”

  “Why don’t you tell your coworkers off?”

  “It will pass, Nick. No big deal.”

  “Why are you so unassertive? You need to nip these things in the bud before they get out of hand.”

  “I’m not unassertive.” She stood up the salt and pepper shakers.

  Under the table, he dug his thumb into his thigh. As he pushed harder, a wave of sadness came. He focused on his breath. In, calm. Out, sadness. In, calm. Out, sadness. In, calm. Out, sadness. Something gave way. He clenched his fist, opened it. Punch someone. Or crawl into bed and sleep for twenty hours. “Yes, you are. Don’t let them run all over you. You don’t want to come across as weak.” He sprang up before she could respond and then headed to the restroom.

  In the bathroom, he studied his face in the mirror as he washed his hands. What was he doing? Why was he so angry at her? Where was the sadness coming from? He had to do better.

  A few minutes later, he sat back down at the table and folded his hands across his lap. Their hamburgers had arrived while he was away. Mostly they ate in silence, shifting the focus of what little conversation they had to the food. Freshly made ketchup. Horseradish made the burger. Medium rare was the only way to go.

  After she finished her burger, she reached across the table and placed her hand on his. “I don’t need you to solve things for me, Nick. I can handle myself at work.”

  “I’m sorry. I’ve calmed down.”

  “I need you to listen and acknowledge what I’m feeling. That’s enough.”

  “I’m sorry. I’m not sure why I got so angry.”

  “Don’t worry about it.”

  The waitress stepped lightly over to the table and left the bill. Without looking at Sassa, he grabbed the bill, left more than enough money on the table, and headed for the exit. When he reached the door, he whirled around to say something to Sassa only to find that she was still at the table staring at him, eyebrows raised. A moment later, back at the table and on the edge of his seat, he tapped his heel on the floor.

  “Why do you keep leaving without me?” she asked.

  “I don’t know.”

  “You’ve done it a lot lately.”

  “I’m so sorry.” Relaxing a little, he pushed back in his chair. Over the past month, he’d often paid the bill, leapt up abruptly, and abandoned her before she’d finished her meal. Each time he left all caught up in something, only for a moment, as if he had no control over the initial leaving. Even after she called him on his behavior, he had a hard time catching himself before it was too late. He’d regretted his behavior. He’d apologized. But fear continued to snake in unexpectedly. He’d caught an emotional cold and couldn’t shake it.

  “Let me finish my tea. Then we can go.”

  “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 4

  Doubt inched in to stay as Sassa made her way to Allen’s deli. Nick was holding something back. But what? An affair. With a musician at work? Had he tired of her? Or an old deep secret that would end things if she found out? It had to be something big; otherwise, he would tell her.

  Maybe lunch with Sarah would help sort through things. She’d become close friends with her over the years; they’d been hired around the same time at DiPosto and had put in many long hours together, slaving at the mercy of the executive chef. A couple of years earlier, they had discovered they both loved deli food and had agreed to regular, almost religious lunch dates every other week at Allen’s.

  Sassa arrived in front of the deli first. A moment later, Sarah waved to her from a couple of blocks down Houston Street. Much smaller than Sassa and with short black hair, dark skin, and the most comfortable-in-her-own-skin smile Sassa had ever seen, Sarah had known from a young age that she would become a chef. From her love of food, she carried her few extra pounds with grace. From early expertise, commonsense wisdom had grown. Sassa had grown to trust her. After a warm greeting, they navigated their way through the long, narrow restaurant—past the hundreds of pictures of famous patrons, past the chef’s carving pastrami, corned beef, and brisket like they were gold—and settled at a table in the back of Allen’s.

  Without looking at the menu Sarah said, “I feel like pastrami and scrambled eggs on a bagel.”

  “You know, I’m going traditional today. Corned beef on rye with lots of mustard and extra bread.”

  “So how are you?”

  “Fine, sort of, but I could use your advice on something.”

  “Absolutely.”

  Sassa studied the menu even though she had already decided what she wanted. The matzo ball soup. The Reuben. The knishes. The potato latke. The blueberry cheesecake. There were so many items, and they were all served quickly with high quality. What a difference from her Diposto routine. Life was short. Speed and variety were keys.

  “Things have been solid with Nick these past eleven months. In so many ways, it’s the best relationship I’ve ever had.”

  “And the sex?”

  “Why do you always start there?”

  “Easier to fix things when that part is okay.”

  Sassa twirled a strand of hair with her fingers. Unlike many of her female friends, she’d never been comfortable talking about sex. It was much better to be publicly modest and privately wild. She didn’t want anyone other than Nick to know that one of her favorite things was to spend all day in bed exploring, repeating, losing herself. And while all-dayers were part of their story, their relationship was much more than physical. He made her comfortable. He made her laugh. Until recently, he understood her better than anyone. “He’s more giving than any other man I’ve been with.”

  “And?”

  “And I feel like he’s holding something back. I’m not sure what he’s hiding, but I’m sure I’m right. He’s been on edge lately.”

  “Best to trust your intuition then. Can you ask him?”

  She couldn’t. Why not? They’d talked about so many things and they’d always tackled them head on. Truth warriors. But not with this one. Why? Because they’d lost some of their bliss. What if gradually losing bliss was inevitable, part of the slow decline that happens to everyone? Better to end quickly and move on. “I’m afraid.”

  “How does that make you feel?”

  “Thank you, Ms. Therapist.”

  “Sorry.”

  “Like I want to run away.”

  “I get that one.”

  Sarah passed Sassa a bowl of sweet and sour pickles. She picked out a plump one and took a bite. The best pickles in the world. A waiter came over to their table, took their order, scurried off.

  “I’m kind of scared Nick possesses some dark secret that he’s going to spring on me one day. I’m afraid he’s been on his best behavior all these months and the real Nick is starting to surface. I’m afraid he’s going to start treating me like his old girlfriends. He’s been distant. And angry. I kind of want to strike first and take off.” She moved her fork back and forth between her fingers like a divining rod seeking water. For years after the accident, she’d followed almost any mystical avenue that might tell her what to do. Astrology. Tarot cards. Angel cards. Psychics. But she’d given all of that up when she gave up Vicodin. Too bad. She placed the fork back down.

  “And you’re about to come face to face with the one-year rule.”

  “He doesn’t know about that.”

  “He doesn’t know?”

  “No.”

  “Why not?”

  “I sort of didn’t get around to telling him.”

  “He’s not the only one hiding something.”

  In college, Sassa had planted the only rule she’d stuck to ever since: never let a romantic relationship go beyond the one-year anniversary. Sassa pushed back in her chair and shifted her weight. She picked out a piece of corned beef from her sandwich, loaded it on an extra slice of bread, and doused it with mustard. Two bites later it was gone. She dipped her finger into spilt mustard on her plate, then licked her finger. Nothing like deli mustard. “I guess that’s a good point.”

  “I mean you could tell him, along with everything else you just told me.”

  Sassa tilted her head to the side for a second. Why hadn’t she told Nick about the one-year rule? Better to keep her options open, especially since he was holding something back. Better to hurt him first than the other way around. That’s the way she’d always done it, and it had served her well. “How do couples last fifty years in a relationship? There’s so much stuff that can go wrong.”

  “If you figure that one out and bottle the answer, we can retire.”

  “We’ll start a restaurant together and drizzle a few drops on our desserts.”

  “Speaking of which, want to split a piece of blueberry cheesecake?”

  “Absolutely.”

  Sassa signaled the waiter over. A short time later, he served them an oversized piece of cheesecake smothered with a fresh blueberry sauce and a dollop of fresh whipped cream. Two forks hung off the cake like oars. For a few moments, the cake had their undivided attention.

  “That was fanstastic.”

  “For sure.”

  “Back to fifty years. Maybe longevity has something to do with longing. When the longing in your heart subsides, when you know who you are, when you’re whole, fifty years may seem more doable,” Sarah said.

  “How do you get rid of the longing?”

  “I have no idea.”

  That was the problem. Sassa had no idea either, yet for as long as she could remember there had been an undertow pulling her away, as if she had no choice, as if she’d been sabotaged but couldn’t name the saboteur. Was that longing or something else? “Sometimes I feel like deep, dark things are dragging me away.”

  “Me too.”

  “I want to get rid of them.”

  “You sort of need to trick them into surfacing first.”

  “Seems like whack-a-mole,” Sassa said.

  “Stop hitting and try embracing.”

  How could she embrace deep, dark things? It was like they had been exiled long ago and someone was protecting them. She was willing to give it a try, but only if she knew the outcome ahead of time. Otherwise, she would lose control. “Maybe I’ll ride things out.”

  “Has that ever worked for you in the past?”

  “I didn’t care so much in the past.”

  “What would happen if you didn’t ride things out?”

  “I’d have to leave him.”

  “You know that for sure? Why?”

  Why did she need to leave? She had never said that out loud before. Did she really mean it? An incredible rush of sadness, unlike anything she’d ever experienced before, washed over her. Were the deep, dark things dragging her away from him? Or was that the path to whole? Maybe they were the same. “To find whole.”

  “Oh . . . It’s not with him? I thought you loved him,” Sarah said.

  “I do. That’s kind of the problem.”

  “What?”

  “I don’t know. Never mind.”

  “You need to figure this out.”

  “He’s sort of the one who started me down this path. How can I leave when this is all his doing?”

  “How can you not?”

  “Maybe I’ll wait a little longer.”

  “Why?”

  “He’s a good man.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 5

  Nick and Sassa sat transfixed on their sofa, Nick with his arm around her, Sassa with her leg over his, a bowl of butterless, heavily salted popcorn on his lap. They were watching Cinema Paradiso, a movie about Salvatore, a closed-off man incapable of a committed relationship. When Nick was much younger, he had gone to the first showing of the movie at the Film Forum. About halfway through, he had started to sob and didn’t stop until the credits ended.

  As a young boy, Salvatore lost his father to World War II. He worked with and became close with the fatherly projectionist, Alfredo, at the cinema in his small home town. As was common at that time, all of the romantic clips were censored, literally cut out of the film reel and thrown on the floor of the projector room. For many years Salvatore worked with Alfredo, eventually replacing him as the cinema’s projectionist. During this time, they grew as close as any father and son. Finally, at Alfredo’s urging, Salvatore moved on and left his home town to pursue his destiny as a director in the big city. He never looked back. Years later, Alfredo died. Salvatore returned for the funeral and discovered that Alfredo, who had followed Salvatore’s career and life with pride, had left him a special gift: a reel of all of the censored romantic movie clips spliced together.

  “What did you think?”

  “Good. Right up your alley.”

  “I was a wreck after I saw it the first time. Not so much tonight.”

  “Good.”

  With Sassa, he’d added clips to their reel every day, and the supply seemed endless. A wave of strength passed through. Was he finally ready to tell her about “Hold You”? To ask her about home? He took a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking.”

  “About what?”

  “What’s going on with you?” he asked.

  “Nothing. Why?”

  “You’ve been a little distant these past couple of months.”

  She lifted her head off his shoulder, took her feet down off the coffee table, and reached for the remote control to turn off the television. Settling back into the sofa a couple of feet away from him, she placed her feet back on the coffee table. “I have? You’re the one walking out of restaurants, yelling at me, trying to fix problems I can solve on my own. I should be the one asking what’s going on.”

  “I don’t feel like you’re trying anymore.”

  “What? So I should know what you need? I’m sorry, I’m not a mind reader.” She pushed the DVD case for Cinema Paradiso off the coffee table with her foot.

  “Hey, that’s important.”

  “Why are you judging me? I’ve done nothing wrong and, lately, I feel exactly the opposite when I’m around you. And, to be clear . . .” Her voice broke. “I feel like you’re the one holding something back. What are you hiding?”

  “Can we start over again?”

  “We can if you tell me.”

  Closing his eyes, he found her scent. Nothing like her smell. Honeysuckle and amaranth wood. Or at least that was what the salesperson told him when he bought her a replacement bottle of perfume. An itch from a bead of sweat on his forehead. He scratched it. She was right; he had been hiding a big one. It was time. He had to tell her.

  “Do you remember that night when I stayed late because of a reggae client?”

  “Yes.”

  “I lied.”

  “You what?”

  “There was no client.”

  “Fuck you.” Her entire body tensed up. Her face swelled. She stood up, marched over to the window, and stared out. “Who is she?”

  “No. No. I lied because of this.” With both hands, he pushed off the sofa, and hurried over to his guitar. He lifted it off of the stand, and strapped it on. Without tuning it, he started playing “Hold You.” An empty feeling in the pit of his stomach convinced him he was going to pass out before he finished.

  After the first verse was over, Sassa turned around, leaned against the windowsill, and crossed her arms. She forced a smile, as if her feelings had not caught up with her thoughts. Every now and then she tapped her foot in rhythm.

  Staring down, he hit the last chord and let it ring out. After a long pause, he said, “I was afraid to play the song for you.”

  “Why?”

  “Do you like it?”

  “It’s beautiful, but not enough to justify—”

  “I was afraid it wasn’t true for you.”

  “Oh.” She glanced down at her arms, still crossed. Dropping them down to her sides, she tapped her finger on the windowsill.

  “I was afraid you didn’t feel like you were home with me.”

  “Oh. Do you feel home?”

  “Without a doubt, though I’m still learning. That’s part of why I was afraid. I feel like I’m way out in front of you.”

  “And the tension these past couple of months?”

  “Fear about home.”

  “I do love you, Nick.” She turned and looked back out the window. “Quiet tonight.”

  “Late.”

  “Not even a taxi.”

  He unstrapped his guitar, placed it back on the stand, and returned to the sofa.

  A moment later, she joined him there, picking up an almost empty glass of water from the end table on the way. She took a sip. “I’m not sure if this is home. It may be. It may not be. Sometimes I’m afraid you’re going to swallow me up. I still have a lot to learn on my own.”

  His arms and legs prickled. A numbing. He couldn’t lose her. The song wasn’t good. He couldn’t go through such a loss again. He would do anything. They should never have watched Cinema Paradiso. Dad? His hands trembled. Trying to steady his hands, he tapped his foot quickly on the floor. “What do you want to do?”

  “I don’t know. This is hard. Let’s go to bed.”

  “Really?”

  “Yes.” She stood up, reached down for Nick’s hand, and pulled him up.

  In bed, he tried to forget. At first he was tentative and stiff, until she carried him away from thought, as she’d done many times in the past. He opened for a short time, touched a soft spot, pure, like heaven. But something snapped him back. Why was this happening now? What would happen next? Not knowing was hell. Loss was hell. Afterwards, still inside her, he circled back to his earlier question.

  “What do you want to do?”

  “Let’s just ride things out. We’ll be fine.”

  • • •

  When Nick woke up on their one-year anniversary, Sassa had already left the apartment. Bikram. He went through his normal morning routine— shower, shave, Morning Joe, SportsCenter—and dressed in his favorite jeans and his Abbey Road T-shirt. As he readied to leave for the studio, she rushed into the apartment with two cappuccinos and pulled up just short of him.

  “I went to Joe’s. I want to talk.”

  “Okay.” He edged up to her, kissed her lightly, and lifted one cappuccino from her hand.

  “You’re drinking coffee today?”

  “Change of pace.” A trace of nervousness colored her words. She made her way to the kitchen table and slid into place. Tapping twice on the table, she pointed toward the chair next to her.

  He joined her. What was going on?

  “This past year rates as one of the best of my life. I’m in love with you. You’re kind, compassionate, and smart,” she said.

  “Good start.”

  “The thing is, I don’t believe I know how to sustain love.”

  “A day at a time.”

  She removed the top of her coffee and took a sip. A slight grimace later, she said, “Maybe. I know couples who began like we did this past year— young, in love, connected on so many levels—but who somehow lost their bond down the road.”

  “We won’t.”

  “I’m not so sure. Maybe work or children get in the way. Or maybe old patterns. There are few people who’ve figured out how to nourish love, or more important, who’ve figured out how to build their love. I can’t name a single couple. Can you?”

  “Slow down for a second. Where’s all this coming from?”

  “I don’t know.”

  The past couple of months had been harder. But ups and downs were normal in any relationship. And they had worked through the downs and ended up in a better place. At least he had thought so. What did she mean about old patterns? “We’ll be okay. I have faith that we’ll figure things out. It has something to do with being completely honest with each other, no matter what the topic or how much the truth hurts. We’ve been doing that, haven’t we?” he asked.

  “Mostly, but lasting fifty years is more complicated.” She stood up, walked over to the kitchen drawer, pulled out a pair of scissors, and returned to the table. Cutting the plastic placemat in front of her, she zigzagged along its width until it was cut in two. “I’ve got this idea about the two halves of a relationship. There’s the old cliché about how one person completes the other; two halves make a whole. I guess it’s popular because it contains some truth. We seemed whole this past year. I do feel like we fit together, which isn’t something I’ve experienced before.” She pushed the placemat back together.

  “Nice prop. We are whole.”

  “Or maybe we’re keeping each other company in a place we don’t belong.”

  Before Sassa, he often thought he was stuck in a place he didn’t belong. But that all changed with her. At least he thought it had. Was it possible that in the euphoria of finally getting unstuck, he hadn’t seen that she still was? “I’m not sure I’m following you.”

  “When people are young, few know who they are. The people you’re drawn to in your twenties are probably not the same people you’d be drawn to at, say, forty-five, once you’ve figured stuff out. In the first case, our case, two halves create a whole. But in the second case, two wholes come together.”

  “Do you want another placemat?”

  “Use your imagination.”

  “For you, fifty years is about being whole before you commit to another person?”

  “Yes.”

  “We’d all be alone for a long time if you’re right.”

  “I guess.”

  “Can’t we help each other get there? Isn’t ninety percent of the solution knowing that we need to get whole first?” What was bringing all of this on? Was she leaving him? He thrummed his fingers on his thighs. He had an empty feeling in his stomach and tried to fill it with multiple sips of coffee.

  “Maybe that’s a way forward, but together probably hurts too much. What will happen to us if you decide you need to explore another romantic relationship? What if I do?”

  “I won’t.”

  “I’m not sure either of us could witness that and handle the fallout.”

  “I couldn’t.” His heart started to race. He folded his arms across his chest. Deep breath. Deep breath. She was leaving.

  “What will happen if we need to explore careers in different parts of the world? How can you know what you like, or need, or love until you’ve crossed over a few lines and had to take a few steps backwards? The best way to figure out who you are is to experiment, and emotional experiments are best done alone.” Her eyes went wet.

  With change? With loss? He stood up, hulked over to the window, and peered out. On the street, men in suits and women in killer dresses and sneakers moved silently away from their homes. A garbage truck worked down the street, efficiently removing the trash. “So you want me to let go of the single best relationship I’ve ever had and trust that we’ll get back together someday? Did I get that right?”

  “Yes.”

  “Is there someone else?”

  “No.”

  A wave of relief, but only for a second. His chest swelled to that place right before the spin out, right before it was out of his hands. He tried to push it back down, but had no weight. “Are you sure?”

  “Yes. But in a year or two, unless I figure my stuff out, there may be. I’ll get restless. Or you will. This way, it’s more honest.”

  He spun around. “I’m sorry, this is all bullshit! Can’t we commit to doing this together? Or is this some elaborate way to break up with me? What did I do wrong?” Pacing back and forth in front of the windows, he couldn’t hold back tears any longer.

  “This isn’t an elaborate scheme. I meant everything I said. I love you, and it’s deeper than any love I’ve experienced before. It’s just that I need to search, experiment. I want a life that has fifty more years of what we had most of this past year, a life of bliss, but I’m not ready to be anyone’s longterm partner. I need to get a lot more exposure and experience. We need to be brave and honest enough to let each other unfold. Then we’ll know the right thing to do. I’ve gone as far as I can right now.”

  “I’m out of here.” He raced to the front door, grabbed his keys, and stormed out of the apartment toward his studio.

  • • •

  One day, early in Nick’s senior year at Columbia, he had flipped through an article in Beautiful Noise for Youngsters about the future of the recording studio. The piece projected two major emerging trends. The first, not surprisingly, espoused the virtues of the home recording studio. With price drops on high-quality recording equipment, setting up a good-enough home recording studio to serve singer-songwriters was easy. On the other hand, with bandwidth on the rise and cheaper, larger storage devices doubling in capacity each year, the article predicted the emergence of online recording studios that would allow for collaboration over the Internet.

  The possibilities were endless. A singer-songwriter in Montreal, Seattle, Stockholm, or anyplace in the world with an Internet connection could hire a back-up band in New York City to play on his or her album and the result would be completely seamless to the audience. Beautiful Noise for Youngsters concluded that no clear leaders existed in the space at that time, and the author believed online recording, with its high-growth potential, was disrupting traditional recording studios.

  Nick threw Beautiful Noise for Youngsters on the top of a pile of music magazines. Was it possible to combine his business training with music? Should he start an online recording company? How would he incorporate? What should he name the company? Where would he get physical space for the large amount of gear required? How much up-front money would he need? Where would he find the studio musicians? How would he advertise? How much should he charge per song? What kind of services should he provide? Who could help him with the website?

  He opened up his laptop and researched his questions. He scanned websites for a business plan template. Working for twelve hours straight, by the next morning he had a first-pass business plan for studiomusicians-dot-com. Temporarily, he lost sight of his sadness.

  In the spring of his senior year, he launched studiomusicians-dot-com with $75,000 dollars. He had risked asking one of his uncles, his father’s brother, for the money. After a reasonable amount of coaxing and reminiscing, his uncle agreed to loan it to him. Twenty-five thousand on the website. Twenty-five thousand to buy equipment. The rest for rent of the top floor in an old Brooklyn warehouse.

  He’d found love.

  After storming out on Sassa, Nick spent the day in his music studio trying to map his heart, trying to map a way forward, trying to hold on to her love. When he’d built the studio, he’d added a large utility room to store his gear when not in use. He made his way to that room right after entering the studio and locked the door behind him. Curling up in a ball on the floor, he surveyed the equipment he’d accumulated over the years: old amplifiers, his first bass guitar, black box synthesizers, endless cables, a case of guitar polish. . . .

  Did everyone leave? He started to sob. The ultimatum. If she left him, they were done. He was moving on and was going to find someone who actually wanted to be with him, who understood how much he had to offer. Too much pride. Didn’t seem right. The path of reason. He knew she was scared. He was scared too. But they loved each other and belonged together. They could figure things out if they just tried to do it together. Would she commit to trying? Maybe. Higher ground. He loved her. He was strong enough to handle the truth. Death was the only immutable. If she needed space, he would give it to her. But he needed some way to check in with her every so often to see if she was still in the same place. Last resort.

  Back on his feet, he switched the light off. In the dark, the smell of guitar polish reminded him of how much he loved music.

  • • •

  When Nick stepped into the apartment later that night, Sassa met him at the door wearing only his Yellow Submarine T-shirt. Like many nights over the past year, dozens of lit candles had turned the living room into a grotto. Sage scented the air.

  She extended her hand palm up. Her eyes were puffy. “How are you doing?”

  He took her hand. “Can we let things settle for a few days and see if splitting up still makes sense? This is such a big decision. Maybe we’re scared and there’s a chance we can work things out.”

  She wrapped both arms around him, and pulled him close. Resting her head on his shoulder, she clung for a bit, then gently, silently, guided him to their bedroom.

  On the way, he grazed his finger along the wall to fill the place with love, as he’d done many times before. He’d stored so much during the year. Was this the last time? Or was there hope?

  In the bedroom, she whispered, “Leave the lights on.”

  At the foot of the bed, she undressed him slowly, expertly. Pulled his shirt off. Unbuckled his belt. Unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans until they dropped softly to the ground. Expanded the elastic on his boxers until they ballooned over his hips and fell.

  A moment later, he was naked on the unmade bed watching her undress. She was so beautiful. It almost made him forget.

  On top of him, with her hair draped over her breasts, she let him enter her. Eyes open and penetrating, at first she moved slowly, as if she wanted to make sure he understood, as if anything she could say wouldn’t be enough, as if only their joined bodies could understand. Once she’d cycled through, she sped up; let repetition, intensity, reinforce the truth.

  He had to look away. She had so much compassion. Love. Strength of purpose. The alarm clock on the nightstand read exactly 9:49. At 9:51, he abandoned any hope of persuading her to stay. She needed to leave. He had to let go. Somehow on the way toward good-bye, he managed to keep the sadness out of the room, thankful for one last time when he could lose himself.

  Afterward, he flicked the lights off. The outside street lamp barely illuminated the room. The underlight had morphed him into a shadow. He glanced over at Sassa, who had fallen into a deep sleep almost immediately, as if a giant weight had been lifted, as if she were free-dreaming. Still naked, he covered himself with a sheet, and folded his hands behind his head. What makes someone a soul mate? Effortlessness. They had that. Trust. They had that. Honesty. That, too. Lust. Yep. Nothing about being whole first. Not a single thing. He’d found his soul mate; he’d found home, but she hadn’t. Was there a way forward together? His heart offered one answer, his head another, and in the end, old patterns won out.

  A thought took shape. He turned on his side and tangled his finger in a strand of her hair. She’d entered his life as an “almost” and was destined to leave the same way.

  • • •

  On the morning Sassa moved out, Nick met her one last time at Joe’s. Unlike the previous year, spring in Manhattan was unusually cold and damp. That morning, a freak flash storm hit the Village. From their seats, they watched the streets take on water.

  Nick had to seek higher ground. There, a profound, sweet sadness surfaced, old and familiar, threatening to push him back down into a darkness where reality only played out on movie screens.

  “Why don’t we get together once a year to check in?” he asked.

  “Do you think that will help?”

  “Yes.”

  “I’m not sure where I’ll be.”

  He wasn’t able to read her body language. When was the last time that happened? Maybe that was part of letting go, of leaving the inner sanctum. “That’s okay. We can meet in New York or I’ll come to you.”

  “I guess I’d like to get back to the city once a year,” she said.

  “Good. How about talking through what happened the year before at each reunion? No masks, no fear, complete truth for one day.”

  “Are you sure you want to share everything?”

  Did he really want to hear she was happy? That she’d started a new life without him? Did he want that much truth? He did. He always would. “How about a few guiding questions?”

  “Good idea.”

  After a little more back and forth, they arrived at their three questions. In their last act as a couple, they alternated reciting them.

  “What did you learn this past year?”

  “Do you feel whole?”

  “Do you know where you belong?”

 

  PART 2

 

  
  CHAPTER 6

  Early April, After Nick Year One, New York City: Sassa packed her dilapidated 2001 Volkswagen Beetle and headed toward Cambridge. She drove in silence for over an hour until she pulled into the first service stop in Connecticut to fill up. There, an old habit surfaced: she purchased an iced tea and some spearmint gum for the road, as she’d often done as a newly licensed teenager. Before slipping back into her car, she progressed through two quick yoga positions: standing head-to-knee pose and standing bow-pulling pose. She had to stretch. A man, filling up his car across from hers, tried to strike up a conversation about yoga. Brushing him off gently, she slipped back into her car. As she accelerated onto I-95, she said, “What am I doing? I have no plan.” For the next hour or so, she aspired to welcome uncertainty, intermingling hope and long stretches of doubt. It didn’t work.

  To break a stretch of doubt, she balanced her iPod against the steering wheel and navigated to find the mix called “Sassa Soars”. A rush of warmth spread across her face. There were so many familiar songs. Nick had made her the playlist the day before to help pass the time on the road, to extend the good-bye. Her grip on the steering wheel tightened. Was she ready? She pushed play. Her shoulders tensed and her breath went irregular. Ani DiFranco’s “Overlap” played. They certainly did. About midway through, the tension released and her breathing steadied. Nick’s favorite love song followed, the Beatles’ “Something.” She took a long, deep breath. He really needed to knock her down a few notches. In the lull between songs, she sipped her tea and dialed down the temperature control. During the third song, “Destiny” by Zero7, magically, unexpectedly, bliss pierced through.

  Slowing down, she moved into the right lane, sandwiched between two large trucks. They scared her. They always would. For a time, the two trucks and her bug caravanned up the highway as Sassa took in the playlist. Sara McLachlan sang “Answer.” Did anyone have that much commitment? Nick did. Damien Rice’s “Volcano.” If only she could sing, that would be their duet. Like in the song, she wasn’t real yet; she wasn’t ready to choose. Marc Cohn’s “One Safe Place.” That would always be true no matter what. “The Dress Looks Nice on You” by Sufj an Stevens. He loved her red summer dress. “Paper Bag” by Fiona Apple. He got the pain part right.

  Finally, with her eyes wet, she broke the caravan, pulled over onto the shoulder, and cracked open her window. Cars whizzed past, shaking her bug to a regular cadence. Exhaust fumes invaded the air. Chewing on two fresh sticks of spearmint gum, she took another sip of her iced tea and composed a text. “I loved the songs. Thank you. Love, Sassa.” The title phrase from “I Will Follow You into the Dark,” by Death Cab for Cutie, filled the car, briefly tempting her to return to New York. Instead, she deleted the text message before sending it and returned to Phil Schmidt’s.

  A Vikander tradition, Sassa’s family vacationed at Mackinac Island every summer. Her dad packed his car with the family’s luggage on a warm August Friday night in 1994, then locked the car in the garage of their South Bend, Indiana, home, so they’d be ready to leave bright and early the next morning. On the night before vacation, for as long as she could remember, her family loaded into her mom’s car and drove downtown for lake perch and frog legs at the local family restaurant, Phil Schmidt’s. That year was even more special. Sassa had just turned thirteen.

  After a better-than-usual dinner, they headed for home. On the way, her dad buttoned down the windows. Wind raced in and diluted the smell of leftover fish with pine and freshly paved asphalt. The car slowed to a stop at a country road red light. The radio played a song she didn’t recognize. No other cars shared the road with them, even though the Notre Dame church clock had just struck nine.

  Her mom’s favorite song, “Nothing Compares 2 U,' started on the radio. Her dad glanced over at her mom. It was a look that Sassa had seen a few times in the past: his lips parted and a slow smile built. He turned up the radio until the bass vibrated the side doors. Springing out of the car, he whirled around to the passenger side, opened her mother’s door, and gently tugged her out. Sassa eyed her sister. They both giggled as her dad slow-danced her mom around the car. Later, her dad signaled to join them, and the four of them danced until she lost track of time and her surroundings.

  Sometime later, applause. Much to her surprise, a half-dozen or so cars had gathered at the intersection, the folks in them apparently stopping to watch her family promenade around the car. Her dad, always one to seize the moment, instructed the four of them to line up. They held hands and jointly bowed, laughing and waving to their fans on the upswing. They lingered like that, connected, content, for a few minutes before getting back into the car for the remainder of the ride home.

  As Sassa fell asleep that night, the sense of contentment stayed with her. Dad was the most handsome man in the world. Would she inherit some of Mom’s beauty? When did beauty bloom?

  • • •

  Sassa bounced down the steps of her new Cambridge apartment and headed west on Brattle toward Longfellow House. The beautiful morning sun warmed her face. Each day since arriving in the city a few weeks earlier, she’d wandered through the backstreets around Harvard Square, often for hours at a time. The Cambridge neighborhoods, with their abundance of nineteenth-century homes, rendered the picture-perfect backdrop for her stints on the sidewalks.

  Turning onto Willard Street, she wandered past a mother and child hurrying off to school. “Some day,' she whispered. Rounding the corner onto Foster Street, she increased her pace, and passed a three-story, chocolate brown, Dutch colonial home where an elderly couple relaxed on a large front porch. She smiled.

  Why did she leave Nick after a year like all the others? How was he filling his days? Was he writing? Her old lovers had faded quickly after she’d left them. With little explanation, she ran, never looked back, and willingly gravitated toward something new. Why wasn’t that true with Nick? As she walked, he lifted her, left her weightless, groundless. Now and then she stared down, re-focused on the concrete, and, somehow tethered, took comfort.

  After a couple of hours, she circled back onto Brattle Street toward home.

  • • •

  A few weeks later, sheets of rain struck the roof of the studio apartment. Would she walk today? Sassa deliberated over tea. Eventually, she layered on more clothing than usual, grabbed her oversized umbrella, and ventured out. As she drifted past homes and people, the driving rain reminded her of her sister.

  She and her then seven-year-old sister had built a cardboard playhouse in their backyard underneath a large oak tree. They’d just secured the roof when a large thunderstorm passed through, accompanied by a heavy downpour. They rushed into the playhouse and took shelter. Proud of themselves for building something that protected them, they huddled together, mostly laughing, occasionally screaming at the thunder and lightning. In unison they extended their tongues out into the rain and tasted the storm.

  Sassa crossed over the Charles River toward Harvard Stadium and collected rain on her tongue. Slipping through a gap in a chained stadium gate, she made her way out onto the field. For a bit, she balanced her open umbrella on the palm of her hand. Springing it high in the air, she watched as it dove into a puddle at the ten-yard line. The dive was beautiful, in a way. Glancing down the field at the far goal, she imagined frisbeeing a giant quarter the full distance of the field and landing it on the goal post, perfectly balanced. Why not? Anything was possible. She turned to the near stands, and sprinted up to the top of the stadium. Leaning against the retaining wall, she caught her breath and savored the rain.

  “Hello— Hello!” She missed her sister. Her laugh. Her smell. Her strength. She missed breaking rules with her. “Remember when we stole twenty dollars from Dad’s wallet so we could sneak out to the mall together?” The stadium echoed “together.” “We wanted to know how it felt to steal, to get away with something, to spend money that didn’t belong to us.”

  She honed in on the football field below. What if . . . the Vikander girls had been the most popular sisters in high school. Homecoming queens. Completely drenched, she sat down and imagined entering the stadium in her homecoming dress, a long, black, fluid, sleeveless stretch-satin gown with a silver orchid embroidered into the back of the waistline. From a catalog she had recently thumbed through. Her father, incredibly handsome, waited for her at the fifty-yard line with a diamond tiara, and her first love, Tommy, by his side. Tommy, his hair slicked back, had cleaned up well. Both of them were dressed in black tuxes. “I’m frickin’ Charlize Theron!” she shouted. Or Liv Ullmann. She stood up and snapped fingers as she paced back and forth. “Inseparable. The same college.” Snap. Snap. “Married and raising our families in the same town.” Snap. Snap. “Our extended families together every Sunday for dinner. Just like Mom.” Snap. Snap.

  A man entered the stadium. “Are you alright? Miss, you can’t be out here alone,” he shouted up from the field.

  “Fine. Just messing around. I’m leaving.” She whispered, “This is too much.”

  The rain intensified. She glanced at her upside-down umbrella on the field, taking on water, losing the battle to hold its ground against the wind. Sis. Dad. Mom. How could she build a new family if she couldn’t let go? A husband and children. A small group of friends who somehow found each other, who stayed loyal for a lifetime. Would she ever connect enough to let anyone in that way? Would she ever trust enough to call them friend, sister, brother? Would she ever go big and bold, and scream out loud that she was whole, that she’d found her true love, that she was strong enough to be with him?

  So far, no. So far, she kept edging away.

  She jogged down the stadium rows. Lifting her umbrella, she shook off the excess water and closed it. Exiting the stadium, she skipped toward Harvard Square, tapping the tip of her umbrella like she was sending out Morse code, careful to avoid cracks on the sidewalk. As she rounded back onto Brattle Street, she thanked the rain for raising her sister, her father, her mother.

  How much she loved her mother.

  On a swinging love seat suspended from the ceiling of their front porch, Sassa had rocked back and forth with her mother, holding hands, barefoot, her feet occasionally grazing the porch floor. Her mother glowed that spring day in 1994, the sunlight reflecting off her long blonde hair. Sassa sipped a tall glass of her mom’s famous citrusade, made ceremoniously every summer with the perfect amount of sugar to balance the tart. Yum. Her mom wrapped her arm around her, leaned over, and kissed her on the forehead. Yum.

  “The world is waiting for you to make your mark, honey. You can do anything you set your mind to.”

  She curled her toes a few times, admiring her recently applied red toenail polish. She sipped her citrusade. “Why do you want to talk about this now, Mom? I’m not even a teenager.”

  Her mom crossed her legs. She twirled her hair with two fingers as if she was trying to twist the strands into an as-yet-to-be-defined balloon figure. “I want you to know how special you are.”

  A tingling swept up the back of her neck and across her face. “Mom.”

  “You are special. Promise me you won’t take the path of least resistance. Promise me.”

  “What?” she asked.

  “You’re going to get plenty of offers in your life, but many of them won’t contain love. They’ll be too easy for you and more about what someone else wants than what you love.”

  “That’s the path of least resistance?”

  “Yes. Do you understand?”

  “Not really.”

  “Offers will come in all shapes and forms, from lovers, friends, partners, and even from strangers. You’re beautiful, talented, intelligent, and hard working, you know.”

  “Lovers?” She giggled.

  Her mom nodded. “You’ll have many of those.”

  “How do you know?”

  “Do you see the buds on the rhododendron over there?”

  “Yes.”

  “You’re like a bud now. When you bloom in a couple of years, the whole world will notice.”

  Sassa smiled. “Oh.”

  “Just wait.”

  “How can I tell good offers from bad ones, Mom?”

  “It takes time, honey. You’re still young. Listen to your heart each day. What you truly love will guide you through.”

  Sassa lifted her feet, straightened her legs, and drew circles in the air. “Let’s talk about other stuff, Mom.”

  After racing up several flights of stairs, Sassa entered her Cambridge apartment winded. She slipped out of her drenched coat, pants, and shoes, and plopped down on the sofa. Straightening her legs, she painted circles in one direction, then the other, until she caught her breath.

  • • •

  Weeks later, Sassa stepped out into the morning air and dashed toward Inman Square. Stopping in at Darwin’s for a bagel and lox sandwich to go, she scarfed down the sandwich as she meandered toward MIT. Deep in thought about questions that had taken shape during the week, a feeling, faint but constant, pulled her toward the campus. As she passed through Kendall Square, she asked a few of her questions out loud to rehearse. “What makes a good life? How do I serve? How do I not become overwhelmed? How do I love?”

  A handsome man approached during her recital, frowned, then smiled I’m interested as he moved closer.

  She wasn’t. Staring down at the pavement, she sped away. “What do I know? How do I do it all with heart? How do I do it with laughter?” She wanted concrete steps, a blueprint to follow to help build her life. She lacked tools. She lacked role models. Most of her stuff—school, restaurants, guys— had simply happened to her. Had she been lulled to sleep? Had leaving Nick sent her where she needed to go, down the path of most resistance? Her Mom was right.

  As she set foot on campus, she smoothed over her blouse. MIT students must be thinking about similar stuff. They must have better answers, more analytical answers, than she’d come up with so far. If not, Harvard waited down the street.

  She asked a few people about Professor Chomsky’s building, received clear directions, and made her way to his office. Fragments from one of his YouTube lectures reeled in her mind. Wars. Global warming. Not enough water. Not enough food. Power concentrated at the top. No real democracy. Was everyone paralyzed? If he turned out to be even half right, the world was in real trouble. What could any one person do? She knocked on the door. No answer. Squatting on the floor, she bided her time. Sometime later, discouraged, she departed his office and the campus without a single answer. Why bother? There weren’t any.

  On her way home, she stopped at The All-Star Sandwich Bar. All of her questions had made her super hungry. Inside, she surveyed the ten almost-full tables; an eclectic, affordable menu written on a chalkboard; and a number of cute waiters. She slipped into the last free table next to an older woman with beautiful, long gray hair, wearing no make-up, and perfectly dressed in shades of purple. Would Sassa look that good when she was that age?

  The woman was engrossed in a book Sassa didn’t recognize, with the word forgetting as part of the title. Without thinking, Sassa blurted out, “Any answers in that book?” She followed with a smile.

  The woman looked up from her book.

  “Sorry. I’m not as good at small talk as I used to be.”

  The woman nodded, and angled slightly toward Sassa. “Have you ever tried the French fries here? They’re fantastic!”

  “No.”

  “Have you tried the East Coast Grill next door? Excellent.”

  “No.”

  “Same owner. Great chef.”

  “Cool. Expensive?”

  “Not too bad.” The woman appeared to gather her thoughts. “All books have some answers. I guess it depends on the questions.”

  Sassa nodded slowly. She felt a strange affinity toward the woman, like a granddaughter might have with a grandmother. Her grandmother had died when she was very young and Sassa didn’t remember her, but that somehow strengthened the feeling. “Can I ask another question?”

  “Sure.”

  “There’s so much broken in the world these days; how can any of us be anything but overwhelmed? Things seem hopeless.”

  The woman closed her book. About to speak, she cleared the phlegm out of her throat with a sip of iced tea.

  The waiter approached Sassa. “What can I get you?”

  “I’ll have a veggie Cubano sandwich, an Arnold Palmer, and some of your famous fries.” She glanced over at the woman.

  “Very good.” The waiter turned to the woman. “Anything else for you, ma’am?”

  “I’m good, thank you,” the woman said. Loosely folding her hands on the table, she returned to Sassa. Her eyes sparkled shades of blue. “That’s a deep question. What’s your name, love?”

  “Sassa.”

  “Linnéa. With so much broken, there’s a lot of potential.”

  Potential. How could there be potential when she didn’t have a clue where to start? She’d been spinning all day, and didn’t see a way out. Early in their relationship, Nick had taught her how to flip a spin out. When she had some problem at work, with a friend, with him, and was stuck and spinning in a negative place, he would say, Sassa, you thought so-and-so would never do that to you, but they did. That means anything is possible. What a gift they gave you! Flip it and find the positive. Anger flipped to compassion. Hurt to understanding. Fear to bliss. Grasping to letting go. It had worked every time. But this one was the whole world. How do you flip the whole world? “You think?”

  Linnéa reached over and gently squeezed Sassa’s forearm. “The world is more divided now than at any time in my adult life, and I’ve been around for almost seventy years. Something’s gotta change.”

  “You look great.”

  “Thank you. I looked something like you when I was young, but that was a long time ago. Are you Scandinavian?”

  “Vikander.”

  “Ahh, Andersen. Anyway, if we all work together, we might find a way forward.”

  “It’s hard to find ‘we.’”

  “Always hard out on the edge.”

  “The path of most resistance.”

  Linnéa nodded. “That’s a good name.”

  “My mom.”

  “Wise woman. You’re very lucky.”

  Sassa nodded. She pulled a napkin out of the dispenser and placed it across her lap, spending a few seconds adjusting it so it was just right. She sipped her Arnold Palmer, which for some reason reminded her of her mom’s citrusade. Luck? She could use more. Then again, maybe her mom had already given her the only tool she would ever need, the path of most resistance. If she followed it, did she need luck?

  “It may take a few generations, and I can see how you might be overwhelmed, but for me, doing my small part is enough. You have to be okay with the long view, though.”

  “What’s the long view?”

  “It means big change takes a lot of time and people, that’s all. It might take one hundred years and millions of committed souls to bring about what we’re talking about.”

  Sassa sighed. “I’m not so patient.”

  “Most people aren’t.”

  “Isn’t there a simpler way?”

  “I don’t think so.”

  Could that be the answer? One small step at a time, with an unwavering belief that things would change in the long run. It was too simple. Who made up the rule that life should be hard anyway? That there was a cost to bliss? “One more question: how do you know what helps the most?”

  “That’s the thing. There are so many places to help that almost anything works as long as what you do has heart.”

  “Really?”

  “You could be the first female president or own a local restaurant like this. It doesn’t matter as long as you’re living your life in a way that advances toward a better place, toward the long view.”

  The waiter delivered Sassa’s lunch. She sampled the fries. “Amazing! Want some?”

  “One or two.” Linnéa reached across and grabbed a couple. Then she did it again.

  “Can you see the long view?”

  “I don’t know. It has something to do with more compassion, more love, more truth.”

  Sassa’s throat grew thick. “You remind me of someone.”

  “In a good way, I hope.”

  “Yes.”

  She ate while she continued talking with Linnéa on lighter topics. The benefits of elegant clothing. Good, cheap restaurants in the area. Free lectures all around the Square. After lunch, they exchanged contact information. Sassa left the restaurant exhausted, and slowly walked the remaining mile home. She entered her apartment full.

  An hour later she stepped out again, retracing an old path from one of her first walks. She ambled down Brattle and looped onto Garden Street toward Harvard Yard. Passing the Old Burying Ground, the oldest cemetery in Cambridge, she surveyed the uniform 300-hundred-year-old scalloped slate tombstones, which marked Harvard presidents and Cambridge paupers equally. Arms raised signaling a driver to halt, she raced across Garden Street, blowing the driver a kiss midway.

  Once inside Cambridge Common, she passed by a monument of a man, arm outstretched, hand open, reaching out to a girl sitting on a stoop. The inscription on the granite: “Never again should a people starve in a world of plenty.” She nodded. She walked down the row of maples toward the playground. Leaning on the playground gate, she watched boys and girls in vibrant summer colors play inside. She opened the gate, entered the playground, and climbed up on the large wooden dragon, where she could see everything. On a swing set in the corner, a boy pushed a girl higher and higher until the girl jumped off at the peak, flew for a second, then stuck the landing in the sand.

 

  
  CHAPTER 7

  The dream visited Nick often. He stood in a room alone. The room was empty, except for a small unshaded lamp on the floor and an unusual red door with the letter M tiled on it. He didn’t recognize the room, but somehow knew that it had been part of his life for a long time.

  After a few minutes, Sassa entered, naked. Pressing one foot against the wall, she leaned back. “I love you. I know the truth about you.”

  He smiled.

  “I know you better than anyone.” She pushed off the wall and glided closer. “I now know what it means to surrender completely to another person, and after years of not being able to connect with anyone, I’m ready to give myself to you with no masks.”

  He reached out to take her hand.

  No longer naked, wearing a stained DiPosto chef’s jacket, Sassa grasped his hand.

  A current ran up his arm. A sign. A warning. He tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let go. What was happening?

  “I’ve met someone else,” she said.

  “You what?”

  “I’ve met someone else.”

  The room morphed into a giant snowdrift and went arctic. He started to shake uncontrollably. He never thought he would hear those words from her. Never. The red door opened. “Do you love him?”

  “Yes. I need to let the affair play out. I need to leave our room and see where things go. Don’t worry, yours is still the biggest I’ve ever seen.”

  “Fuck you.” He snapped away from her, dashed to the red door, and stepped inside. The floor gave way and he plummeted down a dark shaft for a long time. As he fell, the sickness in his stomach grew. Who was he? How could she? Palms outstretched, he braced for impact. Whomp! Hundreds of steel marbles spewed out of his shattered arms, and he screamed, “Fuck her.”

  Time cut forward. The pain subsided, replaced by a cramped feeling. Stuffed in a high school classroom seat, he struggled to acclimate. Ms. Davis, his tenth-grade science teacher, dawned at the front of the room as pretty as Nick remembered her, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing thick black sixties glasses, and a tight, short black dress.

  “You failed, Nick.”

  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” His voice was barely audible.

  “You weren’t who I thought you were. You didn’t fight for me. You were an imposter.”

  “I was a teenager.”

  “That’s no excuse.”

  “I’m sorry. What should I have done?”

  “You should’ve taken what was yours. Instead, you crumbled at the first sign of trouble.”

  “You didn’t teach me.”

  “I did, but you didn’t listen. You thought you knew better and that all you required were words. Words, words, words . . .”

  “Teach me now, Ms. Davis. Please.”

  Ms. Davis went to the blackboard and chalked it with a beautiful multicolored abstract image. “Paint a picture with the astrology cards I gave you. Feel them. Move in them.”

  “I lost them.”

  “Find them. Build a car with them and go north.”

  A man came into the classroom. He looked at Nick with a strange expression on his face, both disapproving and perplexed. He swaggered up to Ms. Davis and passionately kissed her. While eying Nick, he inserted his hand between her legs and pushed upwards in one fluid act designed to display his superior technique. Ms. Davis responded with a barely perceptible moan, the kind that Sassa made on those nights when Nick really got to her.

  “Who’s the guy?” the stranger asked in an English accent.

  Nick hated him even more.

  “Ignore him. He’s nobody. He had some fancy words once, but couldn’t back it up with anything real.”

  “Should I take him out?”

  “No. Let him suffer. He’ll fade away in the room.”

  Nick shut his eyes, and shrank into himself. When he opened them, Ms. Davis and the man evanesced and were replaced by a man he recognized as famous. Older, forty at least, with red hair and a reddish-gray beard . . . he couldn’t place him.

  “Nick, when exactly were you born?” the man asked in a prescient voice.

  “I don’t know. 7:26 p.m., I think.”

  “I can help you.”

  But he wasn’t sure anyone could help him.

  • • •

  Without Sassa, Nick lost hope. For weeks he stayed in bed all day, drifting in and out of consciousness, unable to settle. When asleep, elaborate dreams of betrayal haunted him. When awake, he scribbled fragments in his journal trying to work through the sadness. It had to go somewhere.

  Monday: I know that I will learn from this in time, but for now, I let the tears stream me to sleep. As I dream, messengers of hope start their journey toward my home.

  Thursday: Immutable pressure in my back and neck. It feels like there is some mysterious creature under my skin, drenched, nourished by my blood, quickening to find a way out through the labyrinth.

  Friday: Perched on a ledge above translucent unfeeling, I wish I could take the plunge for a few minutes to release this burden. At this moment I understand the pull of alcohol, Vicodin—a replacement lover.

  Sunday: Once caressed, these shadow thoughts subside. They are replaced by a calm, deep grasp that I must continue to push through the pain. And so I continue struggling, groping to understand. Grieving a loss I’ve only felt this deeply once before.

  Tuesday: I know this. If I must be singularly defined in this lifetime, then I choose to be a survivor. But before I come through, I want to know one thing. Years from now, will you even remember the figs?

  For three months, nothing made him feel better. He devoured food he hadn’t eaten in years: gyros, Reuben sandwiches, sausage and pepperoni pizza, cheeseburgers, French fries, milk shakes. Craving the dark, he returned to the movie theaters, though this time he replaced Bergman with romantic comedies. On rare productive days, he threw himself into twenty-hour days at the studio. He visited his mother every week, hoping home cooking would steady him.

  One morning, while waiting in a dentist’s chair for a filling, he read a fascinating story about the healing power of Sedona’s vortexes, which linked vortexes, Shamanism, and quantum physics. Shamans helped seekers realize their intentions by leveraging energy vibrations in sacred places such as vortexes. Inside a vortex, altering reality was workable through prayer and intention rituals. For the ritual to work, the seeker had to accept the fundamental tenet of quantum physics: there was no “us versus them” in the universe. He had to suspend belief in edges and boundaries normally used to separate life.

  It sounded perfect. In a vortex, Nick would snap out of his funk. In a vortex, a Shaman would help him win Sassa back. In a vortex, he would keep his heart open until she came to her senses. He hired one and booked the trip.

  • • •

  Nick boarded the plane for Phoenix, and sank into his seat. Headphones? Check. Tablet? Check. Airline-provided pillow at the base of his seat for lumbar support? Check. The same routine every time. Settled, comfortable, and walled off by his noise-canceling headphones, he drifted off on rekindling his relationship with Sassa. What was she doing? Did she ever think about him? When was she coming home?

  After a few minutes, someone hovered. He glanced up. A woman, standing in the aisle beside him, smiled and signaled that she was in the window seat next to him. Outfitted in a smart black business suit, she stood not an inch over five feet, even in her pumps. With short gray hair, clunky black glasses, and little make-up, Nick guessed her age at somewhere between fifty and sixty years. Stumbling out of the row to let her pass, he bowed his head. She wouldn’t bother him much.

  Two hours into an uneventful flight he removed his headphones, waved to a passing flight attendant, and asked her to bring him a glass of water with lots of ice. Years earlier, during long hours in the studio, he’d picked up his ice-chewing habit.

  “Hi there, my name is Jackie.”

  “Nice to meet you. I’m Nick.”

  “Where are you headed?”

  “Sedona. How about you?”

  “Phoenix, for a conference. I’ve been to Sedona a few times. Do you know about the vortexes?”

  “A little. Have you been?”

  “Yes, a long time ago. They’re amazing. There are four of them: Cathedral Rock, Bell Rock, Boynton Canyon, and Airport Mesa. If you can, visit each one, and make sure that someone knowledgeable goes with you.”

  “Cool. I will.”

  The attendant returned with his water. Instead of chewing ice, he slowly sipped the water. First the vortex article, now the woman. What were the chances? He had to be on the right track. Pushing his lower back into the pillow to straighten up, he shifted his body toward the woman. “Can you tell me more of your vortex story?”

  “Sure. Let’s see . . . I’d just been through a divorce. I’d spent years committed to a dead relationship and had lost sight of myself. I had no idea what I was going to do.”

  “I can relate.”

  “On Cathedral Rock, I had this vision, almost like I was watching a movie of my life so far, but detached, with emotional distance. As I watched, I realized I didn’t like who I’d become, so I promised myself that I would never enter another relationship where my partner didn’t see me. I also decided to become a therapist and work with women who were, in one way or another, oppressed by men.”

  “What a change.”

  “It was. I’d been in chaos stew for years, and it had paralyzed me. The vortex cleared the chaos so that I could act.”

  “Cool image, ‘chaos stew.’”

  She nodded. “Once I left Sedona, I went back to school and eventually started my own practice in New York. Hard to believe, but I’ve been practicing for over twenty years. Most of the women I work with are from the corporate world. They feel stuck.”

  “In chaos stew?”

  “Either that or like impostors. In either case, they feel oppressed by male-created and male-dominated cultures.”

  “I sometimes dream that I’m an impostor,” he said.

  “That’s interesting.”

  Why did he feel that way? Somehow different from other guys. On the edge. Lost. Or on the forefront. Leading. Like all that mattered was love. Or fear. A sharp pain surfaced in his upper back right at the base of his neck. He tilted his head one way, then the other to work it out. “Do you still love your work?”

  “Yes.”

  “That’s good to hear.”

  “How about you?” Jackie asked.

  “I’m a musician and songwriter. I have a small company. We do online recording, mostly for songwriters who need help bringing their songs to life.” Nick detailed for Jackie how the Internet recording process worked. He loved talking about the technical aspects of his business. Any aspect, really. After a whirlwind tour of studiomusicians-dot-com, he stilled. A thought formed— he’d never had a significant conversation on a plane with a stranger before.

  “I noticed you were reading lyrics on your tablet earlier. One of your songs?”

  “One of my poems. I dabble.”

  “Do you have any favorite poets?”

  “I like Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, Kay Ryan, Marge Piercy, Mary Oliver.”

  “That’s a lot of women, which is appealing to me, of course.”

  He gathered himself. Why was he doing the pitch that, before Sassa, he’d reserved for attractive younger women? What had Jackie looked like at twenty? Was it possible for attraction to be non-physical? “I tend to like people who communicate directly and honestly. Female poets seem to do that well. I’m not sure why.”

  “Probably something to do with falling apart. That happens a lot with women, and when they go through the pain, as poets often do, it makes them stronger and more honest.”

  He nodded. It happens with some men, too. No wonder he was so drawn to her.

  “Do you mind if I read some of your poetry?”

  His face warmed. He shifted slightly away. He’d never shown his poetry to anyone except Sassa, but that had turned out well. And he did feel a connection with Jackie, so maybe it would be okay. “I only consider a few of them done.”

  “You don’t have to if you’re uncomfortable in any way. I’m just curious given your interest in female poets.”

  He changed the subject back to the purpose of Jackie’s conference: The exact location. How long would she be away from her practice? Was conference food any good? His body temperature dropped. Then, while she was in mid-sentence describing one of the conference talks on self-love, he blurted out, “Oh, what the heck.” He opened a document on his tablet and handed the tablet to Jackie. As she read, he tried not to watch her, first thumbing through the airline magazine and eventually watching a man in the row in front of them tap his foot to an unknown song. Why was he so scared of what she thought? He would probably never see her again.

  Jackie said nothing for what seemed like a long time. She pored over each poem more than once and appeared to mouth answers to her own questions. Finally, she handed Nick his tablet. Turning her body toward him, she crossed one leg under her and placed her hand on his forearm. “Nick, your poems are beautiful. Like all of the poets you admire, you manage to convey a rich set of emotions in your work. I honestly believe a wider audience would benefit from reading them.” She detailed a few poems that particularly resonated with her.

  “Thank you.”

  “One more thing.”

  “Sure.”

  “Can you tell me more about ‘Dancing Ground?’ But before you do, I’ll be right back.” She popped up, crossed over him, and then balanced down the aisle, eventually disappearing into the lavatory.

  What should he share about “Dancing Ground”? He’d written it when he was twenty-three, after attending a workshop in Colorado with a group of older men. He had great father-hunger at that time, and had searched widely for ways to satisfy his appetite. The workshop focused on Native American wisdom, and he fully participated in every ritual with one exception.

  The group had gathered around a large bonfire one night, each participant with a drum. They drummed together, following the lead of one of the elders. Nick jumped right in, comfortable given his musical background, and let go as he pounded his drum in rhythm with the group. After drumming for some time, an elder rose to his feet and started dancing. Soon, another man joined in, and another, until all of the men stood dancing to Nick’s drumming. He had to keep going. Otherwise, the entire spontaneous ritual might fall apart.

  After a long time, the dancers, spent, stopped one by one, and Nick’s drumming came to an end. It was a warm July night, and everyone was dripping with sweat. Some men laughed. Some hugged each other. Some shed tears. Nick watched. A short time later, he made an excuse about being exhausted and retreated to his room. With a heaviness in his body, he reached for his journal and wrote “Dancing Ground” in one pass.

  Today I go to the dancing ground,

  to stomp and pound on the dirt around you

  Wait for your soul to rise slowly,

  through uncovered feet,

  no longer frost bitten by death,

  through legs destined to run

  through my uncentered groin

  into my heart and eyes.

  I begin to dance

  At first the movements are slow, awkward

  I feel like I’m learning to walk again,

  in rehab after a car accident.

  It’s slow going

  I think I may give up

  Then a swell of anger, tears

  I hear myself say,

  “I’m going to get through this”

  And for a short time

  I’m certain about something.

  Strength radiates from the ground

  The dance becomes fluid

  Blood rushes. Sweat pours down.

  A wild glow surrounds me.

  I soar and remember

  I dance soft rhythms of touch

  a hug before you go to work

  a pat on the back after baseball

  a backrub after working in the yard

  even wrestling now seems tender

  I dance sacred rhythms of forgiveness

  I did not kill or replace you

  I am going to stop clutching trust

  move with it

  through it

  in it

  toward the world

  I dance rhythms of connection

  After years watching everything

  closed circuit, out of sight

  I feel part of the trees and dirt and sky and people

  just as I now feel that you are part of me

  I look down

  The ground glistens as

  I dance

  When Jackie returned to their row, Nick kicked a few ice cubes he’d accidently spilled on the floor out of the way before she passed. The short break was exactly what he had needed. It was as if she knew when she left that he had to replay the entire memory, that he had to reread the poem before he could talk with her. It was as if he she knew there was power in space. He was even more impressed. After she had buckled back in, he asked, “Is there something in particular you want to know about ‘Dancing Ground’?”

  “Like many of your poems, I think the images are lovely.”

  “But?”

  She smiled. “Did you ever hear the story about how people respond to the word but versus the word and?”

  “No.”

  “Okay. Here goes. If I told you that you’re a handsome guy, but you need to shave more, how would you play that back to me?”

  “I’d think that you believed I was unkempt and needed a shave. I’d ignore the part about being a handsome guy.”

  “Exactly. Now, how would you respond if I told you that you were a handsome guy and you needed to shave more?”

  “I would hear the ‘handsome guy’ bit, and note that I still required a shave.”

  “Right. By simply substituting and for but in a sentence, the correlation between what’s heard and what’s intended increases dramatically, especially in Western cultures.”

  “Why Western cultures?”

  “We like to beat ourselves up.”

  “I thought that was universal,” Nick said.

  “And there in a nutshell is the problem with America. So, back to my original comment. I think your poetry is beautiful and I wonder if you actually danced?”

  Flashing on his aborted attempt to dance with Sassa at his high school, he started to fidget and his face warmed. In no time, a drop of sweat tickled his forehead, causing him to turn away from Jackie to scratch it. Head still turned away, he softly said, “I’ve never danced, at least not well. I don’t know how.”

  “Ah . . . You’re an observer, Nick.”

  What else did Jackie know? In a matter of a short hour or two, he had opened up to her, aimed to impress her, shared his story, and allowed her to dive into his poetry. In one insightful question that summed up years of emotional work, she suggested a way to balance the constant chatter in his head with a physical counter-weight. He needed to dance. Not immediately. There was time. He needed a plan. Lessons. Video tutorials. Best to ease in. And first he needed to tell her.

  A weight lifted, and he literally couldn’t stop talking about Sassa. He told Jackie more about his relationship than he’d previously shared with anyone else. His recurrent dream. His last conversation. “Hold You.” Home. His true love. As he shared his story, she occasionally asked a clarifying question, but otherwise remained silent.

  When he finished, she asked, “Did you believe Sassa when she explained why she needed to leave?”

  “Yes. Do you?”

  “I don’t know. She’s either one of the wisest women I’ve ever heard about or she’s scared and a fantastic liar.”

  “Do you ever take male clients?”

  “No, and if you are interested, I’ll make an exception.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 8

  Sassa strolled into Life Alive, an urban oasis and organic vegetarian café on Massachusetts Avenue. She loved the vibe of the place. Each of the tables and chairs were one of a kind, hand painted with bright colors and pictures reminiscent of the sixties. A wisdom chalkboard relayed the quote for the day. “Whether you and I and a few others will renew the world someday remains to be seen. But within ourselves we must renew it each day. —Herman Hesse” Wheat grass shots infused the air with sweetness. All of the menu ingredients came from local, organic farms, and all the meals were prepared from scratch. She ordered her favorites from the menu, a swami bowl and a superhero alive juice. She found a table, settled down, and opened her laptop.

  After devouring the top ten “Most E-Mailed” entries from the Times, she glanced up and noticed an older man occupying the table next to her. He appeared to be in his mid-forties and had dark brown hair peppered with gray. Dressed in a solid black suit that looked hand tailored, a white oxford button-down shirt, and a yellow silk tie, he sported wire-rimmed glasses. Banker? Doctor? Her arms tingled. Crossing her legs, she placed her hand over her mouth to bar her grin. Dopamine rushed through her like Vicodin. Guilt inched in and waited.

  “Life Alive is a wonderful restaurant. I’ve often flirted with the idea that the owner should franchise the place,” the man said after noticing Sassa glance in his direction.

  “Too bad there’s no money in organic food.”

  “Not yet.”

  “I’ve been in Cambridge for a few months and I’ve already eaten here many times. I always order the same thing, too: a swami bowl and a superhero alive.”

  “I like the green goddess, as you can see.” He lifted the clear canning jar that contained his vegetable juice and tilted it her way. “Where did you live before you came to Cambridge?”

  “New York City.”

  “Next to Boston, my favorite city in the world.”

  “My favorite.” She pictured Nick on their sofa playing his guitar, writing a new song for her, with lyrics about truth, about home, about some unobtainable ideal.

  “ . . . New York Times fan?” The handsome man’s collected voice brought her back.

  “Yes.” Her phone rang. Nick. She turned away from the man, pushed decline, and pretended to answer. Cupping her hand over her mouth, she spoke a few words, then ended the fake call. While slipping her phone and her laptop into her backpack, she said, “I’m sorry. I’ve got to run. I’ve been called back to work. Maybe I’ll see you around sometime. My name is Sassa. It was nice to meet you.”

  “I’m Brayden Long. See you.”

  • • •

  Sassa breezed into Life Alive for the seventh time in as many days. She ordered her usual meal, occupied her regular table, and opened to the first page of her Walker Percy novel. Life Alive bustled until a loud noise startled and hushed the occupants. She glanced up in the direction of the noise.

  Brayden, hovering around ten feet away from her table, smiled. “Someone dropped a plate.”

  “Oh.”

  “Do you mind if I join you? We could continue our conversation from the other day.”

  “Sure.”

  “Give me a second.” He went over to the counter to fill his coffee.

  She slipped her thumbs into her jean pockets, leaned back in her chair, and watched him fill his cup. She needed a lift. Her three-month stretch in Cambridge was the longest she’d been without a lover since college, and while she’d cherished the alone time, she missed conversation, touch, and sex. As he walked toward her, his smile, confident, experienced, pulled on her. Was she ready? He must be looking for a fling with a younger woman, something light filled with lots of laughter, lots of sex. She closed her book.

  He sat down across from her and extended his legs out just to the left of her. His alligator shoes were the supple, expensive kind. Folding his hands across his lap, he asked, “So, where did we leave off? I think I was about to ask you what brought you to Cambridge?”

  “I’ve always loved it here.”

  “There’s much to do. Did you come by yourself?”

  She placed her hand on her book, and stroked the title with her index finger. In a way, yes. In a way, no. “I ended a relationship and wanted to start fresh.”

  “Ah. What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

  She shaped a few strands of hair into a bow, which quickly lost shape. Did she really want to go there? Couldn’t he skip the history part? Why was history even important if all he was looking for was a fling? “Well, you know, we spent a pretty good year together. In the end, I wasn’t sure we were workable. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure any relationship is workable in the long run.”

  “You’re not alone.”

  “Sometimes I wonder.”

  “Long-lasting love is probably all luck.”

  “That’s not a common view. Why do you think staying together is so hard?”

  “Each of us has a story in our heads of how we want to live our lives. It’s rare when two stories remain in sync for a lifetime.”

  “But don’t a lot of people have a soul mate, or whatever you want to call true love, included in their story?”

  “Yes, but underneath that part of the story it’s often about ‘I’. I love this movie. I love this food. I think you’re beautiful. I need you to be honest with me. I, I, I. It’s almost never about deeply understanding what your partner feels or believes. Few people distinguish their apparent soul mates from themselves.”

  “That’s sad. So you might be lukewarm on a movie, for example, but if you took the time to understand why I love the film, and could hold onto both of those feelings at the same time, then you truly would be in the relationship.”

  “Almost there. Now, if you extend what happened with your movie example to all aspects of how you interact with a partner, you would eventually see them completely. Then the world is about more than ‘I’, and world peace soon follows.”

  She laughed. “Has that ever happened to you before?”

  “Hell no.”

  She could feel herself being pulled in. A good-looking, well-dressed, intelligent man sat next to her who, after only a few minutes of talk, appeared to share her current worldview on relationships. Although she had the feeling that he’d had this conversation many times before, she didn’t mind. It was only a fling. And he was interesting. And she’d never been with an older man before. “I’ve got my bike with me, but I was wondering if you’d like to walk me home?”

  They left Life Alive and strolled toward her apartment. The Harvard Square sidewalks and cafés brimmed over with students and street musicians. There was something about the place that put her at ease, as if she’d been there here whole life, as if the collective intelligence of the place had wrapped her in a wisdom blanket.

  “By the way, what do you do for a living?” he asked.

  “I’m a chef. I work at Sirellina’s downtown.”

  “I’ve been there a few times. Great place.”

  “What do you do?”

  “I’m a math professor at Tufts. Math is abstract enough that I can lose myself in it.”

  “I like the feeling of losing myself. Sometimes I think that’s the main ingredient to a full life.” She vaulted on her bike and tried to wobble along next to him. Smiling until she lost her balance, she steadied herself with one foot on the ground, dismounted, and resumed walking. “Family?”

  “I was married once. Divorced ten years ago. I have a daughter, Chloe. Fifteen.”

  “That’s a fun age.”

  “Sometimes. By the way, Good Will Hunting is my favorite movie. I like the Skylar character.”

  “That’s Minnie Driver, right?”

  “She approximates the ideal woman.”

  “Why’s that?”

  “Just by being herself, she pulls Will forward and he changes. There’s no greater gift one person can give another.”

  “She walks in truth, I guess.”

  “Well put.”

  They turned onto Brattle Street and stopped next to a large tree with new green leaves, right in front of her house. Red and pink azalea bushes in full bloom bordered the porch, and variegated hostas lined both sides of the walkway.

  “Want to go out to dinner sometime?” he asked.

  “Sure. Give me your phone.” She dialed her number, then handed it back to him.

  “Thanks. Today was fun. See you around.”

  “For me, too. See you.” One hand steadying her bike, she watched Brayden walk away with a slow, steady gait. He had good posture. And nice hair from the back. She’d never dated a man before who wore cuffed pants. As she stepped her bike up to her apartment she judged him perfect, except his taste in leading actresses.

  • • •

  That summer, Sassa and Brayden spent all of their free time together. Something light permeated the relationship. She couldn’t put her finger on it exactly. He took care of her in a way no one else had. He encouraged her, believed in her, even more than she believed in herself. In his eyes, she’d already become who she was meant to be. In his eyes, the diamond was no longer in the rough. On top of encouragement, he knew a ton of stuff. He was so knowledgeable in the arts and sciences that it was almost as if she was cramming a full masters program into one summer. Except that it was effortless. The Museum of Fine Arts. The Museum of Science. He walked her through paintings and sculptures and inventions in glorious detail. And he loved music. Not the same as Nick. Softer somehow. They attended the Newport Folk Festival, the ballet, the symphony, the local folk clubs. And he was a foodie. After dining at almost every good restaurant in greater Boston, sometimes for four-hour meals, there was no doubt about it. Nick, still in her thoughts, gradually dropped back and gave her space. It was as if somehow he knew that she was exactly where she needed to be.

  One morning in late September, Brayden and Sassa ambled toward the East Coast Grill for Sunday brunch. Sassa wore cut-off shorts and a halter top. She snatched up the sunlight as she walked arm-in-arm with him down Cambridge Street. A few blocks from the restaurant they stopped at a side street to let traffic pass. A car pulled out too fast and grazed a biker, causing him to lose control and crash to the ground.

  Sassa rushed over to help. “Are you okay?”

  “I’m fine. A few scratches,” the man replied.

  “Crazy drivers in this city.” She reached out and helped him to his feet. Covering his hands with hers, she shook her head.

  “Thank you.” The man brushed the gravel off his clothing. He smiled. “It’s nice to know there are people like you in the world.”

  She glanced at the asphalt and smiled. “Take care.”

  For a time, she strolled with Brayden in silence, replaying in her mind what had just happened. A life could change in a moment for better or worse. Had she finally accepted that? “Do you want to hear about my accident?”

  “Of course.”

  “It was such a long time ago.”

  In the morning, after dancing around the car the night before, Sassa and her family eased into her dad’s car and motored away toward Mackinac Island. Still tired, Sassa dozed off for the first hour of the trip in her normal spot, the left back seat of their Oldsmobile, right behind her father. Her little sister slouched next to her and stole a quick nap.

  Sassa dreamed she was the lead in a Broadway musical about the life and times of Phil Schmidt. She danced her part in red roller skates laced all the way up to her knees. She fell often during the theme song, “All I Wanna Do,” but always jumped back to her feet and continued with her routine. When the play finished, she rolled to the front of the stage, reached out for Phil’s hands, and took a bow into the dark.

  A screeching sound woke her. Smoke in front of their car blinded her view. “Get down,” her father shouted. Her mother and sister screamed. Sassa balled up. A crushing sound. A sharp burning pain clenched her back.

  She stretched. Beep. Beep. Beep. Lifting her arm toward her face, she wiped off the sleep. Something inserted into her arm pulled pain until she lowered her arm. A hospital room. Lysol and ammonia, like when she cleaned at home. She hated the smell. Her legs, both in casts. She wiggled her toes. Her left arm also in a cast. She curled her fingers until they touched her plaster palm. A dull, constant pain in her back. Shifting back and forth, she tried to make it go away. A nurse came in and adjusted something. Sassa tried to speak. Had to be a dream. Wake up.

  When she opened her eyes, Uncle Joe and Auntie Lucy hovered over the bed. Lucy’s skin was unusually splotchy, like someone had used a pin to tattoo small circles on her cheeks. Her uncle’s arms crossed his chest and he massaged a famous scar on his bicep from a bullet he took in Vietnam. Rain rivered down the small window, distorting the view of the hospital parking garage.

  “Mom? Dad? Joanie?”

  Lucy started to cry. She reached over and took Joe’s arm.

  “They’re gone, honey.” Joe gently placed his hand over Sassa’s, just above where the needle was inserted.

  An enormous unseen weight pinned Sassa to the bed. Swallowing dryness, she closed her eyes, but a burning heat behind her eyelids pushed them open again. The last seconds in the car. The smoke. The screams. The blistering pain in her back. She dug the nail of her thumb into her index finger. Stiffening her body, she matched the casts on her arm and legs. “What happened?”

  Uncle Joe sat down on the edge of the bed and put his arm on Sassa’s shoulder. Aunt Lucy stood behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. A chain formed. “Your dad couldn’t navigate out of the way of the truck in front of him. The truck driver fell asleep. When he woke, he yanked his emergency brake to avoid crushing a car in front of him. The back of the truck broke when your car smashed into it.”

  “We slid under the truck? That’s when they died?” Sassa asked.

  “Yes.”

  She pieced together what she’d just heard with what she remembered of the crash. Dreaming. A loud noise. “Get down!” Pain. As soon as she reached the compartment crushing in on them, like one of those movies in which two walls pushed in on the heroes, she had to stop. There were no heroes left.

  “Were they in pain?”

  “It all happened very fast, thank God,” Joe said.

  “I don’t want to . . . My dad told me to get down.”

  “He saved you.”

  “I wish he hadn’t.”

  In front of the East Coast Grill, Brayden wrapped his arms around Sassa and pulled her close. “Thank you for telling me about the accident.”

  “I’m glad I told you.” She loved when he hugged her from behind. In position to escape or lean into him, for the first time, the accident had no weight. The heaviness she’d experienced for years anytime she talked about it had lifted. What had happened? Leaning back, she said, “Let’s skip brunch, go back to your apartment, and spend the rest of the day in bed.” A wide grin spread across her face.

  • • •

  “Let me lead.” Sassa pulled Brayden toward the bed, unbuttoning and removing his oxford shirt along the way. “Lie down.” She pulled off his shoes, his socks, his pants, and his boxers. Without touching him, she bear-crawled up the bed directly over him, until her lips brushed his ear. She whispered, “I’m leaving now.”

  He laughed. “Not a chance.” He reached up and pulled on the knot of her halter top.

  “Hey, I’m leading. Put that back.”

  He laughed again and re-tied the knot. “There you go.”

  She rolled off the bed and, with a bounce in her step, walked over to the window. “Better air flow. By the way, I’ll start over each time you try to lead.”

  “Oh.”

  Slowly, she removed her halter top, her shorts, her panties, and pirouetted her way back to him. On top of him, she led through the first waves, guided by an unknown rhythm from deep within her, where trust was even more important than love. Why did she feel so strong, so in her skin? Turning over, she let him lead until they balanced out, equal in strength, equal in surrender, just equal. Afterwards, she nestled up against him. He’d done her a world of good; she’d done herself a world of good, too. She stroked his chest, intimate with gray hair for the first time.

  “Can you do me a favor?” she asked.

  “Sure.”

  “I’ve never had a back massage.”

  “Never?”

  “Always said no in the past.”

  “Roll over on your stomach.”

  “It’s okay to do my whole back.”

  After the massage, Sassa dozed off and fell into a deep sleep. She dreamed she was back in Indiana at a summer picnic on the lake with her extended family. Water skiing, she’d just completed a perfect jump off the ski ramp. Her dad, watching from the dock, sprung out of his lawn chair and lifted a piece of cardboard with the number “10” magic-markered on it. She woke convinced the picnic had actually happened, and draped her arm over Brayden.

  Staring out his bedroom window, Brayden appeared to be deep in thought. “Would you like to meet my daughter?”

  • • •

  A couple of weeks later, Sassa’s stomach rumbled, chock-full of marbles jockeying for position, as the car pulled up to Chloe’s house early Saturday morning. Part of her wanted to meet Brayden’s daughter, but part of her didn’t. Why did he have to have a daughter? Why couldn’t she continue with him without any outside interruptions? Why couldn’t she have him all to herself?

  On the way over, Brayden had filled in the details. Chloe lived with her mother, Juliet, in Somerville, in the same house Brayden and Juliet had purchased when they’d first married. They’d lived together seven years and had Chloe in year two. The marriage ended explosively one weekend after Juliet confronted him with two months of evidence she’d collected about a blonde coed. He’d denied the relationship at first, but later admitted to the infidelity, along with many others, in an hour-long acrimonious rage. During the blow-up, he’d accused Juliet of causing the affairs, along with every other one of their long list of marital problems. After the divorce, he vowed to never marry again.

  Over the years, Chloe had come to forgive her father for his choices and felt grateful that he was consistently involved in her life. He shared custody with Juliet, and their proximity allowed flexibility. On a common week, he might spend time with Chloe two or three times for a quick dinner, a mall visit, or a trip to the cinema. In addition, he dedicated time to her every other weekend. In divorce, he’d become a good father.

  When he’d first asked Chloe if she wanted to meet Sassa, Chloe had responded instantaneously with two questions: “How old is she and does she have blonde hair?”

  Chloe scuffed out to the car, her mom watching from behind the screen door.

  “It’s so early, Dad.”

  “You can sleep in the back seat.”

  Chloe slipped into the car. She bubbled a piece of gum until it broke.

  “I’m Sassa. Nice to meet you.” Sassa reached back and shook Chloe’s hand.

  They departed Cambridge for Mt. Wachusett. A cracked window diluted the smell of bubblegum. Sassa day-dreamed out the window, twirling her hair with one finger. The ride, the countryside, and the silence calmed her, helped her push her initial Chloe stuff below the surface; helped her remember what she’d been like as a teenager.

  On the first day back to school after her family’s death, Sassa had stepped into the classroom, head down, and sensed the whisper-whisper increase. She’d scissored off her hair close to the scalp the day before, and was dressed in layers of black men’s clothing to hide her body. In the back of the room, two girls and a guy huddled and whispered.

  Glaring right at them, she strode to the back of the room. “What are you saying about me?”

  “Nothing,” the uglier of the two girls said. “Do you think you’re God or something and we, you know, have nothing better to do than talk about you?”

  “Just look me in the eyes and say it. What are you afraid of?”

  “Not you, that’s for sure.”

  By that point, all of the kids in the room had hushed and turned toward the four of them. Sassa hated them all. She wanted to be left alone. Or better yet, to strike out and punch them. The teacher directed her to her desk.

  After a short stomp to the front of the room, she slid into her seat. She bit her lip and salty blood flowed across her tongue. Anger tasted good. Underneath her desk, she pushed her open pen through her jeans, into her thigh, until she started to bleed.

  She had stuff in common with Chloe.

  “Lolo, we’re here. Start waking up,” Brayden announced softly.

  “Dad, don’t call me that.”

  “Sorry.”

  Chloe stretched and yawned. “Do we have to go all the way to the top?”

  “Let’s give it a try and see how it goes.”

  After a quick consultation with one of the park rangers, the three of them reached the Harrington trailhead and began their two-hour hike to the summit. Chloe positioned herself between her dad and Sassa. They were the only ones on the trail. The smell of pine needles infused the crisp morning air. Temporally, the sun drew on the ground with maple and oak brushes.

  “Do you know I call my dad Hank?” Chloe asked.

  “Why?”

  “Hank seems like a better name for a womanizer. My dad says you’re twenty-nine.”

  “I am.”

  “A little older than the girls he normally dates, though you’re still a blonde.”

  “I’m glad you see me as different.”

  “Too early to tell.”

  “That’s fair. Maybe we can come back to your view after a couple of months and see what you think then?”

  About fifty yards in front of them, a doe and her fawn crossed the trail, paused, and seemingly acquiesced. Sassa, Brayden, and Chloe froze, and didn’t make a sound until the doe led her baby into the woods, into safety. Brayden had warned Sassa that Chloe would likely test her at the start, so she entered the day ready for anything. She could handle Chloe; she was the older of the two.

  “What do you do for work?” Chloe asked.

  “I’m a chef. I’d be happy to make something with you in your dad’s kitchen sometime.”

  “Restaurant girl. Not into cooking. Anyway, first let’s see how long you last. The odds are against you.”

  “Chloe, there’s no need for that,” Brayden said.

  “It’s okay. It’s another fair comment.”

  Chloe ran her finger along her dad’s back and maneuvered to his other side, away from Sassa. “Why do you like Hank? He’s so much older than you.”

  “Let’s see . . . where to start . . . He’s intelligent. He’s handsome. I learn from him. We like a lot of the same things.”

  “And he’s good in bed. He sure has a lot of experience,” Chloe said.

  Sassa took Brayden’s hand right before he was about to say something. She’d once marched in on her parents making love, and her father’s matter-of-fact handling of it had stuck with her ever since. Your mother and I are making love now. We’ll be done in an hour or so, so go ahead and read for a bit. Later, we can all go out to Sunday brunch together. “You’re right, Chloe. That’s an important part of any relationship and he’s good that way.”

  “Look, Hank’s turning red,” Chloe sang out.

  Sassa shot Brayden a look. She had this one. If Chloe was anything like her, it was best to deal with her head on. And she did know a few things about growing up without parents in the house. “It must have been hard for you when your parents split up.”

  “Like death.”

  “I get that. When I was a little younger than you, both of my parents and my sister died in a car accident. I know what you’re describing must have felt like death, but it’s not the same. You see your dad all the time and you live with your mom. I’d give anything to see my parents and sister again.”

  “It felt like death.”

  “I know. But it’s not,” Sassa said.

  “Whatever.” Chloe reached over and grabbed her dad’s hand.

  They continued to climb toward the summit. After Sassa told Chloe about her parents, the fabric of the conversation shifted to chitchat. School. Good ice cream places in Cambridge. Chloe’s love of soccer. An occasional mention of a boy. Throughout, Sassa remained calm, firm, wise, like her mother, and earned a pass for the rest of the day.

  When they reached the summit, Sassa climbed onto the highest rock. She reached back to help Chloe up. Chloe took her hand and, avoiding a stumble along the way, pulled equal with Sassa. With an athletic jump, Brayden joined them. The weather, clear and sunny, allowed a view of Boston. The three of them stationed themselves and admired the city.

  “It’s beautiful. I’ve never been here before,” Chloe said.

  “My first time, too,” Sassa said.

  “The city seems so small.”

  “Distance will do that.”

  Chloe went to the edge of the rock and took imaginary jump shots toward Boston. The starting guard on her high school team, she seemed to know what she was doing. “Do you like the Celtics?”

  “I’m learning to.”

  “Maybe we can go to a game sometime?”

  “Sure. My treat.”

  Brayden’s shoulders lifted and squared. His face glowed, making him appear ten years younger.

  • • •

  A month later on a late fall day, Brayden and Sassa wended along the Charles River promenade. The promenade brimmed with Harvard students walking, biking, or stealing sun one last time before winter arrived. Crew boats lined the water, a common sight that time of year, and centipeded down the river.

  “Brayden, why are you with me?”

  “I love spending time with you.”

  “But why?”

  “We’ve both grown.”

  She had grown. She’d taken in all that Brayden offered during their first six months together. He taught her what he knew freely, openly, and supported her as her own ideas blossomed, especially when they differed from his own. But she’d also grown restless, unbalanced, like she’d taken too much and not given back, like on everything other than sex, she hadn’t met him in the middle. Had he grown? “I’ve grown for sure, and I’m thankful, but what do you get out of our relationship? How have you grown? Don’t you think it’s one-sided?”

  “We’re in different places along the way, that’s all.”

  “How so?”

  “You’re searching for something, but you aren’t sure what that means yet. You know there’s more for you out there, but you’re not sure how to find your way.”

  “Did you find your way?”

  He reached over and put his arm around her. “It’s taken me a long time, but yes, I did that here. So, our time together has helped both of us figure things out. Now I’m helping you find your way.”

  “That’s enough?”

  “It is right now.”

  “But not in the long run?”

  “Who’s to say that the most meaningful relationships in life are those that last the longest, anyway? Two people can come together for a short time, and their experience can be profound. Sometimes lives cross in ways unanticipated, with depth, with love, and that shakes up everything.”

  “Agreed.”

  “When that happens, as it has for us, it’s an extraordinary gift of healing and clarity.”

  “Agreed.”

  “Wow, you agreed with me twice in a minute.”

  “Every now and then.”

  “We should cherish and nurture the gift until it runs its course. And when it does, we should let it go.”

  “And to think you’re a math geek.”

  “Every now and then.”

  She slid her finger through the belt loop in the back of his pants, one of her favorite things to do when they walked. The promenade faded from view. Warmth radiated throughout her body. Weightless and at the same time connected, the silence filled her up as they made their way toward the Mass. Ave. bridge. Close to the bridge, they rested on a riverbank bench. The sound of moving water made her sleepy. Her voice deepened, like she’d just woken up, as she said, “I love you.”

  Brayden draped his arm over her shoulder, and caressed it with one finger for a long time. “I love you too . . . but you’re passing through, Sassa. At some point, I won’t be on the path of most resistance. We both know that time is coming. ”

  She glanced out. A flock of geese skated to a stop on the river. Their landings were beautiful; the water was like ice until they skid to a stop and sank. “Do you mind if I take Chloe shopping on Saturday? Girls day out, my treat.”

  “She would love that.”

  • • •

  A few weeks later, Sassa slouched down next to Brayden on the floor and leaned against his sofa. The Celtics-Knicks game held his attention, with the Knicks leading by a point in the fourth quarter. With both hands, she raised his hand to her lips and kissed it. Leather, Musgo Real, and chalk—a combination she’d come to love. Ever since they first talked about it, the thought of moving on had taken hold and burrowed into her mind, until the fear was almost gone, until she could hold continuing on the path of most resistance and losing Brayden romantically as the right choice.

  “Do you think the Celtics will win the championship this year?” she asked.

  “They’ll make a deep run.”

  “Chloe would love to see a playoff game.”

  “We can get tickets.”

  Sassa owed her newfound love of basketball to both of them. They’d already been to several games with Chloe, and had even discussed in passing buying season tickets the following year. “I’ve been thinking.”

  “About what?”

  “Our conversation a few weeks ago.”

  “Oh.” He picked up the remote and shut the television off. He reached over and put his arm around her. Placing one leg over her leg, he tickled the top of her foot with his toe. It almost worked.

  “Do you think we should move on?” Sassa asked.

  “We’re probably getting close.”

  “I don’t want to hurt Chloe.”

  “She’s strong, like you.”

  “She’s going to be quite the amazing woman in a few years.”

  He nodded. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy here. But when I go back over the theme of all of our conversations, and I do that a lot, I believe what you’re looking for is that elusive place where two people see each other completely.”

  “Do you believe we could do that here?”

  “For me, maybe. I have this feeling around you that calms me. I feel generous. Selfless. Hopeful. And when we’re together with Chloe, I can picture us as a family.”

  “Sometimes I feel like we’re a family.” When the three of them were together, there was a photo-album easiness between them, like she’d taken a short break from the path of most resistance and had filled multiple albums with sepia pictures.

  “To be honest, when we first started seeing each other, I didn’t believe we would stay together very long,” he said.

  “I didn’t either.”

  “And that was okay with me then.”

  “Me too.”

  “I’ve changed.”

  “Me too.”

  “I know. Which is why it’s probably time.”

  “I don’t know.”

  “You aren’t ready to commit here or anywhere yet.”

  “I know.”

  “Full of words today.”

  “Old habit.” Flipping over, she straddled him, and kissed him on the forehead. A Picasso print above the sofa of two lovers caught her attention. She’d first seen the actual painting at an exhibit in New York, and had loved it ever since.

  “You told me once that you needed to get out into the world to try more stuff, that you couldn’t possibly know what you truly wanted until you had more experience.”

  “I did.”

  “You said that you needed to cross a few lines, against your better judgment, so you could see your edges. You told me that’s the only way to see someone else as different from you.”

  “I did say all of that.”

  “Also, from what you’ve shared with me about Nick, I don’t believe you’re done with him. At some point you’ll know, but the answer isn’t clear yet.”

  A lump rose in Sassa’s throat. Nick. Brayden was right; she wasn’t done with him yet. She hadn’t seen him or spoken with him in a long time, yet she carried him with her each day, a silent source of strength, of love. Like in “Hold You,' he was part of her and always would be. “Hard to hold?”

  “Hard, but necessary. And to think where I started.' He smiled.

  “You don’t need to joke now. Let’s stay here.”

  “I just got a chill.”

  “Good. See? You have changed.”

  “What I needed to do here was see you. No more conquests or games. The irony, of course, is that by truly seeing you, I realized that I need to let you go.”

  She did feel seen as a lover. A friend. A student. A daughter. A fellow traveler on the path of most resistance. And wasn’t it strange that Brayden giving her up, letting her go, resulted in one of the most seen moments of her life? “I want to make love to you now.”

  “I need to say one more thing.”

  “Okay. Hurry.”

  “I’ll always be here for you. I am and will continue to be one of your biggest fans, and I’ll be rooting for you from a distance. I hope that you’ll always remember that.”

  Her hands began to tremble. “Let’s go.' She took his hand and pulled him up off the floor. Wrapping her arm around his waist, she led him to the bed.

  In bed, selflessness trumped sadness, at least for a little while. Afterwards, she whispered, “You’ll always have a piece of my heart.”

  “I know . . . Do you want to tell Chloe or should I?”

  “I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

  “Okay. What will you tell Nick about us when you see him next?”

  “Everything.”

  • • •

  Sassa arranged to meet Chloe the next day at Christina’s Homemade Ice Cream. Once inside, she ordered a coffee frappe for herself and a large pistachio nut waffle cone for Chloe. Ice cream in hand, at a wooden table with dozens of names carved into it, they settled down to say good-bye.

  “Wicked good ice cream,” Chloe said.

  “Best stuff in Cambridge. I could eat this stuff every day.”

  Chloe smiled. “Ah . . . as far as I can tell, you do.”

  “Good point.”

  “So, you got dumped.”

  “It wasn’t like that, Chloe. Your father was an amazing help to me, and I care about him a great deal. There’s no anger on my part or his. Some sadness, for sure, but that seems right. We’ll stay close, maybe even as lifelong friends.”

  “I’ve heard that line before.”

  Brayden would be a lifelong friend. Though she had no more justification than the feeling, she was sure of it. “Time will tell, I guess. I hope you can stay open to the possibility. Anyway, I wanted to talk more today about you and me, if that’s okay?”

  “Not much to say. I’ll probably never see you again.”

  “That’s not what I want to happen. Do you?”

  “No.”

  “Then let’s figure out how to stay connected, okay?”

  Chloe took a bite of her waffle cone, then another. Sometimes during past visits, she would go through a whole cone before saying a word, as if she was honoring a particularly good flavor, as if ice cream was all that mattered, as if words were overrated. “My mom doesn’t like you.”

  “I’m okay with that, if you are.”

  “I guess.”

  “How about if we talk on the phone once a week, like real girlfriends? We can get ice cream or see a Celtics game whenever we both have time. And we can text any time.”

  “You’ll get busy and forget about me.”

  Sassa gathered Chloe’s hand and looked her straight in the eyes. How could she have ever been jealous of such a beautiful girl? Chloe too would be a lifelong friend. “I want to tell you a few things, Chloe. You’re a beautiful, intelligent, and strong young woman who I’ve come to love over this past year. I’d like to be in your life for as long as you want me around.”

  Chloe fixed her gaze on the chalkboard of flavors, as if she was considering a second cone.

  “You’re going to have a wonderful life, and people will offer you all kinds of things that seem pretty good at the time. If you ever need someone to talk with about any of those choices, I want you to know that I’ll be here for you. I’ll drop everything if you ever need me.”

  “I’ll be right back.” Chloe went over to a corner table and filled two paper cups from a pitcher of water. Balancing both cups, she returned to the table and gently slid one cup in front of Sassa. “Why would you drop everything?”

  “Because girls like us need to stick together.”

  “When my father gets a new girlfriend, we won’t be able to stay friends. She’ll get jealous.”

  “Your dad and I talked about that. Any new girlfriend will have to accept that my friendship with you guys is part of the deal. If she isn’t willing to do that for your dad, she won’t be part of his life too long. So, do we have a deal?”

  “I love you, too, Sassa.” She pulled a small pocketknife out of her jeans and slowly carved “Sassa” into the table. When finished, she handed the knife to Sassa. “Your turn.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 9

  In the Boynton Canyon vortex, Nick waited for his guide in the Enchanted Inn hotel lobby. Having spoken to her only briefly on the phone when he booked the trip, he had no idea what to expect, other than she’d come highly recommended.

  A short time later, a young woman walked in. Underneath a worn Stetson that had long since lost its shape, she had long, braided brown hair extendeding down her back. She wore multiple leather bracelets on both wrists and matching leather necklaces around her slender neck, from which numerous carved wooden animal pendants hung. Her T-shirt, the same color as the Sedona red rock, depicted a carved spiral on the front. Pleasant enough in an earthy, rugged way, but Nick didn’t find her distinctly attractive. She couldn’t possibly be his guide; she was way too young.

  The woman bee-lined to Nick as if she was an old lover. “Hi, I’m Halfa.” She gave him a warm hug.

  “Nick. Uh . . . you’re so young.”

  “Age has little to do with spirituality.”

  “I was expecting someone older.”

  “Maybe the first thing you need to do then is forgive me for being so young.”

  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get off to a bad start.”

  “I wouldn’t say bad. We’re off to a truthful start, and truth always has potential.”

  He nodded.

  Over a lengthy vegetarian dinner that Sassa would have loved—a quinoa dish and a kale, cucumber, spinach, and apple smoothie—Halfa filled in her background. She’d just turned twenty-one. Originally from Canada, she relocated to Sedona at nineteen after spending time in Peru with Shaman elders. At twenty, she declared herself a Shaman after practicing for a year and completing the next phase of her own spiritual work. Nick was impressed with her. Another strong woman had entered his life. At the end of the dinner, they agreed to meet first thing the next morning at the entrance to Boynton Canyon Trail. He went off to bed hopeful. He dreamed that Halfa had become the first female priest in the Catholic Church, and that she devoted herself to match-making and marrying lost souls.

  At sunrise the next day, they met at the trail and hiked for an hour in silence. The trail was breathtaking. A red rock backdrop highlighted vibrant plants—crucifiction thorn, Mormon tea, desert Christmas cactus. He’d studied up. The air, still crisp in the morning, threatened to wilt with the heat and reminded him of reluctantly working in his father’s vegetable garden during planting season. Back then, the land, the dirt, didn’t move him like they did now. It was good to be out of the city.

  When they stopped for a water break, Halfa introduced their work for the day, a cord-cutting ceremony. She raised Nick’s hands and held them face up; palm to palm, her fingers interlaced with his. “You are linked to every person who has ever been important to you. I want you to visualize each of those people in turn. Even if the person is no longer close, imagine the person standing with you in the same way you’re connected to me at this moment.”

  Minutes later, when he had finished his first round of visualizations, she let go of his hands and placed them down at his sides. “I want you to think about all of your cords as we hike. Identify where each cord connects to your body.”

  “Sorry?”

  “Represent a sexual bond by a cord connected to your groin.”

  “I have a few of those.”

  She smiled. “If the relationship brings up stressful memories, the cord might connect to your upper back. If the relationship is loving, the cord might connect at your heart or your head.”

  “Okay. Got it.”

  “Continue with your meditation and I’ll provide additional instructions at our next water break.”

  They hiked for a long time in silence. Where were they headed? Did she have any destination in mind? Or would they continue hiking endlessly? He’d indentified dozens and dozens of cords. People he hadn’t thought about for years flashed before him. Lovers, friends, distant relatives. Musicians connected to his heart. Old lovers to his groin, except for Raine, who connected to his heart as well. Friends, acquaintances to his head. A disproportionate amount of them. No wonder he spent so much time there. His father connected in multiple places. Sassa too.

  Sitting to rest on a large, red rock, he wiped the sweat off his forehead, and took a swig of bottled water. There was something about the elevated height that made him extraordinarily thirsty. And lonely.

  Halfa handed him a long branch, gray, stone-like, that appeared to be thousands of years old. It belonged in a movie with warlords and magic, with heroes and villains. “Imagine the branch as an emotional sword. Sever all of your cords, even those you want to keep.”

  “This might turn out to be fun.”

  “Cut the cords where they feel most attached to your body.”

  He wielded the sword and swooshed the cords from his shoulders, his head, his heart, his hands, his ankles, his shoulders, and his groin. Weightless when he finished, he was sure he was about to lift off, to float away to a place few ever witnessed. Stepping away from Halfa, he balanced the upright sword in the palm of his hand, then juggled it from hand to hand until it fell to the ground and created a small cloud of red dust.

  “How do you feel?”

  “Lighter.”

  “Anything else?”

  “Shakier.”

  “That’s good. Trust me for the next part.”

  “Okay.”

  “Hold my hand and walk with me on the trail with your eyes closed. Think more about the cords you severed. I want you to place them into three categories.”

  “Three?”

  “Yes. For the relationships you don’t want to continue, let them go with this prayer: ‘May you find everything that you’re looking for in your life. May your truths set you free as mine will me.’”

  He repeated the prayer for each person he let go—old girlfriends, former high school and college buddies, a few distant relatives. Some had loved him. Or hurt him. Or had been hurt by him. But at that moment, they were like the other six billion people on the planet. He wished them well, like he would have wished any passing stranger well. He stood in silence for a few minutes before moving on.

  “For those you want to re-imagine and cord differently, chant this prayer: ‘If in the past I have hurt you, I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me. It wasn’t my intention to cause you harm. I forgive you for the pain that you’ve caused me. I know that it wasn’t your intention to do so. I forge a new connection with you now, this time based on trust, mutual respect, and compassion. May it guide us during our remaining time together.’”

  “That’s a little long.”

  “I’ll help you.”

  He repeated the chant, with her help, for all of the relationships he wanted to re-imagine. Some had loved him. Or hurt him. Or he’d hurt them. But this time it was different. This time he had slotted enough chips in the bank for recovery, for forgiveness, for working things through to the next round. Once again, when he finished, he was quiet a moment out of respect, out of thanks for a gift given.

  Finally, for healthy relationships, those where he wanted to reconnect the cord in the same way, she asked him to give thanks by saying, “Thank you for being in my life and filling it with love, compassion, trust, and respect. May we stay connected in ever-changing ways as we grow and serve.”

  When he finished the ritual, she asked him to open his eyes. “What do you see now?”

  “Sassa.”

  “That’s someone you should pay attention to.”

  “I know.”

  “How do you feel right now?”

  “Like I want to kiss you.”

  “That happens a lot.”

  • • •

  The next morning, Halfa welcomed Nick at the entrance to the same trail. The canyon walls surrounded them, a hundred feet high in all directions. It was like he was in a giant hole and the only way out was in, with help from the vortex. Did he just say that? As they did the day before, they hiked for the first hour in silence. As he moved up the trail, the clutter in his mind cleared out faster than the day before, and he distanced himself from New York, from loss, from Sassa.

  During their water break, Halfa detailed their work for the day: soul retrieval. “This work focuses on reintegrating fragmented pieces of the soul that were lost due to some form of emotional upheaval.”

  “It might take awhile to find all of my pieces.”

  She nodded, like she knew they were getting to the good stuff. “Turn over times in your life when you experienced severe trauma or emotional upheaval. Stay with the associated images, thoughts, and feelings as we advance up the trail in silence.”

  For the first part of the trek, he resisted his father and simply meditated. Then, he noticed a strange silver rock in the shape of a bar, and an old memory flared.

  Nick had been nine. His father came home from work with metal pieces that required straightening, the result of an errant production run in the factory that day. For ten dollars, Nick devoted his entire day to running thousands of metal pieces through a manually powered straightening machine his father set up on the front porch. With the repetition, his sense of accomplishment steadily increased, and he experienced pure joy from doing the work.

  At the end of the day, his father came to the porch to assess Nick’s progress. After checking a few pieces, his dad paid him twenty dollars instead of the ten he had originally promised, though it wasn’t the money that Nick appreciated the most. It was the look on his father’s face. His father placed his hand on Nick’s shoulder and smiled, clearly proud of him for working hard, for sticking it out. Nick knew in that moment that his father loved him, that he had somehow taken a giant step toward him.

  He’d been trying to duplicate that moment his entire adult life.

  With the memory fresh in his mind, he stepped into the soul retrieval ritual. He went back to Halfa’s instruction and replayed his father’s death down to the last detail, cataloging every sound, every smell, every image from that night. Basketball. Gurgling blue. The ambulance. Praying. The snowdrift. The sadness stacked slowly, taking its time on the way toward the big topple. As was his habit, he didn’t fully break down until well after the fall. When that happened, he let Halfa edge ahead of him out of view.

  “Who did you think about?” Halfa asked when Nick caught up to her.

  “My father. He died violently when I was young. I flashed on an old memory that I forgot. It reminded me of how much I love him.”

  “Good. Soul fragments are separated to protect the whole, but together contain the full emotional impact of the traumatic event. Meditate on the pieces that you lost when your father died. Let’s hike. We’ll talk more at the next break.”

  He had a hard time following her instruction. His father’s death had helped him. He was stronger. Capable of seeing the big picture. Resilient. A musician. A businessman. He’d gained much. How could he ever trust that it wouldn’t be taken away if he reintegrated what he’d lost? His posture slumped, and a sharp, symmetrical pain entered his shoulder blades. Where was all of the pain coming from? His body never lied. At the end of his walk, he hadn’t thought about a single lost fragment.

  “How is this working for you?”

  “I’m drawing a blank. I keep thinking about what I’ve gained instead of what I lost.”

  “That’s fine. Sometimes there isn’t anything there or there’s a delayed reaction. Why don’t we stop for the day and start up again tomorrow? Before we go, I want to leave you with one more bit of instruction. Tonight, can you think about the times in your life when you’ve felt numb?”

  “Sure. Why not?”

  Numb? His father’s death. For sure. For protection. College girls. Check. Sex was his drug, not Vicodin. Work. Not so much, like it was a compartment, a safe haven. How often had he tricked himself with partial answers? Answers that didn’t address the real problem? Songwriting. Sometimes, like on “Hold You,” he connected to something bigger, more alive. But other times, not so much. What about Sassa?

  • • •

  “What are we doing today?” Nick asked.

  “A medicine wheel ceremony. The medicine wheel symbolizes the circle of life. I built one in the vortex as a way to capture all of the energy of the people who came to the canyon in the past.”

  The medicine wheel ceremony had been around for thousands of years. The ceremony centered on relationships, encouraging participants to acknowledge their connectedness to each other, to everyone who had exercised the wheel before them, to nature, and to the divine. Quantum physics before humans had a scientific name for it.

  Would this one help?

  After a two-hour hike, Nick and Halfa arrived at her medicine wheel, which she’d built when she first landed in Sedona. Based on the South American wheel she’d trained on, this one was constructed using gathered stones laid flat on a small plateau in a nine-yard diameter circle, highlighted with four anchor rocks at compass points, and smaller rocks that delineated an inner circle at the center of the wheel. The anchor rocks were painted in different colors. East anchored in yellow, north in white, west in black, and south in red.

  Halfa guided Nick to meditate in the smaller circle. She ascribed parts of his make-up to each direction. Standing on the easterly rock, she said, “East represents your spirituality and the values most important to you.' Purposefully, she continued around the circle toward the north rock. “North represents your mental capacity and your decision-making capability, especially your ability to deal with hard choices.' She walked over to the west rock. “West represents your physical attributes and your bias toward action.”

  “Ah, yes.”

  Walking slowly to the south rock, as if she were trying to emphasize it, she said, “Finally, south represents your emotions. Your health depends on all of these attributes remaining in balance. Most people have at least one attribute out of balance.”

  “For sure.”

  He listened to Halfa continue with more details on how they would work the wheel. As much as he valued her expertise on the subject, he found himself drifting away, imagining sitting in the circle with Sassa by his side. She was balance. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s get started.”

  Sitting on the ground across from him, Halfa had the most penetrating eyes, like they could knife away bone and muscle until only his heart remained, like she could extract his thoughts at will. She really was older than her years.

  “Focus on parts of the wheel that generate feelings of being out of balance.”

  After his conversation with Jackie, he gravitated to the west or physical part of the wheel right away. Even though the process required a lengthy meditation on the topic, he already knew he didn’t balance there. He circled east. The trip to Sedona affirmed one of many ways he practiced his spirituality. He balanced there, though there was always room for improvement. He travelled north. He’d always been a strong decision maker, especially with respect to his company. He balanced there. He circled south. He pictured Sassa, smiling at him, her eyes widened by love, her blonde hair flowing down to her breasts, wearing her favorite red summer dress. His favorite snapshot. He couldn’t be balanced in that dimension without her. Where was she? What was she doing? How could he get her back?

  Halfa reached over and brushed his shoulder. “Each person has their own wheel. The best relationships occur between people who were in balance before coming together.”

  A small plateau lizard entered the circle, stopped for a moment, then raced off behind a rock. Wheel balance. Just another way to say two wholes coming together was better than two halves making a whole. Would he get a chance to tell Sassa she was right?

  “How is this working?” Halfa asked.

  “Not so well. I like the idea of the wheel, but I’m not feeling anything new. All I can think about is Sassa.”

  “Let’s stop then and call it a day. If you’re up for some excitement, we can take a more radical approach tomorrow. Meet me for dinner in an hour and we can talk about the Yankees. You’re from New York, right? You don’t like the Mets, do you?”

  “You like baseball?”

  “It’s my favorite sport. There’s something Zen-like about men in uniforms mostly waiting around.”

  • • •

  “Do you know anything about ayahuasca?” Halfa asked the next morning over breakfast.

  Nick fidgeted with his fork. He’d gone through a phase in high school in which he had experimented with mild drugs, but never hard ones. Where was she headed? “I believe it’s related to LSD.”

  “Not exactly. It does contain DMT, which is one of the core ingredients in LSD. Ayahuasca is used by the Shamans in Peru. When I visited the Peruvian rainforest, I spent six months apprenticing with one of the Shaman masters on how to use it.”

  “And I thought I was out there,” he said.

  “Ayahuasca changed my life. I was able to exorcise all of my demons, and I had lots of them.”

  “Isn’t it illegal?”

  “Yes, so you need to be sure that you want to give it a try—though, in Sedona, there isn’t much risk of getting into trouble.”

  “Isn’t it hard to get the ingredients?”

  “I brewed a batch right before you came to Sedona. I had a hunch we might go here. The ayahuasca ceremony I have in mind requires four nights to complete, so if you agree, we’ll start tonight. You’ll need each day to recover and meditate.”

  “Do you believe it will help?”

  “Yes.”

  “Then I’ll give it a shot.”

  “Meet me in an hour at the start of the trail. I’ll bring a couple of tents and supplies. Bring a backpack with clothes and whatever else you need. We won’t be back for four days.”

  Ayahuasca. A thick, brown sludge. Liquid dirt. Halfa had mixed something sweet into the brew, which made the overall taste even more repulsive. She prepared a full cup for Nick, given his size and weight. After his first sip, he gagged. Darting away from the camp, he hid behind a large boulder and dry heaved for a time.

  After he returned, time slowed. He sat with Halfa by the fire and used a twig to draw circles in the red dirt. The hallucinations started with amorphous colors. Reds. Greens. Blues. Oranges. Yellows. Every now and then a familiar shape emerged for a second. Cries and whispers away from the camp. Another Bergman movie. “Should I investigate?”

  “Probably better to stay put.”

  He warmed his hands over the fire. The heat was just what he needed. Suddenly, he yanked them back. Had he been burned? Would he ever play guitar again? Ever write another song for her? Beads of sweat formed across his forehead, even though the night air was cool.

  “Keep going into the fear, Nick,” Halfa said.

  The sky spanned overcast, except for a patch containing the moon and a few galaxies. The weather fluxed. A strong gust of wind blew through the camp, extinguishing their modest fire. He lost sight of the tent, the fire pit, Halfa. The moon melted and the galaxies dimmed to black. His heart began to race. Sweat poured off his face and saturated his “Glass Onion” T-shirt. He’d never been so terrified in his life, not even the night his father had died. Sobbing, he called out to Halfa, but she didn’t respond.

  Through the darkness, a man appeared in the distance, backlit and achingly old, reduced by his thinning white hair and slouch. Nick couldn’t make out his face. Edging toward Nick, the man appeared to be burned down to the cheekbone on one side of his face. Stopping within a few feet of Nick, he said, “You’ll never leave here. You’ll live your whole life in this blackness without hope. No one will have compassion for you. No one will love you. You’re already dead.” Nick screamed.

  “It’s okay, Nick. You’re back and safe with me now. You held your ground,” Halfa said softly.

  “I was terrified.”

  “That’s exactly where you need to be. Tomorrow, I’ll help you get the demons out of there.”

  • • •

  The second day’s ceremony started at the same time and in the same way as the earlier one. Nick downed another full cup of ayahuasca, and within thirty minutes he’d returned to blackness. Out of the corner of his eye, Halfa stood, arms folded across her chest, smiling. Where did she get so much strength? At such a young age. Dozens of men were whispering and marching toward him. Shit. No time to smile.

  Over the whispers, she said, “Throw them out one by one.”

  As the men came into full view, their faces were different from the man Nick had seen the day before. None had burn marks and all morphed between youth and old age. He recognized some of the men, though he couldn’t place or name them. Paralyzed, he tried to scream but nothing came out. Raising his hands, he shot two bolts of electricity toward them, but each bolt petered out after only travelling a few feet. The men sped up and closed in.

  Sometime later, he opened his eyes. He was lying face up on the ground. His face, covered in sweat and red dirt, caught the cold. Halfa, sitting next to him and holding his hand, cupped his cheek with her free hand.

  “I can’t do this,” he said softly.

  “You did well, Nick. You’re doing dark work. Fear and pain are where you need to go. Trust the process and you won’t regret it.”

  “It’s too much. I want to stop.”

  “Are you sure?”

  “Yes.”

  “That’s up to you. We have two days left in the desert. If you want, I can pack up and you can stay here a couple more days by yourself, in retreat. That will give you time to reflect on what happened this week and whatever else you want to think about. Or we can stop. Your choice.”

  “I can’t do this. Anything else.”

  “Are you sure this is what you want?”

  “Yes.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 10

  Early April reunion, After Sassa Year One, New York City: The muffled theme song from Mad Men sounded mid-chorus. Nick catapulted out of his chair, leaped over an open guitar case, and pulled his phone out of his coat pocket. “Hi, Sassa.”

  “Hi, Nick.”

  Her voice jumped out of the phone into his ear and rushed through his body, into every extremity, every organ, blood vessel, and cell. A billow of joy rose up after a year of absence and engulfed a tinge of nervousness.

  “Ready for the year one report?” she asked.

  “Wouldn’t miss it.”

  “I know the chef at Esca. Eight? I’ll make the reservation.”

  “Sure.”

  Right after Nick hung up, he visualized one last time the deeper conversation. The past year was important for both of them. They’d learned a lot, and now it was time to put what they had learned into practice. He loved her. He wanted to be with her. He didn’t want to wait any longer. If she needed to search more, they would do it together. He’d rehearsed his speech so many times that he’d gotten it down to the inflection points. He took a deep breath as he finger-combed his hair. The response? She’d apologize for putting him through so much pain. He’d forgive her with the right amount of selflessness. She’d tell him she loved him. They’d dart out of the restaurant, arm in arm, and catch a cab to his apartment. There, they’d make passionate love and agree to never part again. It was in the bag.

  At close to eight, he approached the restaurant. Sassa stood waiting for him outside, as beautiful as the images that had possessed him the entire year, but different. Calmer. Stronger. A little closer to whole?

  “Hey.” She took a step toward him, arms wide open, and hugged him.

  “Shall we go in? This is the best seafood restaurant in the city.”

  “I’ve never been.”

  “You’ll love it.”

  They occupied a small table at the front of the restaurant with a view of Forty-third Street. The chef, tall and scruffy, came over immediately to welcome them. Clearly happy to see Sassa, he chatted with her about old times and new ingredient combinations. Every now and then, Nick nodded politely. On the chef’s recommendation, they ordered scorpion fish and pink snapper appetizers, and then branzino for two as their shared entree. As was their tradition, they stuck with red wine.

  “Do you remember our three questions?” Nick asked right after the chef scurried off.

  She smiled. “You’re not wasting any time, are you? Let’s see. . . . What did you learn this past year? Do you feel whole? Do you know where you belong?”

  “That’s them. Do you want to start or should I?”

  “I will, if that’s okay with you.”

  “Sure.”

  “I had a good year, Nick. I settled into my apartment in Cambridge, I landed a chef position, and I learned a lot.”

  “Where in Cambridge?”

  “Right in Harvard Square. Brattle Street.”

  “Cool. What restaurant?”

  “Sirellina. High-end Italian. I rode my bike to work most days.”

  “I’d love to ride again.”

  Smiling, she picked up the wine glass and spun the stem back and forth between her fingers for what seemed liked a long time. The wine whirlpooled and lightened until her smile went flat. “Since we’re getting right to it . . . I met a man in Cambridge . . . Brayden. He’s older, forty-eight to be exact. A professor. We became lovers.”

  “What?” He tightened all over. What about the three questions? How could she have done this to him? He pushed down tears, pushed down screaming, pushed down running away. Fuck. A spin out was on the way.

  “The romantic part of my relationship with Brayden is over. I wasn’t so sure at first, but leaving was the right thing to do.”

  “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

  Her eyes softened and rounded. Calmly, she reached over, covered his hand, and stroked it with her thumb. “Didn’t you once tell me that the important thing isn’t about whether something is hard or easy, but whether it’s true?”

  He barely nodded.

  “I’m sorry, Nick. I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m being honest. We weren’t together this year and we both knew something like this might happen.”

  He sipped his cappuccino. There was a thickness in his throat. Why was truth so much harder to handle when flipped in his direction? No need for his speech. All of his preparations, wasted. All of his expectations, gone. “I know . . . but it’s still hard to hear.”

  “I felt safe with Brayden, and I was happy. He has a daughter, Chloe, and the two of us became close.”

  “Did you love him?”

  “I did.”

  “More?”

  “Weren’t you the one who was always telling me not to compare?”

  He barely nodded.

  “Brayden knows himself well, and he understood more about what I needed than I did myself. He taught me about seeing another person without putting myself first. Overall, he helped in ways that I’m not sure I can fully explain.”

  The heat behind Nick’s face amped up and beads of sweat prickled his forehead. His hands and legs started to shake. Spittle formed in the sides of his mouth. Like nitroglycerin. Boom! He would go off on Sassa in front of the entire restaurant. He had an urge to run out into the street to protect her. Instead, unsure that he could hold back any longer, he drew in a deep breath. “I need a break. I’ll be right back.”

  “Take your time.”

  In the bathroom, he washed his hands over and over. Shivering, he rocked back and forth, trying to stop, until he punched the air dryer so hard that, for a moment, he suspected he’d broken his index finger. In a stall, he sat down, locked the door, and practiced a slow breathing exercise he’d learned in therapy. Pain out. Peace in. Pain out. Peace in. Fuck. He pulled the toilet paper roll off of the holder and dribbled it off of the front of the stall. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

  “Everything okay in there, buddy?”

  “Fine. Women.”

  “Ain’t that the truth.”

  Did he want to go back to the table? Still shaky, he emerged from the stall, washed his hands, and gathered himself in front of the mirror. He had to do better.

  On the way back to Sassa, he noticed a door that opened into the alley behind the restaurant. At the door with both hands on the exit bar, he looked over his shoulder for a few seconds before sneaking out. Walking briskly, at first without aim, he eventually headed toward his apartment. A few minutes later he texted Sassa: I’m sorry. I can’t do this.

  She replied immediately. I understand. Can I call you tomorrow?

  I don’t know. Do you have money to pay for dinner?

  I’ve got you covered.

  Back at his apartment, in bed and still dressed, Nick clutched his pillow. Images of Sassa and an older George Clooney-like man making love caught fire and raged. He imagined sitting in the corner of their bedroom. The pain, unbearable, conspired to move him off his spot, away from his vigil, but he held firm and witnessed every movement, every caress, for signs of hope. Struggling to focus, he took in the expression on her face after she came. Had she found home? Yes. No. What did that expression look like anyway? Could he change their history, or at least redefine it? She was restless with Brayden. The pull was only about sex. She didn’t love him. After a few hours, he had nothing left.

  Reaching for his cell phone, he dialed her number, only to hang up before her phone rang. Instead, he bugged out of his apartment, and rushed toward her hotel. About halfway there, he whirled around and sprinted back toward his building. Out of breath, he sat down on his building stoop. As his thoughts spun like a top, faster and faster, out of control, with no end in sight, he took off his sneakers and pulled off two newly formed blisters. He craved snow.

  Back in bed at around 5:00 a.m., after swallowing a few sleeping pills, he lay face-up and waited. Spinning out of control, in one form or another, birthed all of the pain in the world.

  • • •

  Nick’s phone rang. He glanced over at his alarm clock. 11:00 a.m. “Hey.”

  “How are you?”

  “A little better.”

  “Want to meet at Joe’s at 2:00?”

  “Sure.”

  “Good. See you then.”

  He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. A crack in the shade glimmered. Why hadn’t he been strong enough to handle the truth the previous night? Why did he run out? At Joe’s, no matter what, he would remain calm and composed; no matter what, he would stay in the conversation.

  After arriving early, he ordered Sassa’s favorite green tea and waited for her at their old table. The café buzzed that afternoon, full of patrons who, like his closest friends, had no idea what had happened the night before. It was better that way. When Sassa joined him, he gently slid the tea in front of her. “I’m sorry.”

  She reached across the table and placed her hand on his forearm. “It’s okay. I know it was hard to hear about Brayden. Do you feel up to talking about last night?”

  “I’ll try.” He sipped his cappuccino and collected his thoughts. It was time for complete truth. That was their agreement a year ago. Truth with no masks. She’d kept her end of the bargain; now it was his turn. “I felt a huge surge when you first told me about Brayden.”

  “I saw it on your face.”

  “When you finished, I had to leave because I was afraid that I might blow up in front of everyone.”

  “I’m okay if you need to blow up now.”

  “It’s passed.” He didn’t want to ever feel a surge like that again. What exactly was it? Fear. That she’d moved on. That they would never be lovers again. Jealousy. More than he’d ever experienced. A professor? An older man? Disappointment. “The thought of you with Brayden was hard to hold, and at the same time, I was disappointed in myself for not being able to handle the truth.”

  “I know it was hard to hold.”

  “Anyway, I didn’t fall asleep until a little after 5:00. I kept spinning and replaying our conversation. I tried to make sense of what you told me. I looked for a way out, some lapse in my logic, some magical power that might change history.”

  “I think I can help.”

  “That would be good.”

  “Let’s check in often as I tell you the rest of the story.”

  “This is hard.”

  A couple—one blonde, one black-haired—entered Joe’s holding hands, and joined the line to order. The man, standing behind the woman, rested his hands on her shoulders and whispered something in her ear. The woman leaned back and smiled. With his hand on his thigh, Nick splayed out his fingers and pressed down.

  “Ready?” Sassa asked.

  “As I’ll ever be.”

  “The universe knew exactly what I needed, to paraphrase one of those books you gave me last year, and sent me Brayden. What he gave me, I’m certain I couldn’t have found from anyone else.”

  “How come?”

  “Because he helped me take an unforeseen step toward myself.”

  The couple sat down at the table next to them. The man reached across and stroked the woman’s hand. Their wedding bands, intricate and handmade, matched. With his free hand, the man placed two cubes of sugar into the woman’s coffee and stirred for her.

  “You really care about him.”

  “I do.”

  “I was so jealous last night.”

  “Do you know that the average emotion lasts ninety seconds?”

  “Really?”

  “What we do after that time is what gets us into trouble. We give ourselves—sometimes for years—to emotions that were meant to last no more than a couple of minutes.”

  “You’re not mine,” he said.

  “True. I don’t belong to anyone.”

  “Nor do I. So . . . why did things end with Brayden?”

  “Because he was a teacher more than a partner. Because he was learning how to see another person after a lifetime of only caring about himself. Because he knew I needed to search more and that I had to finish by myself.”

  “I’m so sorry for last night. Do you want another green tea?”

  “No need. Tea would be great.”

  Calm for the first time in twenty-four hours, Nick approached the counter and ordered more coffee and tea. What had just happened? She’d sat with him, leaned in, and together they blasted away the wedge. She wasn’t moving away. Neither was he. When had she become a lifelong relationship, no matter what? When had he decided that he would always stick by her side? When he returned to her, he softly placed her tea on the table and slid it over. “How do you feel about Brayden now?”

  “Check-in time. How are you doing?”

  “Better. Calmer.”

  “Good. Me too. I’m grateful for Brayden. He’ll always have a piece of my heart.”

  Brayden really had helped her. Nick could see it in her face, feel it in her touch. One person wasn’t enough for her on the way to whole. That was much easier to accept when it was just an idea, just part of a conversation from two years ago. Flesh and bone, time and distance, ego, whatever, had complicated things. “The hardest part is accepting that I can’t give you everything that you need.”

  “I know.”

  “I clearly haven’t even accepted that we aren’t together anymore. Entering last night, I had this fantasy that we’d get back together.”

  She loosely clasped the spoon and stirred her tea for a long time. The fractals in her eyes seemed to float as her gaze went weightless. “Some things are unknowable, Nick. We won’t be able to say for sure how and when we’ll get where we need to go. About all we can do is let it happen and try to stay connected as everything unfolds.”

  “This conversation is a good start, don’t you think?”

  “Yes. It could have driven a wedge between us, but it didn’t. There’s something about telling the truth and then staying in the conversation that’s, well, generative.”

  A grin spread across his face. What to call a relationship that was generative for a lifetime? They were lacemakers. Their job—create vulnerable, fragile works of emotional beauty that, with care, morphed anew time and time again. And do it in a world that seemed destined to tear things apart. “I do feel closer to you now.”

  “A little closer to whole. So, tell me about your year.”

  “Are you up for a short walk?”

  “Sure.”

  “I need to make a quick call, then we can go.”

  • • •

  Nick and Sassa exited Joe’s and headed toward Bleeker Street. He didn’t tell her where they were going until they crossed an intersection about a block away from the studio, and even then, only divulged that he wanted her to meet a friend.

  “A dance studio?” she asked as they entered the building. She put her hand on his shoulder, pushed up on the balls of her feet, and said, “I’m so happy for you.”

  “Wait.”

  They stepped inside the studio and were immediately greeted by a slender, gray-haired woman. “Sassa, this is Adrienne. She’s been my teacher for the past six months. She’s worked a miracle and taught me to dance.” Sassa and Adrienne chatted for a few minutes about dance, about the studio, about Nick as a dedicated, but challenging, student.

  “Would you like to dance?” Palm up, he extended his hand to Sassa.

  “Of course.”

  When he’d booked the studio, he had preselected the songs. Adrienne had them queued up and ready to go. They glided out onto the parquet dance floor. Beautiful mahogany inlays finished the floor and surrounded the two of them, separating them from the rest of the studio. The ceiling, twenty feet high, made the thirty-foot square room seem larger. The walls, painted white, held enormous black and white photos of couples, young and old, dancing.

  They started to triple swing to Marvin Gaye’s “How Sweet It Is.”

  “You’re good,” she whispered.

  Their bodies, fluid, intertwined, found grace, as if they’d been dance partners for a long time, as if they’d discovered a new way to create beauty. They didn’t speak until the last song finished, their rumba to “Love Will Keep Us Alive” by the Eagles.

  “Wow!”

  “Yeah, I even surprised myself on that one.” He imagined Jackie for a moment and smiled, sending her a mental thank you. She was much more than his therapist, and he was finally more than an observer.

  Silent, breathless, and sweating profusely, they plopped down on the floor and leaned against the wall to cool down. He’d made it through the dance knothole, and had no need to fill the silence. Perfect moments followed, rare, beautiful, each like a new song. After an album of them, he invited Sassa back to his apartment.

  As they strolled toward his home, they talked through gestures and half-sentences offered by one and completed by the other. During a lull, they played cutting-each-other-off-as-you-walk, a game they had perfected during their year together. Contentment percolated.

  • • •

  “Nothing has changed!” Sassa blurted out. “All of the same stuff is in exactly the same places.”

  Nick surveyed his living room as if he were detailing it for the first time. The furniture, seemlingly bolted down, sturdied the place. Pictures of Sassa lined the walls in the same order. His Martin guitar stood upright in the usual place. An extensive library of CDs and vinyl records, cataloged alphabetically by artist, remained the room’s centerpiece. The CDs he had pulled from the library to make Sassa Soars, still out of their cases from a year ago, covered the tops of his speakers. The flat screen TV, the one they had watched so many movies on, hung from the same wall.

  She ran her fingers from left to right along the top row of CDs. “Let’s see. Aimee Mann . . . Ani DiFranco . . . Animal Collective . . . Arcade Fire. All the same.”

  “Weak year for new music.”

  “What’s the bedroom like?”

  In the bedroom, the same clothes and shoes lined his closet in the same locations. The empty drawers Sassa had left behind remained empty, and her designated space in the much-too-small closet remained free.

  Smiling, she ran her finger along the top of his bureau. “Just like the living room.”

  A few minutes later, they sat down on the living room sofa, and parked their feet on the coffee table in unison. He flicked on SportsCenter.

  “I see you still like background noise,” she said. “So, tell me about your year.”

  A lot had happened. The crash had made him stronger, had knocked him down to his foundation so he could build wider and eventually higher. Jackie had helped him. Through talk. Through dance. And then there was Halfa. “The first three months, I didn’t do much of anything. I was down. I wanted you back. I crashed. I worked a lot. I ate a lot. I drank, even by my measure, a lot of Diet Pepsi. I stole weeks and slept almost the entire time. I went to visit my mom.”

  “How is she?”

  “The same.”

  “I miss her.”

  “She misses you, too.” His mom had loved Sassa from the first time they met, as if they’d recognized some common purpose in each other, as if they spoke a secret language. Even after the break-up, she’d stayed connected to Sassa by sending her regular recipes and articles.

  Nick detailed his trip to Sedona: The plane ride with therapist Jackie. How an unexpected conversation about “Dancing Ground” had changed his path. Shaman Halfa and the vibrational energy in the vortexes. Cord cutting. Soul retrieval. The medicine wheel ceremony. Ayahuasca. The old man hallucinations. As he spoke, Sassa, more than attentive, almost riveted, asked a lot of questions.

  After he finished his story, she came back to cords. “During the cord-cutting ceremony, did you reconnect one with me?”

  “Yes.”

  “With modifications?”

  “As is.”

  “Good.” She eased down from the sofa to the floor. Sitting cross-legged, she patted the floor with her hand.

  Pushing the coffee table out of the way, he sat cross-legged as well facing her, and rubbed both of her knees as if he was dialing one up and one down. “During the last part of the trip, I camped two days and nights in the canyon alone. On the first night, I built a fire and played a little guitar. I felt connected to the land and sky, maybe even to a higher power, I don’t know. I fell asleep content for the first time since you left.”

  “Sounds beautiful.”

  “At about three in the morning, I heard something outside. I peeked out of the tent and made out a large gray wolf standing on the other side of the smoldering fire, staring right at me.”

  “Were you scared?”

  “Surprisingly, no. We must have stared at each other for a good five minutes before he ran off.”

  “A sign?”

  “I don’t know. Maybe. When I tried to go back to sleep, my family came to mind: Different Sundays when we all ate too much and then crashed watching NFL doubleheaders. Thanksgiving-week trips to Larson’s Turkey Farm, where we picked out the turkey we would eat later that week. Toy runs with my father to Five Guys from Belleville, where he marked down prices himself on Christmas Eve. We filled our mini-van with so many toys that I had to straddle the stick shift on the way home. I fell asleep after about an hour of reminiscing.”

  “Those are great memories.”

  “Yeah.” He had nothing but good memories for the first seventeen years of his life. Did he ever fight with his father? Was there ever any conflict in his family? Did he ever get anything but straight As? Ever lose a game? Truth white-washed with time, with death. Why was that?

  “Where did you go just now?”

  “More about home.”

  “Ah.”

  “The next day, once again quite peaceful, was filled with hiking, meditation, and guitar playing. That turned out to be a good thing, because on the last night in the vortex was something.”

  “How so?”

  “I went to sleep at about the same time. The peacefulness from the day had carried over and deepened. At around 2:00, like the night before, I picked up a noise outside the tent.”

  “The wolf again?”

  “No.” He pressed his palms into his thighs and drew in a deep breath. He wasn’t sure if he should tell her. But that was their deal. Complete truth, with no masks. “Well, sitting outside my tent on a rock about five yards away, I saw my father.”

  “Your dad? Really?” She reached out with both hands and pulled his hand toward her. She gently stroked his palm with her thumb.

  “Yes. We had a long conversation. He asked if I was happy. He wanted to know if I was in love. He wanted to know about you.”

  “What did you say?”

  “I told him the whole story.”

  “I would give almost anything to talk to my parents and sister again.”

  “I know. I thought about that right after I spoke with him.” For a moment, he forgot they were no longer together. During their year as a couple, when at their best, they’d created their own balm through talk. There was nothing else in the world as soothing, as connected, as loving. Yet the balm from the current conversation had come from doing work on their own, and it was somehow better. Maybe there was something to separate-together.

  She smiled, as if she knew his thoughts.

  “Finally, he told me that he was sorry for leaving, for putting me through so much pain, for not taking better care of himself. He promised that, after he left, I could talk to him anytime I wanted and, even if he didn’t answer explicitly, I should imagine what he might say.”

  She swallowed slowly, and tears welled. “What did you say to him?”

  “I mostly wept. I told him how much I missed him. I told him I had felt lost for years and how I changed for the better when I met you.”

  “Do you believe he was real?”

  “I don’t know. Maybe it was an after-effect of the ayahuasca.”

  “He was real, Nick.”

  Sassa stayed with Nick that night. They held each other on top of Nick’s bed without a blanket to cover them, mostly in silence, joined in a way that neither of them fully understood. She’d stayed true to herself for the entire visit, and he’d hung in there with her. They’d practiced truth, and grew as a result of it.

  “Sorry about the rise. I can’t help it,” he said.

  “Probably not a good idea.”

  “I know. It will pass.”

  “I know Brayden was hard to accept.”

  “That’s one surefire way to get it to pass.”

  “Sorry.”

  “I guess he did help you.”

  “I love you for that.”

  “Cambridge in the morning?”

  “Cambridge in the morning.”

 

  PART 3

 

  
  CHAPTER 11

  “Is help on the way?” was the subject line of Rachel Lyst’s email. Nick tapped his fingers on his keyboard as he read the body of her message, a deluge of questions about the online recording process. Dead on arrival. He could always tell. Rather than waste time answering her questions in detail, he replied, Why don’t you give me a call?

  A moment later his phone rang.

  “Hey, Nick, to build on my email, I’ve got a song and could use an edgy backing band. No polish, plenty of edge. Can you help?”

  “Tell me more about the song.”

  “Alternative-punk-folk. I don’t know. I don’t like labels; it’s music, man, you know? I need good drums and bass, and keys if we can strange them up a bit. Maybe an electric guitar, if it’s not overpowering. I can handle the acoustic work and vocals. ”

  “I can do whatever you need. I don’t need much to get started, just your song idea. I can take that sketch and build the full song. You’ll approve every step of the process.”

  “That’s for sure. Well, here’s the thing. I live in the city, and I’d like to check you and your studio out before I hand over any of my extremely limited dollars. No money in music, Nick. Love, that’s all. Do you love? Can you help out a starving artist?”

  “When do you want to visit?”

  “How about now? I’m in the neighborhood.”

  “You’re close?”

  “Hey, Nick, this is New York. You can’t be that far away. Are we on or should I take my business elsewhere?”

  “1423 Avenue J. Call when you get here and I’ll come down to let you in. The buzzer doesn’t work.”

  “Okey dokey.”

  Nick lost himself in mixing an alternative song. The band, the Huffing Posts, blended Zombie-like harmonies with Nirvana-like soft-hard guitars. He loved soft-hard guitars; steep contrast in music had always appealed to him, though it had never found its way into his own songs.

  “Hey, man, the door opened so I popped in,” Rachel shouted over the mix.

  “Give me a second.” Seated with his back to her, he remained engrossed in making minute adjustments on the mixing board. A little more reverb on the vocals. A guitar panned further right. The snare volume upped a tad.

  “Who’s the band? They’re fucking kick-ass.”

  “The Huffing Posts. Good, aren’t they?”

  He wheeled around in his chair and faced Rachel. She stood smiling, flipping a guitar pick between the fingers of her left hand, as a gambler might do with a casino chip. In her right hand, she grasped the handle of a Santa Cruz acoustic guitar case. Small, even in military boots that added a few inches to her height, she had long brown braids and dark brown skin. A white sleeveless pullover shirt highlighted the tattoos on both of her arms. Her jeans were tight and tattered at the knees. He couldn’t make out the detailed tattoo designs from where he was, but they appeared elaborate, artistic.

  She moved closer. One tattoo portrayed an older bearded man and the other outlined a portrait Picasso might sketch of one of his lovers. Peppermint and lemon scented the air.

  “I love your tattoos.”

  “My dad and someone who helped me out once. I probably wouldn’t be here without the two of them, so I did the human billboard thing.”

  “Solid acoustic by the way, I like what Santa Cruz Guitars is building these days.”

  “Me too. Let’s check out your gear. Time’s wasting.”

  “Okay.”

  “How did you end up here?”

  “The Beatles.”

  “What?”

  “I persuaded the owner to renovate and rent me this space for cheap during an all-night, fourteen-shot tequila binge where I inched out a victory in a Beatles trivia contest.”

  “Most famous cult Beatles song?” she asked.

  “‘Rain.’ Not even a close second.”

  “Right on.”

  Beaming, he gave her the tour of the studio, starting with a fully loaded Apple Mac Pro in the control room that, running Digital Performer, acted as the brains of the studio. “I prefer Digital Performer. It’s cheap and sounds just as good.”

  “Cheap is good.”

  “I picked up twenty or so software plug-ins, including Guitar Rig, Lexicon reverbs, MOTU Ethno Instrument, and MOTU’s Symphonic Instrument. Their software’s easier to use.”

  “I’m into analog. Old school. Lo-fi.”

  “Ah.”

  “But this will do.”

  He moved to vocals. He raved about a couple of Avalon M5 preamps he loved for their warmth; rattled off many different Neumann microphones, which he used exclusively; and showed her a separate room he had built for recording vocals. “The room is acoustically perfect.”

  “You know how to talk to a chick like me, don’t you?”

  “It’s all about technology.”

  “Time will tell.”

  He jumped to drums, pianos, and synthesizers. Rachel banged around a full Pearl drum kit mic’ed in the corner of the room, and played “Chopsticks” on a second-hand Kawai baby grand piano that he had bought at a moving sale. To show off the full palette of production sounds, he demoed a rack of vintage synthesizers from Roland, Korg, and Moog.

  Saving his slew of acoustic and electric guitars for last, he pointed out three Martin guitars on stands, an HD28, a D42, and an OM42, as well as a slew of electric guitars hanging on the wall, including a Fender Stratocaster, a PRS Custom, and a Gibson Les Paul Standard.

  “Solid set of equipment and the acoustic recording booth is spiffy. Let me play you the song I wrote from the booth.” She opened her guitar case and lifted out a beat-up Santa Cruz Vintage Artist with most of its gloss picked off around the sound hole. “Years of touring.”

  “Ah.” Hard work, not misuse. She was out there living the dream. Why hadn’t he ever toured like that when he was younger? He mic’ed her guitar and set up a vocal microphone. In the control room, he opened a new song called “Rachel,” and pushed record on Digital Performer. He stilled.

  She began messing around up and down the fret board of her guitar. The partial lead from “As My Guitar Gently Weeps.” The opening of “Over the Hills and Far Away.” The solo from “All Along the Watchtower.” Placing her pick between her teeth, she fingerpicked a classical piece, “Concierto de Aranjuez,” by Rodrigo.

  Wow! She was old school in more ways than one.

  “This is called ‘Gordian Knot.’” She launched into an intricate and percussive guitar part, which drove the song. The first verse, “Last time I saw you, I didn’t know you / Only outlines of some other life / I thought we had gone below the surface / But I was wrong / We never will,” caught hold.

  His arms tingled, like the first time he heard “A Day in the Life.” Her tone, pure and raspy, and runs, Beatlesque but atonal, were amazing. A hint of Sarah McLachlan? Or Patty Griffin? Could he capture all of the feeling? “Good song.”

  “I know. The question is what can you do with it? Here’s the chorus and the bridge. ‘Time will tie your distinction / Like a Gordian Knot / Time will tie your distinction / Cut the Gordian Knot / There is a world you’ve never seen / Where you can say what you feel / Where you can stand naked without fear / There are keepers of light there / No Gordian Knots.’”

  “Nice. First, I’d add a strong drum track with a heavy rock feel. Then I’d add an electric guitar that builds on your main riff. Then an organ, probably a Hammond B3, to make the chorus and bridge a little fuller.”

  She smiled. “Want to go see a band with me on Friday? We can stop for pizza at DiFara’s along the way, if you’re up for the wait.”

  “Do you always ask people out who you’re about to employ?”

  “Only when I’m interested in fucking them.”

  His face warmed. Raine popped into his thoughts, in her Columbia dorm room, naked, watching him dress from the bed. He had no idea why. “I’m coming off a pretty serious relationship.”

  “How long ago did she dump you?”

  “A little over a year.”

  “You haven’t gotten laid in a year? Man, you need me more than I thought. Meet me at the corner of Sixth Avenue and Thirteenth at 7:00 on Friday night. We’ll check out the band after Difara’s; then, we’ll see. You in?”

  • • •

  On Friday, he made his way toward the meeting location. The city heat, oppressive, forced him to stop for a bottled water from a street vender. What to make of Rachel? He wouldn’t have described her as attractive, yet he was drawn to her. The whole grunge-army-tattoo look wasn’t his thing, yet he liked it on her. In-your-face girls? Never. Yet here he was. A musician? A client? Both firsts. Why was he excited to see her? He missed Sassa.

  Several blocks away from the corner of Sixth Avenue and Thirteenth, he spotted a girl waving in his direction. He didn’t recognize her. Dancing as she waved, she reminded him of a picture he’d once seen of his mom and dad pogo dancing at an early seventies punk party. He moved another block closer. Rachel. He waved back. As he closed the gap between them, he sipped his water.

  She had transformed. Wearing a brightly colored summer dress circa 1969, she had brown leather boots on that kissed the hem of her dress right below her knees. Long, flowing black hair had replaced her braids. Pastel makeup and hoop earrings, which almost touched her shoulders, matched the red and purple in her dress. She was beautiful.

  “You look completely different.”

  “What’s with you? You met me once before, and you’ve got me all figured out? I only dress a certain way? My hair is always fixed the same? I only paint my face with black makeup? I told you before, I don’t like labels.”

  “I’m sorry.”

  “We’re going to see Fleet Foxes tonight, and this is how I felt like dressing for the show. Can you handle my look or should I call someone else who doesn’t give a shit about such silly things?”

  “I’m sorry. You look great.”

  “Ah, so this is a look you like. I’ll make sure I take note and dress accordingly the next time I’m with you.”

  “I hope there is a next time.”

  “Oh, stop being a wimp, Nick, and show some balls. I’m going to see a lot of you in the coming months. We both know it, so stop acting like you don’t understand what’s happening.”

  “What’s happening?”

  “We’re about to become lovers.”

  “We are?”

  “I’m stating the obvious.”

  After the concert, Rachel asked Nick back to her converted attic—a Bedford-Sty apartment. He followed her up three flights of stairs and entered a large room. Her clothes covered the floor, which served equally as a closet and a walkway. Dirty plates covered the countertops and table in her studio kitchen. Garbage overflowed onto the floor from a makeshift paperbag waste basket. CDs, in and out of their jewel cases, occupied what little space remained on chairs, tables, the bed, and the floor.

  She cleared off a spot on her bed and waved him over. “Come here.' Shoving him down on the bed, she lifted her dress over her head, and mounted him. Folding lust like origami, she moved on him, through him, in him, and shaped desire.

  He had no idea what she was doing. A name? What a beautiful body. With so much magic in it, he had to accept his role—student. He reached down to pull off his shirt.

  She cuffed his wrists with her hands. “I’ve got you.”

  Once she had undressed him, she glided toward him until her face hovered only an inch from his and began a deep-aggressive, shallow-soft rhythm with her lips and tongue. Her stare was so intense that for a moment he believed he was already inside her. A moment later she was. She coupled their bodies together with precision—arms, fingers, breasts, legs, tongues— finding their momentary roles in a larger movement. As he inched closer to finishing, she slowed down. “Breathe.' She built up again only to stop an instant before he crossed the point of no return. Shaking all over, he tried to hold back as his entire body arched off the bed. She sped up. A burst. Collapse. Death. Bliss.

  “There you go. No need to cry, man. There’s a lot more where that came from. Now show me what you can do.' She rolled onto her back.

  “You didn’t come?”

  “That was more about you.”

  “I need to work on that.”

  “You do. And when you’re done, you’ll never need to ask me again.”

  He flipped over and straddled Rachel. His shoulders and neck tightened. She had skills. How could he match her? Gradually, he worked his way down her body, focusing first on her breasts, then her stomach, finally opening her legs. He devoted himself there.

  A short time later, she laughed. “What are you doing?”

  He popped up. “What do you mean?”

  She propped herself up on her arms. “Do you have any clue on how to go down on a woman?”

  “You didn’t like what I was doing?”

  “If I graded you, the most you would get would be two out of ten.”

  Fuck. He jerked over on his back. Was she serious? This had never happened to him before. A giant cobweb in the corner of the ceiling, intricate and old, caught his attention. He had to do better. “I’m sorry, let me try again.”

  “No, man, not right away. I need to give you a few lessons first on female anatomy. Then I’ll let you try again.”

  “I’m so sorry. It’s not like I haven’t done this before.”

  “I’m sure you have. You just haven’t done it well.”

  “I’m so sorry.” He draped one leg over the side of the bed.

  She reached for his forearm and gently tugged him toward her. “Stop acting like a hurt puppy. Sex is like everything else in life. You need to practice and work hard at perfecting your craft, man. I mean, the equipment you’ve got is fine; you just don’t know how to use it that well. Your tongue is the brush and I’m the canvas. I’m looking for a masterpiece every time.”

  “Should I leave?”

  “Leave? You’ve gotta be kidding me. No way.”

  “Are you sure?”

  “I got you off, now you need to get me off. You can’t bail on me. You need to keep working. You can leave after you get it right.”

  Rachel was a mistake. He hadn’t heard any negative feedback in the past. He wanted out of there. Too much truth. Did he just say that? Deep breath. In. Out. In. Out. He could do this. Slow and steady. One step at a time, it was workable. Slowly, he kissed his way down her body.

  “Less of that. . . . Better. . . . More of that.” After a few minutes, she stopped instructing and spread her legs a little wider. A short time later, she moaned softly.

  Did she come? He glanced up. Eyes closed, smiling. A little more to be sure. Gradually, every muscle in her body released and stilled. Done.

  He crawled up next to her. “How did I do?”

  “Well, on a positive note, I came. This isn’t horseshoes, man. Almost doesn’t count.”

  “And on a negative note?”

  “You need a lot of work. You clearly didn’t have an older woman in your life when you were young. Forget the war draft, man. I think all eighteen- year-old boys should be drafted into the League of Older Women so you all know what the fuck you’re doing before you go out into the world.”

  “Make love, not war.”

  She rolled her eyes as if she expected, welcomed the comment. “Luckily, you’ve got a good teacher now. We’re done for today. ”

  “So soon?”

  “You’re such a girl.”

  “I’ll leave.”

  She sat up, pulled the sheet up over her, and pointed across the room. “Take that book at the end of the first row of my bookshelf.”

  A moment later, he was dressed. He kissed her good-bye, crossed over to the bookshelf, and pulled out her copy of the Kama Sutra. Thumbing through the pages, he occasionally stopped on a picture. Her teacher. “You practice this stuff?”

  “Every day, man, every day. Don’t worry, I’ll get you there. Tonight’s preview barely scratched the surface.”

  • • •

  Nick flipped back and forth between two pages of the Kama Sutra. Rachel. How did she get her body into those positions? She would teach him. In bed with her, he’d been amazed, scared, embarrassed. He’d wanted to run. But he’d hung in there. Rachel. He reached for his phone, placed it back down on the coffee table. Seconds passed. He reached again, this time to call Sassa. He shook his head. No contact for a year. He skid the phone on the table and watched it spin.

  A moment later, it rang. He shut his eyes and lifted the phone to his ears.

  “Hey. It’s me. Let’s make plans.”

  “Why don’t I finish your tracks first?”

  “That’s lame. Why?”

  “I want to prove myself.”

  “No need.”

  “Really.”

  “Okey dokey. I get it. Call me when you’re ready.”

  He tossed the Kama Sutra on the floor. She knew. She knew and she didn’t press. A lightness overtook him. Vaulting off his sofa, he grabbed his tablet off the end table. Jumping from chapter to chapter in a tantric sex book he’d downloaded, Tantracize Your Life, he practiced in his head for a long time. It was easier there. Later, he hurried out of his apartment for a walk, determined to do better, like a boy learning to play guitar who’d discovered that the pain and callouses on his fingertips were fuel.

  Days passed.

  One morning, he was reading on his sofa about a new position, trying to imagine contorting his body so that it matched the picture. Tantric origami. Lifting off the sofa, he tried to shape his legs, hips, and arms. Instead, an idea took shape. They never failed him. This one, particularly simple. He’d live with the results of flipping a coin. Heads, he would end it with Rachel; tails, he would continue seeing her. He pulled a quarter out of his pocket and flicked it up high in the air. The quarter landed and roadrunnered under the sofa. On his hands and knees, he blindly patted the floor until he located the coin, then slid it into view. An eagle stared upward at him. Three out of five? No. He owed her that much.

  A few hours later, she clocked in at the studio. “Let’s hear it.”

  “Here you go.”

  He played “Gordian Knot.” He’d recast her song from a singer/songwriter acoustic-driven piece into a Zeppelinesque polished production. The drums boomed, masculine, as if Jon Bonham had played on the track himself. An acoustic introduction led into crunchy electric guitars and a melodic bass riff, both of which complemented Rachel’s original guitar line. A Hammond B3 organ differentiated the chorus and bridge. Preoccupied with his work, he glanced her way. She had to love it.

  “It sucks,” she said.

  “What?”

  “The master is too polished, too lush. There isn’t enough edge. I want a rougher feel, with more dissonance. I want the acoustic guitar more front and center. I don’t want to sound like a female version of Led Zeppelin or anyone else.”

  “You don’t like it?” he asked.

  “I’m looking for something more original, more unique. I want to sound like Rachel Lyst. I hoped you might help me build my sound, but I may have been wrong. Maybe we’re too different, man. The song needs to open up and soar. You lost all of the emotion.”

  “Wow. And I thought I’d nailed it.”

  “You can’t work on my songs on your own, Nick.”

  • • •

  Fuck. Nick was done with her. Time to move on. He’d recorded parts that he loved and had mixed those parts perfectly, using his full array of high-end audio processing equipment, which Rachel would never have had access to on her own. High-quality work. And cheap. What was her problem? Why all the blunt, gruff feedback? Why had she dissed his version?

  Days passed. Anger settled. One morning, as he hurried toward the studio for a session, two words hit him like Jimmy Page smashing his Les Paul at the end of a concert. His version. When he arrived, without hesitation, he clicked the delete button on all the tracks he’d created for “Gordian Knot.” He called Rachel, asked if she could join him in the studio later in the afternoon, and promised the visit would be worth her time.

  Breezing into the studio just before 4:00, she put the top of the baby grand down, and perched herself on the lid, palms down for support. “Well?”

  “I realize my mistake,” he said. “I didn’t see you clearly enough to make my work an extension of yours. I changed the feel so much that you ended up a guest vocalist on your own song. If the roles were reversed, if you had performed heart surgery on one of my songs, I would’ve had the same reaction. I apologize. I acted like a jerk.”

  “I would have said asshole, but close enough. I banned the word should from my vocabulary a long time ago. Way too much judgment.”

  “Asshole, then.” She was softer, more alive, prettier, vulnerable, as if he’d just met her for the first time. What had happened to her? “I finally understand what you’re looking for. I wonder if we might work on the song together now to see if we’re in sync.”

  “Go for it.”

  “The intensity and anger in the lyrics need to come through.”

  “It’s an angry song, especially on the chorus and bridge.”

  “I was struggling with how to support the anger with the electric guitar part, but now I have an idea. What do you think of this?” He picked up his Les Paul, flipped the standby switch on his amp, played a new guitar part for her. Like some of his best work, the idea came from someplace soft, deep, spiritual. He was just the channel.

  “Much better. A little more atonal.”

  “Like this?”

  “Yeah, that’s what I’m looking for.”

  Together, in a few hours, they hammered out the song and crafted a “Gordian Knot” that went well beyond Rachel’s original vision. And Nick’s. He’d never written with anyone before, and he found it surprisingly satisfying. How could two completely different people create seamless music?

  At around 8:00, Rachel planted her arm on Nick’s shoulder. “Why don’t we stop now?”

  “Why?”

  “We just decided to be longterm lovers. I want to celebrate the occasion.”

  “I’ve been reading.”

  “Good. Maybe this time we can move on from paint-by-numbers and start creating some original art.”

  • • •

  Naked on Nick’s bed, Rachel propped herself up on one arm. “Take off your clothes. I want to try something.”

  He stripped and joined her.

  “Come on top of me.” She reached down and helped him enter her. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she whispered, “Let’s stay like this a while and see how we feel.” She raised her lips to his and gently brushed them. Eyes wide open, she joined with him, barely moving, for a long time.

  “Good?” she asked.

  “Nirvana.”

  “Do you know that tantra means ‘to expand, to be free, to liberate’? It’s my definition of nirvana. Wanna go for it?”

  “I’m game.”

  “It’s not a game, you know. You talk a lot about truth and honesty, but what do you think that means when it comes to sex?” she asked.

  Since he’d met her, he’d thought a lot about that question. She’d pushed him, pulled him, caused him to read even more than usual. Taught him that his body didn’t lie. “That sex is sacred, healing, a way toward enlightenment. That trust and honesty are foundational to getting there.”

  “You have been reading.”

  “One of those overachievers, I guess.”

  “You’re not overachieving yet.”

  “Honestly, I’m trying hard.” He really was. He’d never worked at sex before. Until Sassa, the women were more for him. With Sassa, the sex— great, effortless—focused on love, not expertise. With Rachel, he aspired to that place where skill—honed, perfected—enabled them to find a feeling neither could reach on their own. Generative sex. Who would have thought?

  “On honesty, do you know there are three of us in our bed?”

  “Three?”

  “Yes. You, me, and Sassa.”

  “That’s not true.”

  “Yes, it’s true. We need to get her out of here. She’s in the way, man.”

  He couldn’t argue the point. Often at the most inopportune moments, a memory with Sassa would wander through. Kissing Rachel on the same subway he’d kissed Sassa on. Watching a movie with Rachel he’d already seen with Sassa. Often in bed right after he’d finished. “How?”

  “We’ll never be able to fully surrender to each other if you remain so tense.”

  “What does that have to do with Sassa?”

  “She’s holding you back.”

  “How?”

  “Get out of your head and focus on what’s happening between us. You won’t let go of her, and it’s causing you a lot of stress. As long as you’re in your head, she’s here with us.”

  He didn’t know how to get her out of his head. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. But Rachel did have a point. Even though he hadn’t seen Sassa, even though a lot of time had passed, she was hanging around. Or he was. It was time. “Do you really think sex is sacred?”

  “Only in Western cultures is sex considered something other than sacred.”

  “I’m not sure what to do.”

  “We need to focus on breathing and clearing our minds. We need to blur our lines to the point where all we amplify is the connection. Think loud music, rock and roll, the Beatles.”

  “Then she’ll fade?”

  “I hope.”

  • • •

  Despite Nick’s best efforts, the ménage à trois continued for the next several weeks. Although he showed steady progress practicing with Rachel, Sassa’s presence remained. He tried everything to get her out of his head. On occasion he believed he’d succeeded, but just when he thought she was gone, he always found her in a recess, on a pedestal waiting to be rediscovered, as if she knew it was only a matter of time.

  “Close the office door.” Nick smiled.

  “Your workers and clients use this sofa all the time.”

  “All the better.”

  Rachel closed the door. She slipped out of her Birkenstocks and pogo danced her way over to him. “You leading?”

  He spun her around and pulled her close to him. Slipping one hand under her shirt and the other in the front of her pants, he kissed the back of her neck.

  “I like it when you lead,” she whispered.

  “I can tell.”

  He pushed her onto the sofa. Balancing on her knees, she unbuttoned his pants and dropped them to the ground. Rolling back onto the sofa, she raised her legs as she undid her pants. He helped her slip out of them. With her legs up over his shoulders, they finished within minutes.

  “Most efficient,” she said.

  “Shhh. Everyone will hear you.”

  “Good. That’s a strange look. What are you thinking?”

  He tried to look away. Too late.

  “Oh.”

  “Let’s get away for the weekend,” he said.

  “Where?”

  “There’s this cool hotel in Rhode Island called Ocean House that’s about two and a half hours away by car. Check out the website.” He reached over to the end table and snatched his laptop. Rachel had been openly patient. She’d understood at some level that it would take time to get Sassa out of his head. Still, her patience wouldn’t last forever. He needed to speed things up.

  “Looks fancy. Are you sure they’ll accept a guest like me?” she asked.

  More importantly, would they keep Sassa out? “I’m sure you’re up to the task of dressing for the part.”

  “I can do New England preppie if I cover my tattoos.”

  “That will work.”

  • • •

  Nick and Rachel raced out of the city Friday afternoon in a rented car. They arrived at Ocean House around 7:00, checked in, then unpacked their shared suitcase along with two guitars. The hotel, the ideal counterpoint to New York, was dressed in New England yellow, with a large white wraparound porch, a mansard roof, and a rolling beachfront—it was perfect for his plan.

  Starving after the drive, they headed to dinner. On the way down, they paused the elevator. He pushed her up against the back wall and slowly kissed her. Propping herself up on the elevator railing, she lifted her skirt, and wrapped her legs around him. A moment later, his pants were around his ankles and he was inside her. A few moments after that, they were both done.

  In the restaurant, she tested out her preppie persona on the waiter. Wearing a brown herringbone jacket with the collar outlined in black and a fake “R” preschool badge covering the left breast; a white blouse; and a subdued green, yellow, and red-printed scarf that doubled as a tie, she said, “I’ll have the lobstah bisque.”

  “Very good. What brings you to the hotel?”

  “Work. Graduated Hah–vahd Business School at twenty-five. Founded my own boutique shoe company in Vehmont. Meeting folks about a possible acquisition.” Crossing her legs, her skirt slipped up a few inches above her knees. She had beautiful legs. She pointed down to her shoes, which matched her jacket perfectly, with confidence.

  Later over coffee, Nick, slightly intoxicated from a three-finger scotch or Rachel’s preppy image, passed right through her eyes on his way to spacing.

  “What?”

  “You’re so strong.”

  “You’re just figuring that out now?”

  “Easier to see outside the city.”

  “Ah.”

  After dinner, they returned to their room to change and pick up a couple blankets and a backpack. They made their way to the beach where, barefoot, they walked arm-in-arm for a long time. The salted breeze filled him with hope, with desire. The sand constantly changed around his feet, tickled him, made him smile. Why hadn’t he thought of this sooner?

  “There’s nothing like the smell of the ocean,” she said.

  “Dinner was fun. We should role-play more.”

  “We or me?”

  “We.”

  “Can you do Ryan Gosling?” She darted in front of him, turned around, and backpedaled. “Why did we come here?”

  “I need to practice with you without any distractions.”

  She waited for him to catch up, pulled him close, and on her toes, brushed his lips just enough to salt his thirst. “How long did it take you to come up with that line?”

  “Long enough.”

  “When do we start?”

  “As soon as we find a secluded spot and spread out the blanket.”

  “Guess I should pay attention to the surroundings then.”

  “Guess so.”

  They hiked another solid mile before settling on a spot nestled between two small sand dunes. He spread out one of the blankets on the sand. Without exchanging a word, they undressed. In the same fluid movement that he had learned from her, filled with lust, with safety, he lowered her onto the blanket. He kissed her gently.

  “Just relax and let go,” he said.

  “I can do that.”

  Rachel’s arms. He caressed her left forearm with slow, ever smaller, circular movements that led to specific pleasure points. As he did that, he studied her face to trace her path of arousal. When each point saturated with pleasure, he changed the motion from circular to linear, as if to push the arousal out to the rest of her body. When he finished her left arm, he shifted to her right arm and repeated the movements using the same technique. He continued to watch her face as she drifted into a more relaxed, almost meditative state. After he finished with her right arm, he slowly and repeatedly stroked the back of each ear. He’d been reading.

  He removed a glass bottle from the backpack, poured a thick creamy white lotion from the bottle on his hand. He caressed her right breast with the same circular motion, culminating on her nipple. When her pleasure saturated there, he cupped her breast and spread the feeling to the rest of her body. He repeated the movements on her left breast.

  Her thighs. As he’d done before, he spread the pleasure out with a shift from circular to linear movements, caressing her entire lower body with his hands. Her level of arousal continued to build.

  It was time. He penetrated her with his index and forefinger, which he maneuvered onto her G-spot, then he used his thumb, still covered with lotion, to track the movements of his index and forefinger. Time slowed. Boundaries blurred. Thoughts evaporated. Later, he replaced his thumb with his tongue.

  Covered in sweat, her body trembled, pulsed, like some quasar about to explode and reshape the universe. She let out a moan that seemed to release some fundamental primordial energy from deep within her. She went completely limp. He imagined, at least for a moment, that she had touched god. He moved up her body and kissed her forehead.

  After some time, she opened her eyes. Smiling, she reached over, and touched his lips with her fingers. “You gave me my first full-body orgasm.”

  “I could tell.”

  “Dakini bliss.”

  • • •

  For the rest of the year, Rachel and Nick lived moment to moment, day to day, happy. Constantly experimenting, they let the Kama Sutra guide them into deeper and deeper physical intimacy. When they weren’t practicing, they played music—together, separately, collaboratively. They recorded her songs, his songs, and songs they’d written together. He sat in on guitar for a number of her live gigs. They even began serious conversations about forming a band, Dakini Bliss.

  One afternoon, they were sitting in front of the mixing console in Nick’s studio, listening to a mix of one of their songs. The song, acoustic with soaring strings and an almost nursery rhyme-sounding piano part, played stronger than anything either of them had ever done. With lyrics like, “I want to walk next to you and be utterly wild / I want to know how it feels to be that strong” and “I want to cover you in safety even when I’m most afraid” and “I want the strength to let you go wherever you need to go,” it was the capstone of their year together.

  She wheeled her chair around, leaned back, and draped both of her legs over his. “We’ve done a full album’s worth of songs.”

  True. And she’d given him much, much more. She’d taught him how to collaborate. She’d shown him how two completely different people could come together and make art. Musically. Physically. “Are you still happy with how they turned out?”

  “Man, I don’t know. I’m happy with the songwriting, and my vocals are outstanding, but I’m not sure about the backing band.”

  “Say the word and I’ll hit delete.” He reached over to his mouse, selected all of her songs, placed the pointer over the delete command. He’d already backed up all of their music, so there was no real risk.

  “Fine. Fine. I guess I can live with them.”

  “I scored a tantric sex teacher and you scored an album.”

  “Fair trade.”

  “I don’t know, I might be a little ahead.”

  “It all depends on how you count.”

  “I’m better at math.”

  She rose and straddled him as he sat in the chair. She kissed his forehead. “I admit you’ve got that one thing over me. What do you think about naming the album Songs of Love and Loss?”

  “Like Leonard Cohen?” he asked.

  “The man is a god, you know.”

  “True enough. Maybe a little too derivative.”

  “Okey dokey. I’ll come up with something else. When is your meeting with Sassa?”

  “Next week.” Just the day before, he’d exchanged text messages with Sassa and agreed to a time and location. Other than that, he hadn’t heard from her.

  “Do you have any idea what she’s been up to?”

  “Nope.” And, since Ocean House, he hadn’t thought that much about her. Every now and then a flicker. That was all. After two years apart, after Brayden, Rachel, and maybe a new boyfriend from year two, had they settled in as lifelong friends?

  “Next week might be the end of the road for us,” she said.

  “Why do you say that? Aren’t you happy here?”

  “Yes. It’s a feeling that came up, and I wanted to say it out loud. Are you still in love with her?”

  “I still love her. What’s the difference?”

  “You don’t know the difference?”

  “Not really.”

  “One is exclusive and one isn’t.”

  “So you can only be in love with one person at a time, though you may love more than one person at a time? Did I get that right?”

  “Something like that.”

  “I love her, then. Don’t worry about her. I’m happy here.”

  “No worries, man. No worries.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 12

  After Sassa landed back at her Cambridge studio, her blueprint started to unravel. The plan. Stay in Cambridge for at least another year. Continue working at Sirellina’s as a well-respected, full member of the team. Spend more time hanging out with friends. Stay on the path of most resistance. But in her apartment that night, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been stranded in the middle of nowhere, that Cambridge was no longer on the path, that the time had come to break more ties.

  Walking over to the wall, she placed her hands palm down on the floor and pushed up into a handstand. Upside down, her gaze traveled along the grooves in the pine floor until it reached the molding on the far wall. As she studied the nicks on the molding, blood rushed to her head like sand in a wide-necked hourglass egg-timer. A short time later, she formed a V with her legs and jackknifed to the floor. Light-headed, she wobbled across the room to her desk, picked up her phone, and hurtled it against the wall where she’d just stood, as if the V had left a target.

  At her desk, she logged onto her bank account. Fifty thousand dollars in savings. In her trust fund, $300,000 remained from the insurance settlement. Her mom and dad had taken care that way. As she studied the screen, it seemed to shatter into a thousand glass Scrabble pieces. Letters strung into words, only to have them scramble before full sentences came into view. Whole. Stranded. Light. Nick. Too many Zs, Xs, and Qs to form much more. With her foot, she pulled the computer plug out of the wall and, for a moment, took comfort from the gray screen.

  Later, curled up in her bed, she flipped through Shambhala Sun magazine. “Living in the Age of Distraction.” “Journey to Awakening.” “It Starts from Zero.” “Women on the Path.” Like a Frisbee, she flung the Sun across the room at the wall. She’d spun out, drifted, fallen behind, made small miscalculations and big ones. The time had come to catch up, to find the next step on the path, to go west.

  Major West Coast cities? Vancouver. Seattle. Portland. San Francisco. Any one of them would suffice for a few years. How to make the decision? Finding a job wouldn’t be a problem. Stepping outside of her comfort zone, obtaining more exposure, crossing a few lines—that would be the real work. Maybe organic gardening classes at the San Francisco Zen Center. Maybe teaching Bikram yoga in Vancouver. Maybe cello lessons in Seattle. Blah. Blah. Blah. She fell asleep no closer to a decision.

  • • •

  One night, during her shift at Sirellina’s, a colleague raved about a vegetarian restaurant he’d recently visited in Portland, Maine. The Green Angel specialized in creative vegetarian food based solely on local produce. The organic green tea noodles—amazing. The Asian vegetable stew and the king oyster mushroom tempura—to die for. On a short tea break, Sassa googled the restaurant. More than impressed with the reviews, she planned a visit.

  On her next day off, she motored to Portland and wasted no time making her way to Old Port’s Exchange Street. From across the street, the Green Angel looked like many of the shops housed in a row of renovated nineteenth-century brick buildings. The facade, an attractive combination of cement and brick with wide, ten-foot-high glass windows, allowed a full view of the interior. A green awning with the number thirty-four covered the entrance: a large, ornate oak door.

  She crossed the street. A menu taped to the window next to the door caught her eye. She skimmed the appetizers and entrees. What an eclectic menu. Inside, she found herself in a spacious, tastefully decorated dining room. Tamari and curry infused the air. Local modern art covered the walls— abstract oil paintings, black and white photos of farm workers, a few nude sketches. Simple tables lined the space, discretely distinguished by colorful hand-blown glass centerpieces and surrounded by one-of-a-kind chairs built from reclaimed wood. A small bar in the back of the restaurant, stocked with local beer and wine, finished the place.

  A waitress approached and offered a warm, friendly greeting. Sassa followed her to the back of the restaurant, passing by a boy and his mom who both smiled, an elderly man who nodded, and two lovers deep in conversation. The waitress glided like a ballet dancer on the way to her mark.

  “My name is Myrina. We’re offering a number of specials tonight. As an appetizer, we’re serving stir-fried Brussels sprouts done with tamari sauce. That’s one of my favorites. As a main course, we’re offering a spicy soy masala dish.”

  Myrina had a Mona Lisa-like smile. With long, thick, wavy red hair; tender, probing hazel eyes; and more than enough freckles, she resembled a schoolgirl, even though Sassa placed her in her thirties. A calmness in her cheekbones and jaw seemed to house wisdom.

  “Those sound tasty. I’ll start with an unsweetened iced tea.”

  “Are you from around here?”

  “I’m from Cambridge.”

  “Long drive.”

  “A friend told me about your restaurant. We’re both chefs at Sirellina in Boston. He said the Green Angel was his favorite vegetarian restaurant on the East Coast, so I had to check you guys out.”

  “Thank you. I’ll pass that on to the chef. Be back in a minute with your tea.”

  Sassa picked up her knife and studied both sides of it. Sometimes she had a feeling about a place, like crawling under a blanket with the windows open on a crisp fall night. The first time she stepped into Pellegrino’s. The first time she drove through New York. The first time she walked through Harvard Square. The first time she slept in Nick’s bed.

  “It’s clean.” With a huge grin on her face, Myrina stood at the table, iced tea in hand. A man accompanied her.

  “Sorry. I drifted off,” Sassa said.

  “Here you go.” She placed a two-piece iced tea pot on the table. The bottom was filled with ice and the top suspended a pyramid-shaped tea bag in steeping hot water.

  “That’s the coolest iced tea maker I’ve ever seen.”

  “Yeah. We like them too. This is Matthew; he owns The Green Angel. When I mentioned that you’re also a chef, he wanted to come out and meet you.”

  Matthew, taller than Myrina but much smaller than Nick, had straight black hair striated with gray pulled back in a ponytail; he had dark brown eyes to match his dark skin and a hint of a foreign accent that Sassa couldn’t place. Croatian? Hungarian? The same calmness girded his face, masking his age.

  “Hey there, I’m Sassa. Nice to meet you. You’ve done a wonderful job with this place. Local produce. Local beer. Local everything. Very cool.”

  “Thank you. Myrina told me you work at Sirellina. It has an excellent reputation.”

  “They’ve been good to me.”

  “Are you a vegetarian?”

  “I’m an aspiring one. I do eat fish and grass-fed beef in small portions, but I don’t buy anything from ‘the middle supermarket aisles,’ to reference Michael Pollen.”

  Matt nodded. “Great book. Well, I just wanted to stop over and say hello. I’m going to send over a beer from a Portland brewing company. I think you’ll love the flavor. Enjoy.”

  “Take care.”

  Shortly after Matthew left, Sassa’s meal arrived. She devoured her Brussels sprouts, which were the most flavorful she’d ever tasted. Not big on soy, she still savored every bite of the masala dish. How did Matt get so much flavor into a soy dish? He should open a place in New York. After she finished her dinner, she ordered a wonderful coconut and chocolate macaroon dessert with her tea. While sipping her tea, she noticed Matt heading toward her table with something in hand.

  “Hey again. I have a gift and a request for you. I’d like to buy you dinner tonight, one chef to another.”

  “Thank you, that’s generous.”

  He folded up the bill and slipped it in his pocket. “Would you be willing to stick around town until the restaurant closes? Maybe we could have a drink together? I have a business proposition for you.”

  Was Matt interested? Or did he truly have a business proposal? Either way. “Sure.”

  • • •

  Portland. From Old Port to the Art Museum to Newick’s Lobster House, Sassa loved everything about the city. A manageable size, the place was full of friendly young artists and musicians, and an abundance of diverse restaurants. What more could she ask for from a place, East or West Coast? For a better part of the day, she walked the city. The Eastern Promenade. Diamond Cove. Deering Oak Park. Congress Street. The place welcomed her, as if she’d been away at war and had just come home. After a few hours, she strolled back into the Green Angel on time, whistling “Across the Universe.”

  Matt and Myrina greeted her at the bar with a glass of the same Portland beer that he’d sent over earlier that day.

  “We’re married, by the way.” Matt reached out to hold Myrina’s hand.

  “Ah.”

  “We’ve been in this business for ten years now, and we love the Green Angel,” he said.

  “The restaurant has been everything we’d hoped for and more, but we’re considering moving on,' Myrina said.

  “Really?”

  “We had our first child, Janine, a few months ago.”

  “Ah. What a pretty name.”

  “Thanks. We’ve realized that we’re going to need help raising her. Myrina is from Seattle. All of her family is still there.”

  “I get that.' How were her aunt and uncle doing in Indiana? Her cousins? She would never move back, even if she married and had kids. Yet Matt and Myrina’s plan to go home seemed right to her, as if she’d been tipped off ahead of time that Seattle was their true home.

  “So we’re toying with the idea of selling the Green Angel if we can find the right buyer. Based on a hunch more than anything else, we both thought you might be that person.”

  “Really? I’ve never considered owning my own place.' Nick had told her early on that she was destined to run her own business, but she’d never thought that seriously about it. She shifted her weight back and forth from side to side on her chair and twirled her hair with her index finger.

  “We might be wrong. Like I said, we had a hunch.”

  “I don’t know. Maybe. Tell me more.”

  “We’ve talked to several potential buyers in the past few months and, for a lot of reasons, none of them felt right. On the other hand, there’s something about you—your experience, how you carry yourself, your interest in the restaurant. If nothing else, we’ve shared a glass of the summer ale.”

  “Delicious.' She took another sip. What to make of the offer? Part of her liked the idea of owning her own place, managing a team, creating a real sense of community. But was she ready? Her favorite memory of her mom, the one where they were swinging on the front porch of her childhood home drinking citrusaid, bannered across her mind. The path of most resistance? Warmth emanated from right below her heart. “Here’s the thing. I’ve been thinking about going out West. I even considered Seattle myself. I have some stuff I need to figure out, and there’s this guy—”

  “No surprise there,” Myrina said.

  Sassa started twirling her hair again. “Things with the guy may or may not work out. I’m considering a whole range of stuff that might help me figure things out. I’m not sure owning a restaurant makes sense given everything else I need to do.”

  “Did you ever consider work as a possible solution?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “We had a lot of issues to work out as well and, much to our surprise, we found the answers we were looking for in this place. Didn’t we, Matt?”

  “Some we weren’t looking for, too.”

  Sassa nodded slowly, searching for a crack, a micro-expression, in their story.

  They had years of common history where they’d both grown. How did that happen, and what was the secret? She had to figure it out; maybe they’d found the key to fifty years. “You were able to work things out together?”

  “Separately and together,” Myrina said.

  “I learned how to stay present when I prepare food,” Matt said.

  “And I learned how to truly connect with people who, in many cases, I would serve and never see again,” Myrina said.

  “I no longer freak out when the delivery guy accidentally smashes a crate of fresh vegetables,” Matt said.

  “And I treat employees as partners without using any kind of one-up, one-down scare tactics,” Myrina said.

  Her mind raced. Who were these two? Had they really worked it all out? Work. Family. Love. Staying present. Not freaking out. It was too good to be true. Yet she was sure they had tapped into something pure, something real, something she hadn’t experienced. “Okay, okay. Slow down. What does one-up, one-down mean? How many people do you employ?”

  “We have ten employees, and each has a lot to offer. We look at them as equal partners and don’t in any way look down on them because we run the place. They complement us,” Matt said.

  “That’s wonderful.”

  “We think so too. Are you staying in Portland for the night?” Myrina asked.

  “Yes, I booked a room at the Regency last minute.”

  “So what are your first impressions?” Matt asked as he handed her another beer.

  “Well, you have me thinking, though I’m not sure I can afford a place like this.”

  “Let’s not worry about money right now. The most important thing is to find out if there’s a match. We can work out the details later if we all agree to move forward.”

  “How about if I sleep on it? Can you meet tomorrow morning for coffee before I leave?”

  “Okay,” Matt and Myrina replied at the same time.

  Sassa checked into the hotel, settled into her room, and went to bed straight away. She tossed and turned, and in no time her sheets and blankets were in a tangle. Reaching over, she grabbed her phone off the nightstand to call Nick. It was too late. She gently placed the phone back down, and picked up her tablet instead. Tablet propped up against her blanket-covered knees, she scripted what she planned to say the next morning. Timing. Training. Employees. Housing. Price. Buyer beware.

  When she finished the script, her thoughts gravitated back to the West Coast. Maybe she should leave the East after all? She’d already decided she needed a change, and owning a Portland restaurant didn’t top her list. Stuck in the middle of something she didn’t fully understand, leaving might be just the thing. A thought entered her mind: Nick stroking her hand one morning at Joe’s, consoling her about criticism she’d received at work the previous night. Sassa, you can do anything you put your mind to. You are incredibly talented. I have complete faith in you. She smiled. She flipped through the television channels for a long time before eventually falling asleep to SportsCenter.

  • • •

  “Good morning.” Sassa greeted Matt and Myrina, already seated at the coffee shop, holding hands.

  “Morning. We took the liberty of buying you a green tea,” Myrina said.

  “Perfect. Thanks. I thought more about our conversation last night and I have a few more questions.”

  “We figured. Let’s dive in,” Matt said.

  “Okay. So, let’s start with finances. How much do you gross and how much do you net per year?”

  “About $1 million gross and $100,000 net,” Myrina said. “I run the books. Matt does the food.”

  “Wow.”

  “It took us some time to build to those numbers.”

  “Still, that’s fantastic. Next on my list, what kind of timing are you looking at and how much transition training could you provide?”

  “We’d like to move as soon as possible, but what’s more important is leaving the business in good hands. We’re thinking three months of training is probably sufficient,” Myrina said.

  “That sounds right. Do you know if the current employees will stay on?”

  “We’ve talked to them and they want to stay. They’re good people,” Matt said.

  “Good. Let’s go back to money for a moment. What are you thinking in terms of price?”

  “Well, we need some cash to get started in Seattle. We have some savings, but we need another $100,000 to get started. So, we’d be willing to take $100,000 up front, then your profits for the next two years after you take out a reasonable salary for yourself.”

  “That sounds like a fair price. And what about the name? Will you start a restaurant in Seattle with the same name?”

  “The name is part of the deal. We’ll start a similar restaurant in Seattle with a few new twists and a new name. The Green Angel belongs in Portland.”

  Sassa, Myrina, and Matt talked another hour and went through Sassa’s remaining concerns in detail. It was as if she’d known them for much longer and taking over the restaurant had been part of the master plan for a long time. There was something exhilarating about the restaurant business, about the connection with Matt and Myrina, about taking a big risk.

  “That’s all for now. I’m interested.”

  “We have a formal process on our end. Standard background check and, if we all decide to go forward, a three-month trial period where you can get comfortable that you made the right decision.”

  “That’s fine. I’m sure I’ll have more questions down the road. I’d like to talk with some of my friends, review your financials with an accountant, and meet the staff. Does that all sound okay?”

  “Yes,” Matt and Myrina responded in unison.

  Did they always do that?

  • • •

  On her way back to Cambridge, Sassa phoned Brayden and detailed the restaurant in one long monologue. Vegetarian like Life Alive, but higher end. A chance to create something of her own. A way to give back to the community. Matt and Myrina had already done the heavy lifting.

  Brayden listened closely and didn’t ask anything until she had finished. “Do you think this is on the path of most resistance?”

  “Yes.”

  “Then you should do it.”

  “You really know how to boil things down.”

  “Sometimes.”

  She thanked him and let him go. He was a good man.

  • • •

  “Are you okay?” Nick asked.

  She smiled. “Everything’s fine. I know we agreed not to contact each other during the year, but I could use your advice on a business opportunity.”

  “Oh . . . sure, happy to help. Let me set down my guitar. I just started working on a track for a singer-songwriter who hired us to produce one of her songs.”

  “Any good?”

  “Not bad. A cross between Sarah McLachlan and Patty Griffin.”

  “Cool. I have a chance to move to Portland, Maine, and buy a vegetarian restaurant.”

  “You keep going farther away.”

  True. She did seem to be making her way up the coast, attracted by smaller and smaller cities. Why was that? “I must have a thing for going north.”

  “We have that in common.”

  “Anyway, given that you started your own business, I was hoping you might look at the financials for me and let me know if you spot any gotchas?” Once before, she’d asked Nick about running his company. He was a natural at business stuff.

  “Why don’t you give me an overview now, and then you can send me whatever information you have as soon as possible? What’s the timing?”

  “I’d like to make a final decision by the end of next week.”

  For over an hour, Sassa replayed her conversations with Matt and Myrina down to the last detail. Nick asked a lot of good questions, made her feel like he had her back, like she’d already asked Matt and Myrina all of the important stuff on her own. He had always encouraged her to explore, to take risks, to do what she wanted. He always would.

  “What do you think?”

  “I think you can do anything you put your mind to.”

  • • •

  The following week, Nick validated all of the financials, provided Sassa with useful information about running a small business, and endorsed her purchase of the Green Angel. They spoke one more time on the phone before the one-year rule went back into effect.

  Sassa lay on her bed and pressed her feet against the headboard. The only thing she had on was a “Let It Be” T-shirt and black lace panties. John covered one breast and Paul the other. “Are you okay with our conversations this week?”

  “Yes, why wouldn’t I be?”

  “We did agree not to talk for a year.”

  “We shouldn’t be so rigid. It’s nice to know you still need me.”

  “I do.” With her free hand, she spelled out “Two of Us” on the blanket. She’d grown to love the Beatles almost as much as Nick did. Sometimes, when they were still together, they held Beatles’ weeks where they listened to one album per day in the order of their release date. Was Let It Be or Abbey Road last? She could never remember. Smiling, she crossed one foot over the other and curled her toes. Her T-shirt pushed up a few inches and exposed her panties.

  “You’ll do well with the restaurant.”

  “I feel like I caught up.”

  “What does that mean?”

  “Like I get to take advantage of Matt and Myrina’s ten years of hard work while I’ve been floundering around all these years.”

  “I don’t think you’ve been floundering around.”

  “Let’s agree to disagree on that one.”

  After she hung up with Nick, she poured herself a glass of wine and toasted a picture of her mom and dad on the wall. Adulthood. She had finally arrived. A moment later, she rummaged through her desk drawer and found a box filled with colored pencils, and a large, still-blank journal Nick had given her when they first met. The first page: Sassa, May this be one of the first places you dream. Nick. She smiled. Turning to a blank page, she employed a trick one of her college professors had taught her. She drew a map of the simple steps required to take over the Green Angel: settle into Old Port apartment, meet employees, meet local suppliers, practice menu, get to know clients. With multiple colors, she sketched an old brick house, a group of workers, a farm, a menu, customers, and listed many detailed steps below each drawing. Once drawn, as if it was her most prized possession, she placed the journal under her mattress. She planned to move from step to step until she reached her goal, or “treasure,” as her professor liked to label the final destination. Manageable chunks, Sassa, manageable chunks are all you’ll ever need to find the treasure. Shortly after learning the trick, she had slept with him for the first time. At that time, she had had a thing for men with power.

  • • •

  Day One. Six in the morning: Sassa woke in her new apartment naked. She rolled out of bed, sat on the floor in the corner, and gathered her legs into her chest. There was so much empty space. She would work on that. Dressed for work in her traditional white chef’s vest, jeans, and black Bistro Crocs, she twirled her hair for a long time as she stared out her living room window.

  First thing on her agenda: meet employees. She had mapped spending a couple of hours one-on-one with each one, listening to them talk about work, about their lives, about their dreams. In college, while volunteering in a halfway house for troubled girls one semester, she had learned that two-hour introductory meetings worked best. Much longer, and the girl, tired and exposed at that point, flamed out; shorter, and she felt misunderstood, invisible. The same approach would work with her employees.

  At the local coffee house close to the restaurant, she met Jack first, her most senior employee. “Hey, Jack. So this is meant to be a really open session. We can talk about anything that comes up and nothing is off limits.”

  “Red Sox versus the Yankees?”

  She grinned. She liked him already. “Almost nothing.”

  “Thanks for the two hours. It’s nice to have so much time.”

  “For me as well.”

  “So, have you thought about what you want to do with the restaurant?” he asked.

  “A little. I’m going to keep a lot of what Matt and Myrina did. Serving the community and cooking with local, whole, organic foods for sure. Do you have any thoughts?” She really wanted all of her employees’ input, wanted them to re-up, to feel vested in the restaurant, in her, in each other. That was how she planned to build the company.

  “Thanks for asking. I guess I’d like to change the menu more and experiment based on what’s in season any given week.”

  “Good idea. Say more.”

  “We could add specials based on availability of local produce or maybe have summer and winter menus.”

  “I like the idea of summer and winter menus. Let’s discuss that with the rest of the team. Can you help by pulling together a proposal?”

  He pushed back in his chair and sipped his coffee. The corners of his lips flashed upward. “Sure.”

  “How do you feel about a fresh juice bar?”

  “A lot of work.”

  “I know. Good margins, though. Maybe next year. What do you need from me?” she asked.

  “A chance to grow. In a few years, I’d like to start my own restaurant. The Green Angel is a stepping stone.”

  She nodded. “That sounds great. I’m willing to help in any way I can.”

  “Thank you.”

  “Do you have a family?”

  “Yes. A wife and three girls.”

  “Bring them in sometime and I’ll cook for them.”

  “One big happy family.”

  “For sure.”

  • • •

  Day Thirty: Sassa spent the morning organizing the kitchen mise en place. In Sassa’s kitchen, everything had it’s own container, it’s own spot. Chopped onions. Minced garlic. A collection of finishing salts. Different curries. Green mustard. Cabbage. Brussels sprouts. King oyster mushrooms. The French had gotten organization right. It allowed her and everyone in the kitchen to focus on the cooking later on when hungry customers were waiting for their meals.

  Using a number of prep containers, she made salad dressings and soups for the day, tasting along the way to make sure each one was perfect. Coconut soup. Spicy bean curd dressing. Coconut milk and chili dressing. Into squeeze bottles, she poured different olive oils. Squeezing was easier when in a hurry. She stacked plastic dining trays six feet high against the wall. They used them as easily swappable cutting boards, which were faster to swap out than wiping down the counter. Timing was critical at the Green Angel. A moment too long or too short made all of the difference in a dish. Next to the dining trays, she organized metal sheet trays for prepping and cooking vegetables. Whenever possible, they used the same pot or pan or metal sheet for more than one purpose. Dual use simplified clean-up and maintenance in the kitchen.

  Sassa had spent almost every minute during her first thirty days prepping, shadowing Matt, working side-by-side with her employees, building trust and respect. She’d normally arrived a few hours early each day, and at the end of the day, she made sure she was the one who closed down the restaurant. The key to a successful transfer of the business was the customer perception that everything—the food, the quality, the atmosphere, the staff—remained the same. Once she’d established credibility through sameness, she could start experimenting.

  “Hey, Matt. Just finished all of the prep for the day,” Sassa said.

  “Want to try something?”

  “Sure. What’s up?”

  “I planned a visit out to the Blue Moon Harvest Organic Farm so you could see things firsthand.”

  “I’ve been meaning to visit those guys. Thank you.”

  “It’s a cool place. You’ll like the owner.”

  “Down the road, if things go well, I’d love to buy a small farm and source the restaurant that way.” Sassa hadn’t shared her entire map with anyone. Not Matt. Not Myrina. Not Brayden. Not even Nick. While she had plenty to do to get the Green Angel where she wanted it, she hadn’t stopped there. She’d mapped much bigger. Why not her own restaurant in the country, sourced by organic meat and produce from her own farm? Why not a few restaurants up and down the coast?

  • • •

  Day Seventy. The coming out party: entering the main dining area, calm and at ease, she mingled with her customers. Hard word had been a gift. For the first time in years, she’d completely thrown herself into work. She’d committed to it, and though there were obstacles along the way, she had enough strength to overcome them. It was as if she’d re-discovered resiliency.

  “Hi. I’m the new owner, Sassa. How’s your dinner?”

  “Great. Just like it’s been since I started coming here ten years ago,” said a man from a party of two.

  “That’s good to hear. That was my goal.”

  “You’re easier to look at than Matt.”

  She grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. He has his fans.”

  “I may have to come more often.”

  “I would be honored. Thanks for your business. If you have thoughts on how I could make the restaurant better, please let me know.” She reached out and gently placed her hand on the man’s shoulder. “Have a good day.”

  Menu variety. Price. Service. Whatever. She would listen to her customers and improve based on their feedback. The Green Angel was already a great place, and she was committed to making it even more exceptional. Some sushi chefs in Tokyo spent their entire lives perfecting their craft. She would do the same. After visiting a few more tables, she made her way to a corner table where a woman seemed upset.

  “Hi. I’m the new owner, Sassa. How’s your food?”

  “Not so good,” said a young woman, about Sassa’s age, sitting at a table with an elderly woman.

  “I’m sorry to hear that. What’s wrong?”

  “It’s my first time eating here. I just didn’t like it.” Her lips flattened, and she glanced at the elderly woman. “My mom didn’t like the food either.”

  Sassa pulled up a chair and sat down. Folding her hands on the table, she asked, “Can I get you something else? I’ll take that off of your bill right away.”

  “No, you don’t need to do that. I think vegetarian food isn’t for me.”

  “Or me,” the woman’s mom said.

  The mom had dark brown skin, hardly a wrinkle on her face, and only a hint of gray in her hair, even though she had to be in her sixties.“You’re so beautiful,” Sassa said. “What do you do to your skin?”

  The mom smiled. “Not a thing.”

  “How about this? Why don’t you come back in the kitchen with me now, and I’ll spend some time with both of you learning what you like and dislike? Then I’ll whip something up. I’m hopeful you’ll both enjoy it.”

  The younger woman fiddled with her fork. “Why would you do that?”

  “Just want a chance to make it right. What’s your name?”

  “Heather.”

  “Who knows? If it goes well, Heather, we may name a dish after you.”

  Heather glanced at her mom, who nodded her head once. “That would be okay.”

  • • •

  The doorbell rang and Sassa showed Matt and Myrina into her apartment. Grateful for everything they’d done, she’d planned to send them off to Seattle with a big thank you, devoting the full day to designing the menu, shopping for ingredients, preparing dinner.

  “Wow. What a difference,” Myrina said.

  “Thanks.”

  Sassa had done well with the place. Two white sofas from a local furniture maker faced each other in the center of the room and covered an area rug, a copy of aboriginal artist Minnie Pwerle’s original painting of colorful nested circles representing women working. There was so much power in her work. Vegetarian cookbooks covered a secondhand coffee table painted in colors that highlighted the rug. The same table, the same empty chairs she first had dinner on with Nick, centered the dining room. Pictures of her family covered the wall above the table, along with a framed Portland Magazine review of the Green Angel. On the end table next to the sofa was her favorite picture of Nick. She’d snapped it one afternoon while he was playing his guitar and singing “All You Need Is Love” to her.

  “We brought you more of the ale you like, and some wine as well.”

  “I’m trying a new dish on you tonight. If it goes well, it’ll be the first change I make to the menu.”

  Matt smiled. “You can’t make any changes to my menu.”

  “Right, I forgot. Well then, I have a new dish for you tonight, and the two of you will be the only ones who ever experience it. I promise.”

  “Better.”

  Sassa poured Matt and Myrina wine. She twisted off the cap to her beer and sipped it out of the bottle. The three of them gravitated to the kitchen. The smell of Parmesan and garlic infused the air.

  “As an appetizer, I’m serving broiled artichokes with a pesto pine nut sauce.”

  “Cool.”

  “And for the main course, homemade faro pasta with wild mushrooms, asparagus, and snow peas finished in a light Parmesan sauce. “

  “Fantastic.”

  Matt and Myrina watched as Sassa finished preparing the food, then the three of them sat down to dinner. The pesto pine nut sauce went well with the artichokes. The faro pasta and parmesan sauce was light, with great texture and a nicely blended combination of flavors. Sassa had done well.

  “So, since this is our last night together, I thought I’d ask you all of life’s hard questions. Sound okay?” Sassa smiled. There was a time before Nick when she didn’t like serious questions, never mind the answers. He’d been such a big influence on her life.

  Matt poured Myrina another glass of wine, then refilled his glass. He opened another bottle of beer for Sassa and handed it to her. “Go for it.”

  “You’ve figured it out,” Sassa said.

  “Figured what out?”

  “How to be happy. How to be together and be happy. You seem like you’re still in love and you belong together.”

  “We are and we do.”

  Her body temperature rose, which for some reason always happened when she drank beer, and caused her to stretch, lengthen, like she was in the middle of a yoga pose. She was so comfortable around Matt and Myrina, like they were chosen family. “How do you know you won’t lose it?”

  “We don’t.”

  “Doesn’t that scare you?”

  “The truth is, none of us knows what will happen tomorrow, never mind over the course of a full lifetime.”

  What was Nick doing in New York? He would like Matt and Myrina, like her apartment, like the Green Angel. She had to get him up for a visit soon. “With Nick, I had a wonderful year, but I didn’t believe we could last for fifty more. I bolted right in the middle of the best experience of my life.”

  “Then you made the right decision. You’ll know one way or the other at some point,” Matt said.

  Myrina nodded. “The best relationships seem familiar from the start, but there’s a fine line between a familiar place and a stuck place.”

  Sassa smiled. “I know that one.”

  “The trick is living each day in a way that’s true to how you aspire to live those fifty years.”

  “Not that easy.”

  “Infinitely easy or infinitely hard. It’s a choice,” Matt said.

  “I can only make out the hard part.” No. That wasn’t true. Why did she just say that? Every now and then, she’d made out the easy part, but it never lasted. Though with Nick, it had been easy longer than with anyone else.

  “It’s easy if you decide how you want to live, then practice every day for the rest of your life knowing there’s no such thing as perfection. When you don’t live up to the ideal you set, and you won’t, accept that it’s no big deal,” Matt said.

  Perfection? True enough. Maybe her past couple of years were about learning to let go of perfection, about embracing her flaws instead of trying to hide them, about letting go of fear. But how could she know for sure? “And infinitely hard?”

  “It’s hard when you don’t choose, for whatever reason. Choice is the key,” Myrina said.

  Sassa marveled at a universe that apparently had given her exactly what she needed: two people choosing to work on longterm love. Nick needed to meet them. But they were moving soon. “How did you choose?”

  “We decided to do all of it—work, home, personal, professional— together. We’ve made a commitment to each other to work through anything that comes up as our primary practice. Issues, big and small, come up every day. The key is to not leave them unresolved because they have a tendency to grow bigger over time.”

  “It does seem to work best when you catch it right away,” Myrina said.

  “Nick calls it ‘learning to stop the momentum before you spin out.’” Would Nick move to Portland if she asked him?

  “That’s a fine description,” Matt said.

  “Given our passion for food and our training, it seemed natural that we channel our energy into creating healthy food and serving our local community,” Myrina added.

  “Local community because there’s a trend toward isolation in America. Face-to-face communication is really important to us. All real change starts there,” Matt said.

  Myrina continued, “All we need to live healthy, happy, productive lives is already in us and our community.”

  “And with that as our framework, we started,” Matt said.

  “We take one step at a time and learn as we go,” Myrina added.

  “We don’t want anything to be too static or fixed, since in our experience, that’s the cause of many problems,” Matt said.

  “In a nutshell,” Myrina said, “we may make fifty years by letting the relationship take any shape it needs to for us to both thrive. We talk about it all the time, typically before either of us gets too far out of sync, but not always.”

  “What about physically?”

  “We try to fuck like rabbits.”

  Would Nick move to Portland?

 

  
  CHAPTER 13

  Early April reunion, After Sassa Year Two, New York City: Nick paced back and forth outside a Village restaurant chewing over what to share with Sassa. He’d bargained to be honest with her and had every intention of keeping up his end, but a hefty slice of his time with Rachel centered on tantric sex, which was off limits, or music production, which Sassa had shown little interest in. As she turned the corner and waved, he stopped pacing, buttoned the top button of his shirt, and narrowed his story. “I’ve wanted to try this place for a long time.”

  “You look happy.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek.

  They stepped inside the restaurant and chose a small table in the back. The Spotted Cow, an old New York Tavern with loud music, fug, and desirable messiness, hooked its customers with a female English chef co-owner who created simple, flavorful gourmet dishes within the rowdy setting. He’d chosen well.

  Over the noise, he said, “So, how are you? Tell me about your year.”

  “You know the big stuff. I bought the Green Angel last June. The previous owners trained me for three months. I struggled for a few months, but I loved every bit of it.”

  “Yeah, there’s something about struggling.”

  “I feel like I’m making a difference.”

  “I’m sure you are.” He rolled the stem of the empty wine glass between his fingers. Was he making a difference? Doing what he loved? With his business, yes. Not so much with his own music. “I guess I figured out work right out of school, though I need to do more of my own music.”

  “You’re right about that.”

  “If I go out on a limb.”

  “The trunk isn’t enough.”

  “At least my bank account is healthy.”

  Her head tilted and her eyes widened.

  She was right; the trunk wasn’t enough.

  They choreographed their food order so they could share their entrees and desserts. He ordered the most popular dish on the menu, the chargrilled burger with Roquefort cheese and shoestrings. She ordered the sheep’s milk ricotta gnudi with basil pesto. The wine, a 2007 Duckhorn Three Palms Merlot, remained one of their favorites. To finish things off, a scoop of vanilla ice cream with chocolate sauce.

  “So, back to the Green Angel. In a year or two, I hope to open a number of sister restaurants along the East Coast.”

  “You will.”

  “I hope.”

  “You will.” He brushed out a wrinkle in the tablecloth. The space between their professions, between food and music, had always been a part of their relationship. Was that a good thing? Sometimes he wondered if working in the same profession would have kept them together longer. If she’d been a musician, a songwriter, maybe it would have been easier.

  “The previous owners, Matt and Myrina, seem to have figured it all out. They love their work. They’re happy. They’re married and have a kid.”

  “That’s reassuring.”

  “Talking with them made me believe in the possibility of two people staying connected for fifty years.”

  Did she really just say that? A year ago he would have given almost anything to hear those words. But now? He cut off a piece of his hamburger and put it on her plate. He munched on a few shoestrings. Reaching over, he plucked a gnudi off of her plate. “That’s a big change.”

  “I know.”

  “Are you sure?”

  “I’m getting there. Which brings me to our third question. Do I know where I belong?”

  “Before you answer that, why don’t we finish our meal and go for a walk? It’s a beautiful night.”

  “Sounds good.”

  A short time later, he helped her into her coat. Opening the door for her, he followed her out of the restaurant. She’d taught him the importance of simple kind acts. Hot tea waiting for her in the morning. A warm bath drawn after a long day at the restaurant. Always holding the door for her. Building blocks of trust—that made it easier when the hard work came. They sauntered down Greenwich Street toward Canal. Street merchants peddled their merchandise, tried to lure Sassa in. “Hey, lady, you need a new Gucci bag?” Nick flashed back to Sassa haggling with a similar merchant years earlier, touched his wallet in his back pocket, smiled. As they made their way from merchant to merchant, he stockpiled courage one point at a time. Two years had passed. She’d done the same with Brayden. They still had a life-long friendship.

  At an intersection, they waited for traffic to pass. The sidewalk was spotted with debris. A Starbuck’s cup. A Subway sandwich wrapper. A cigarette stub. The time had come. No sense in waiting any longer. “I met someone this year. Her name is Rachel. We’re still together. She’s a musician and a songwriter. I worked on one of her songs back in the spring and things escalated from there.”

  Sassa turned to him. “Now I see why you wanted to go for a walk.”

  The traffic cleared and they crossed the street. They quickened their pace through the last row of merchants. He kicked a Whopper wrapper out of the way, paused for a second as it floated to the ground.

  “Do you love her?”

  “I haven’t told her yet.”

  “Are you looking for my approval?”

  “Are you okay?”

  “I’m taking it all in.” The wind picked up and gusted. She pulled her scarf up a tad to right below her bottom lip, adjusted her beret to make sure it was firmly in place, then slipped her hands back into her coat pockets.

  “We haven’t moved in together.”

  “Do you write songs together?”

  “A few.”

  She stopped at a storefront. “Look at those fake Coach bags for fifty bucks. I thought the NYPD cracked down on selling fake merchandise.” She picked up a bag and studied it, as if she’d been working with leather her entire life. Then another one. And another. “You’d rather be with Rachel now?”

  “I’m with Rachel. You and I haven’t been together for two years.”

  “Does that mean you know what you want long term?”

  “I’ve never seen you jealous before.”

  “I’m not jealous. All this time, you’ve been telling me that I’m the one. And now, when I’m ready to sign up, you’re with somebody else? What the fuck, Nick?”

  “Things just happened.”

  She pivoted toward him and gently cupped her hands over his shoulders. “Bullshit. Please have the dignity not to say that things with her just happened. You string together all of your pretty words about truth and honesty, and now you’re going to lie?”

  “How is this different from what happened with Brayden?”

  “That had ended before we met last year.”

  “That doesn’t matter.”

  “Are you telling me that if Rachel and I were sitting on two chairs in a room and you had to pick one of us, you’d choose her?”

  Where was this coming from? What was going on with her? He calmed, slowed, like he did right before a difficult guitar solo, until a wave of sadness hit him. Was love nothing more than timing? His thumb repeatedly rippled across the tips of his fingers, trying to ward off the cold. “I’m not going to answer a hypothetical. The first year we were apart, I would’ve done anything to get you back. After our one-year reunion, I started to let go. Part of me wishes that I’d never let go, but I did.”

  “I want you back, Nick. That’s what I was trying to tell you in the restaurant.”

  “How’s that going to work? You’re in a different state with your own business. I’m bound to the city. I’m with Rachel.”

  “We’ll figure it out.”

  He constructed two lists in his head. Sassa: intelligent, strong, sensitive, beautiful, home. They had history. They both came from loss. Around her, he was at peace; alone, he had ached. He deeply loved her, though the shape of his love had morphed over the past two years. Rachel. She’d struck a chord. He’d fallen in love with her, but home? For sure, a lot of fun. She introduced him to tantric sex, and he loved her personas. She shared his love of music, and she could write. She didn’t back down from anyone, and her strength had rubbed off on him. He juxtaposed the lists. Sassa inched ahead in the long run, but Rachel had the advantage in the moment. Fuck. “Things with Rachel haven’t run their course. I’m not sure where they’ll go, but I need to play them out.”

  “I want to meet her. I’ll stay an extra day. Can you ask her?”

  “Is that a good idea?”

  “Yes. I need to meet anyone you love, just as you need to know who I love.”

  “I didn’t want to meet Brayden.”

  “Oh, please.”

  • • •

  Nick raced up the stairs to his apartment, where Rachel waited for news. He stepped into the living room, found her on the sofa riffing on her Santa Cruz. An incredible rush of desire engulfed him. She nodded, grabbed his hands, and danced him over to the kitchen table. He lifted her skirt, loosened his belt, unbuttoned his jeans. They pushed, pulled, a little deeper with words and touch and fingers and sweat. Good lyric. The entire act lasted only a few minutes. Afterward, he sprawled out on the floor next to the table. Rachel nestled against him.

  “Sassa wants to meet you.”

  “She wants to size up her competition.”

  “There’s no competition. Are you sure that meeting her is a good idea?”

  Rachel ran her finger up and down the inside of his thigh a few times, then slid her hand under his T-shirt. “What did you tell her about me?”

  “I told her about what you do, what you look like, you know—all of the surface info. I told her I was happy with you. And I mentioned one other thing.”

  “Cut with the suspense, Nick, and just say it.”

  There was a time when he was sure Sassa would be his last love. But there was no denying it, he’d fallen for Rachel. How did that happen? “I told her that I’m in love with you.”

  “I know.”

  “You know?”

  “Of course I do. And you know I’m in love with you.”

  “What?”

  “You heard me.”

  “Oh. I didn’t realize that you were in love with me.”

  “Yes, you did. That caged, unaware brain of yours got in the way, that’s all.”

  “You’re so romantic.”

  “Thank you for telling her,” she whispered. “I guess I’m locked and loaded now.”

  • • •

  Nick and Rachel banded together the following day for brunch at Sassa’s midtown hotel. Nick spotted Sassa in the lobby. She wore an old, flowered, blue and tan Lou Lou skirt and a gold sleeveless top that he’d bought for her on a whim when they still lived together. She’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She towered over Rachel in three-inch pumps. Just beautiful. He had to look away. Did Rachel notice?

  “You look great, Rachel,” he whispered before they reached Sassa.

  “I know.”

  Rachel had outdone herself playing dress-up. The night before, she had died her hair jet black. In the morning she styled it to look as wild as possible with special gel she saved for more-is-better occasions. To match her hair, she applied black lipstick, black eye shadow, and black nail polish. She dressed in brown leather pants and a sleeveless brown leather vest, which exposed the tattoos on her arm. High-laced black military boots, which gave her back the two inches of height she rarely displayed during her time with Nick, finished the persona. She walked up to Sassa like she was holding her Grammy. Or his.

  “Hi, I’m Sassa.” Sassa extended her hand.

  “Hey. Rachel.” Rachel tapped her fist against Sassa’s palm.

  “I reserved us a table. Ready to go in?”

  “Okey dokey.”

  The three of them settled in at their table and ordered drinks. Nick gleaned a hint of the perfume Sassa had worn every day when they were together. He fidgeted with a spoon for a bit; his fingers had a mind of their own. Why was he so nervous? He had no idea where the conversation would go, and it scared him.

  “Thanks for meeting me in person. Nick’s my closest friend, so naturally I wanted to meet you.”

  “Yeah, you were high on my list too.”

  “I guess this might be awkward, but it doesn’t have to be. We can talk openly and honestly.”

  “That’s all I do.”

  “Good. Why don’t we order first?”

  Sassa ordered a bowl of oatmeal with fresh blueberries and a cup of tea. Rachel ordered bacon, eggs, and toast, with an extra side of bacon, and a triple shot of black espresso. Nick ordered French toast covered with fresh fruit and whipped cream, and a cappuccino.

  “So, I love Nick and always will. I want him in my life for as long as he wants to be there,” Sassa said. “A person’s lucky if she has a few close friends around her at the end, and I know I want Nick with me when that time comes.”

  “I hope that’s not for a long time.” Nick smiled.

  “Me too.” Sassa smiled back at him.

  Rachel tapped her glass with her knife. “Okay, I’ll jump. I love Nick, too. I’m happiest when we string together our minutes and try to stay present in each one. That’s enough. I’ve never used ‘fifty’ and ‘years’ in the same sentence until now.”

  “I guess I’m trying to figure out long-term stuff,” Sassa said.

  “There is no long term. Just now,” Rachel said.

  Sassa nodded.

  Why did Sassa just lie? That wasn’t like her, Nick thought. Had she changed her view on fifty years? From just a day ago? He shifted his weight from one side to the other and tapped his feet on the ground.

  “Toward the end of my year with Nick, I decided I needed to figure some things out. I let him go.”

  “Wrapped in a bow.” Rachel reached over and brushed the back of his hair.

  Normally, Nick loved it when Rachel touched his hair. It was part of a lengthy tantric massage technique that they often practiced. But in front of Sassa, he was relieved when she stopped after a few strokes.

  “I came to New York with the intention of getting Nick back. When he told me that wasn’t going to happen, I asked to meet you.”

  “I know why you came back.”

  “How do you know?”

  “I had a feeling the other day. I’d told Nick before he met you.”

  “She did.”

  A waiter interrupted them to refill their water. There was something about the three of them together that Nick couldn’t put his finger on. What was it? Glasses refilled, the waiter moved to the next table.

  “Anyway, I didn’t sleep well last night. After a few restless hours, I realized that I would never intentionally push love out of Nick’s life. So, as long as he loves you, as long as he wants to be with you, I’ll be a fan.”

  “That’s hard to believe.”

  “I know.” Sassa looked directly at Rachel. “I love him, so I have no choice but to let him follow his heart.”

  Rachel crunched on a piece of bacon. Then another. She took a long sip of espresso. “Don’t you want him back, like yesterday?”

  “Yes, but the timing is off. I guess timing is a much bigger piece of the puzzle than I originally believed.”

  Nick doused a few pieces of French toast with whipped cream and slowly ate them. On the way to the restaurant, a shiny, multi-colored rock had caught his eye. An amulet. He’d stopped to pick it up and slipped it into his pocket. He wanted to give the rock to one of them. But which one and when?

  Sassa rose from her chair, slid it closer to Rachel. Perched on the edge of her seat, she folded her hands on the table. “Thanks for being honest. I wish you were easier to dislike.”

  “Must be my hair.”

  “Your make-up.”

  “Yeah, yeah, unfortunately, I get you too. Too bad. I was looking forward to acting like one of those girls in a Quentin Tarantino movie,” Rachel said.

  “As long as I get to be Uma Thurman.”

  Nick studied them as they bantered back and forth. They were so different, and at the same time they shared a common source of strength. Sassa was a little more reserved in her use of it and wasn’t always consistent. Rachel was a little more flamboyant and sometimes unintentionally alienated people. But their strength came from the same place. Someplace deep. Someplace well below the loss line. Someplace where love was more important than trust.

  Sassa reached out and placed her hand over Rachel’s hand.

  A fraction of an inch later, Rachel held her ground. “Okay, let’s do this.”

  “I’ll continue to love Nick, but I’ll treat him as unavailable.”

  “Are you sure that’s how you want to play it?”

  “Yes.”

  Rachel downed the rest of her espresso. She glanced over at Nick and smiled. With her fingers laced behind her head, she stared at Sassa for a long time. “Takes a lot of strength.”

  “And trust.”

  “Are you absolutely sure this is how you want to play it?”

  “Yes.”

  “Okey dokey, I’ll give you a shot.”

  He was bowled over. What had just happened? They’d reached an agreement in a few minutes on how they would be in his life and he didn’t have to say a word. Better than anything he could have hoped for. Were there any provisions for three wholes in the model? “That was amazing.”

  “We know,” Rachel and Sassa said at the same time.

  The three chatted naturally for the rest of brunch, with little trace of the awkwardness that had permeated the conversation an hour earlier. On their way out, they passed a large floor-to-ceiling mirror in the hotel lobby. He waved into the mirror, conscious of the strange bond that had formed among the three of them. Sassa waved back at him. Rachel rolled her eyes.

  Sassa offered to drop them home in the taxi she’d reserved. A moment later, the three of them settled into the back seat of a cab, Nick in the middle with his legs propped up on the floor hump. Rachel gathered his hand on her lap, and stroked it with her thumb.

  “Sassa, what time are you leaving?” Nick asked.

  “My flight is at 4:00. I’ll head over to the airport after I drop you guys off. I’m glad we had a chance to meet face to face, Rachel.”

  “Me too.”

  “I was thinking, Nick, you’re with Rachel now, so it probably doesn’t make sense to keep our no-talk rule in place next year. I could use your regular advice on the Green Angel. What do you think?”

  “Fine with me. Rachel?”

  Rachel squeezed his hand a little tighter. “Makes sense.”

  “Come up and check out the restaurant when you get a chance.”

  “We’d love to,” he said.

  Sassa dropped Nick and Rachel at Nick’s apartment. As they were both climbing up the stoop, she called Nick back to the cab. He trotted down the stairs and, leaning over, drew close to Sassa. She whispered “You’re happy.” He kissed her good-bye on the cheek, tapped the roof of the cab, and, smiling, waved her off.

  Back on the stoop, he joined Rachel, who was sitting with her elbows on her knees, cupping her chin with her hands. He took one hand, and pulled it across his lap.

  “What did she say?”

  “She said it was good to see me happy.”

  “Ah.”

  “What do you think?”

  “I like her.”

  “I’m glad.”

  “She’s going to be around for the long haul.”

  “So are you.”

  She ran her hand up the inside of his thigh. “I thought today might be the end.”

  “I told you there was nothing to worry about.”

  “No worries.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 14

  Nick drove Rachel to Portland one month later. At their hotel, Rachel dressed for dinner in a vintage plum-colored paisley, patchwork bohemian halter dress laced in the back with long, glass-beaded cotton ties. She put on multiple shades of purple make-up and accented her dreadlocks with purple and red ribbons. Strands of multicolored African beads encircled her neck. Platform sandals lifted her three inches.

  “Nice outfit.”

  “You know—Portland, vegetarians. Seemed like the right look and it complements your Sergeant Pepper thing pretty well, though we still need to get you some new threads.”

  “But there are no new albums.”

  “Exactly.” She sprayed on an ample dose of perfume. Peppermint and lemon filled the room, the city, the state. “I need to mark the territory.”

  He moved a step closer to her, reached out, and ran his finger down a red ribbon. “What?”

  “You look happy.”

  “I am.” He wrapped his arm around Rachel, and they made their way to Sassa’s restaurant arm in arm. Portland. He could see why Sassa adored the place. An artist’s city with charm and good restaurants. Small enough to connect. Small enough to know people by their first names. Small enough to raise a family.

  “What do you think of the city?” he asked.

  “Quaint. A little small, man. Boxes me in.”

  The Green Angel—bohemian, organic, packed—exactly as he’d imagined it. Sassa greeted and seated them at their reserved table. She immediately served them finger food and local organic beer. She’d prepared a special menu the night before and stepped them through each course, highlighting key ingredients. Curried coconut soup with lemongrass. Porcini dumplings with a side of red cabbage, apples, and blueberries. Raw chocolate seven-layer cake with raspberry sauce, whipped cream, and tangerine slices. All of his favorite ingredients. After some chitchat, she left them to prepare the first course.

  Over a couple of hours, they savored the ambrosial, rainbow-colored meal. It matched Rachel’s outfit. The combination of taste, color, and smell elevated him, as if he’d ingested a new super drug. Or a good batch of ayahuasca. Or an aphrodisiac. Rachel glowed, echoed, reflected, like she knew he was riding a wave in a pool she’d created. After dessert, Sassa joined them for coffee and tea. She’d done well with the place. She seemed confident, at ease, in her element.

  “That was a great meal, man. Food is trust,” Rachel said.

  “It was excellent. Thank you,” Nick said.

  Sassa glanced over at Nick, as if she were pointing out the red thread between them.

  Could Rachel see the thread? Did that even matter anymore?

  Rachel pulled on a strand of African beads. Then another. “Nick gave up on the road that your parents died when you were young. I didn’t sync up until then that the two of you have loss in common.”

  “Are you close with your family?” Sassa asked.

  “I grew up right outside of Cleveland. Large family. I try to swoop in a few times a year. Nick tagged along last month.”

  “They aren’t big on musicians,” Nick said.

  “The black sheep of the family.”

  “I’m so surprised to hear that.”

  “I know. Go figure.”

  He sipped his cappuccino. “The coffee here is amazing.”

  “I called Joe.” When Sassa took over the restaurant, one of the first things she did was install a La Pavoni four-spout espresso machine identical to the one at Joe’s. Overkill for a restaurant her size, but she had to have a piece of New York in Portland.

  “Back to family. My parents are fixed in my mind,” Sassa said.

  “What do you mean?” Rachel asked.

  “I never saw them change with time and experience.”

  “Same with my dad,” Nick said.

  “Impossible for us mere mortals to compete,” Rachel said.

  Rachel had caught him off guard. Why did she say that? She didn’t have loss in her history; how could she possibly understand? Or was it that she didn’t like the fact that Sassa did? “What do you mean?”

  “As lovers, we have our ups and downs. When we rock, our movements deepen us. When we burn out, our movements pull us apart and we have to work hard to come together again.”

  “And? I’m not following.”

  “With your father, love is idealized, static, always perfect. No one can compete.”

  Sassa nodded. “Sugar on an open wound is the same as salt.”

  “Jimi Hendrix was a fantastic guitar player for sure, Nick, but death made him a rock-and-roll god. Impossible to compete with a god.”

  “I don’t know about that.”

  • • •

  The next day, Sassa suggested a short morning trip to the Portland Head Light in Cape Elizabeth. First lit in 1791, the lighthouse stood 100 feet above the water atop the edge of a cliff. When lit, the lighthouse beacon could be seen for twenty-four miles, and had guided ships home for well over 200 years. Nick and Rachel had never seen a real lighthouse before, so both jumped at Sassa’s suggestion.

  When they arrived at the Head Light, Rachel grabbed Nick’s hand and pulled him out of the car. Invigorated by the combination of crisp salt air, sea mist, and breaking waves, she dragged him toward the cliffs about 100 yards to the right of the main building. At the cliff edge, overlooking the Atlantic, Rachel said, “It’s beautiful here, don’t you think?”

  “Yes.”

  A rock formation another fifty yards away created a rock island, beginning a few feet from the coast and extending out a long way into the ocean. The ocean spray from the waves danced off the rocks. Water jazz.

  “I’m heading out to the island. Want to come?” Rachel said.

  “No thanks. Not my thing. The water is ice cold this time of year.”

  “Okay. Be right back.”

  Sassa caught up to them just as Rachel was leaving.

  Rachel hopped over the fence and slowly made her way down the cliff rocks toward the island. Fifteen minutes later, she reached the launch point, leapt onto the nearest rock, and treaded out to the tip of the island. Cold ocean spray drenched her clothing as she danced and played air guitar on a flat rock that doubled as a stage. She screamed something back to Nick but he couldn’t hear her. She was completely in the moment; it came to her so easily.

  “Good dancer,” Sassa said.

  “First I’ve seen of it.”

  “She likes risk.”

  “And new experiences.”

  Sometime later, Rachel waved her hands above her head and pointed toward Nick. She sprang from rock to rock as she made her way back toward the mainland with larger and larger jumps. It was as if she was trying to fly, as if she had never accepted the limitations of gravity, as if she were a juggernaut, her heart too big for this world.

  About halfway back, she leapt onto a jagged rock. Her ankle buckled and she lost her footing. She tried to regain her balance as she tumbled toward the water, but smacked her head on another rock. Seconds later, she plunged into the forty-one-degree water.

  “Oh shit, she fell. Call 9-1-1.” Nick jumped the fence, lumbered down the cliff to the island, and closed the gap. Twenty minutes later, on the edge of the closest rock, he extended his hand. Too far. He shouted to Sassa, who had followed behind him, “Hold my feet.”

  On her knees, she clamped down on his ankles and anchored him as he entered the water.

  Freezing waves. Barely moving. A cut on her head. Bleeding. In full extension, he was still two feet from her. “Everything is going to be okay. I’m almost there.” He only had a few minutes. He had to move faster. He hollered to Sassa to stretch a little farther, but she couldn’t adjust without losing him. Pulling himself back up to her, he removed his belt, wrapped one end around his ankle, then gave the other end to her. He extended himself back in the water as far as possible, Sassa his only connection to land.

  Snagging Rachel with his arm, he pulled her into his body. Heavy. No longer moving. The peppermint and lemon had been replaced with sea water. Pulling on the belt, he reeled them both back to the rock.

  With Sassa’s help, he lifted her out of the water. She lay unconscious on a flat rock. Breathing?

  Sassa, who had trained in CPR in high school, tilted her head back. A rescue breath. Chest compressions. Repeat. Nothing.

  The paramedics showed up within minutes. After a flurry of activity failed to revive her, they rushed her into the ambulance. Nick jumped in with her, but a paramedic gently backed him down, and directed him to follow the ambulance to the hospital. Shivering, he entered the passenger side of Sassa’s car. He reached over and clutched her hand. They shadowed the ambulance to the hospital in silence.

  • • •

  The official cause of death, drowning accelerated by hypothermia, rang in Nick’s ears until he went numb, barely able to make out the doctor’s full explanation.

  “Submerged in freezing water . . . twenty minutes, the exposure was enough to kill her. The statistics . . . misleading, as they suggest that someone in good health . . . survive for up to an hour in forty-degree water . . . frantic movements to reach the rocks accelerated her heat loss. Her hands . . . useless . . . she froze, unable to move against the waves . . . Rachel was pronounced dead at 11:34 a.m.”

  Twenty-four years old.

  In the lobby of the emergency room, he paced back and forth, hands in his pockets, looking at speckled grayish linoleum square tiles. When had the world settled for so little color? It wasn’t natural.

  Sassa stopped him and pulled him close. “There was nothing else you could have done.” She held him for a long time.

  “I need to make a call.” He gently kissed her on the forehead and pushed off. At a quiet spot just outside the sliding emergency doors, he called Rachel’s parents and broke the news. Calm, matter of fact, as if he had just watched a movie and had relayed the plot to a stranger, he answered all of their questions in great detail. He reassured them that he would make all of the arrangements and send Rachel’s body to Cleveland.

  He stayed with Sassa in her apartment that night. She took the pillows from her bed and placed them on the living room floor against the sofa. After he settled, she covered him with a blanket. She put another blanket over herself and joined him. Curled up against him, she stayed still for a long time. Eventually, she flicked on SportsCenter.

  “I’m so sorry, Nick. I should have never invited you here. None of this would have happened if . . .”

  “What happened was an accident. We did everything we could.”

  “What will you do now?”

  “I’m heading to New York tomorrow to get Rachel’s belongings. Then I’ll drive to Cleveland for the funeral.”

  “Do you want me to go with you?”

  “I need to do this myself, Sassa. But thank you for offering.”

  “When will I see you again?”

  “I’m not sure.”

  “If there’s anything I can do, please call me. I’ll drop everything and come right away.”

  “I’ll phone you when I get back from Cleveland.”

  How where the Knicks doing?

  • • •

  Nick returned to New York in the morning and gathered a few of Rachel’s belongings. He kept her Santa Cruz guitar, all of their pictures, and her army boots. Cramming a few things into his rental car, the ones he thought her parents would want, he motored to Rachel’s family home. On the way down, he thought about his father.

  His dad’s funeral and wake had lasted three days. During most of that time, he either remained in his room alone, replaying what had happened, or helped people build his father’s larger-than-life memory pedestal, which loomed, well before it was done, painting shadows.

  In his childhood bedroom on the first day of the wake, he had obsessed about loopholes to undo what had happened to his father. Lying on his bed, he stared at the ceiling and said, “I should have done more. . . . I wasn’t strong enough. I shrank in those first moments after you collapsed. . . . Maybe if I knew CPR. I want to see the body. . . . They made a mistake. If anyone can come back, you can.”

  Later, in one fluid move, he had vaulted up from the bed and punched his right fist, with his father’s much-too-large high school ring hanging from his index finger, through the wall. For a few seconds, the pain in his hand counterbalanced the pain in the rest of his body. Fuck. The ring had slipped off his finger and had somehow lodged behind the wallboard

  He flung open his bedroom door and darted past relatives toward the tool bench. In the garage, he picked up a sledgehammer, hung it over his right shoulder, then raced back up the stairs. Back in his room, he had locked the door behind him. He tossed on his headphones and blasted “Kashmir” to drown out calls from concerned family members. He smashed the sledgehammer into the wall in rhythm until only the studs remained.

  “Death is the only thing I can’t fix,” he said. Robert Plant sang until Nick found his father’s ring in the pile of debris. Sweating profusely, sobbing, he collapsed on the floor and slipped the ring back onto his index finger. The ceiling fan hummed above him. Pulverized drywall dusted the air, and bandaged his bloody hand.

  He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. Four hours until the wake. Springing up from the floor, he loaded his multi-CD changer with music to fill the gap. Sgt. Pepper, Led Zeppelin III, Ani DiFranco’s first four CDs, Ten, Elliott Smith in Heatmiser (before he became famous), early Leonard Cohen, Radiohead. “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band” played. His father had introduced the album to him a decade earlier.

  “There will never be another Beatles, Nick,” his dad had said.

  “Why?”

  “Talent and timing.”

  Hours later, he approached his father’s coffin with dread. He knelt down in front of the casket head down, careful not to look in. He raised his head slowly and scanned inside. The man, with pale white skin, too much makeup, hands folded and draped with rosary beads, didn’t look anything like his dad, except for his clothes.

  His dad’s favorite weekend outfit consisted of tan Bermuda shorts, a black polo shirt, and sandals. Even though it was the dead of winter, his mom had decided to bury him in his real clothes, the clothes he’d loved during his life. Next to the body was his dad’s baseball glove, the one he had used to play catch with Nick. He hesitated. He scanned the room. He lifted the glove out of the casket, then hurried out to the car, where he hid it in the trunk.

  Later in the reception line, he helped construct the pedestal. Your dad said it’s too hard to act differently at work and at home. None of us were that smart. Your dad said to be yourself and make sure, no matter what, that you laughed a lot. Your Dad smacked a 500-foot, walk-off home run in the county championship game. Your Dad was the best card player in the county. Your Dad. Your Dad. Your Dad. After what seemed like hundreds of conversations with mourners, all with their own gold nugget about his dad, the pedestal fully materialized. Standing in the shadow, he thought he heard his father say, “The only way home is through.”

  On the last day of the funeral, Nick had stood at the gravesite holding his mother’s hand. Some men lowered the casket into the ground. He followed his mother’s lead and threw dirt on top of the casket. What a horrible ritual. Later, after everyone had left the house, he sat hunched over the kitchen table, his mother seated next to him, sipping a Diet Pepsi for the first time.

  “This soda is awful,” he said.

  “Are you okay?” his mom asked.

  “Everyone is gone.”

  “I know.”

  He downed the rest of his soda with one swig. Against the table, he squashed the can into a flying saucer with the palm of his hand. “I need to go outside for a minute. Be right back.”

  He wandered out into the woods behind his house, a pocketknife in hand, on a mission. About five hundred yards into the woods, he found a suitable oak tree. He opened the pocketknife and cut a large piece of bark off of the tree to scar it. Carefully, he placed the bark next to the tree, daring it back into place. Nothing. Fuck it. He trekked back to his house.

  “Do you have any paper and a pen?” he asked his mother, still at the kitchen table.

  She scrounged around until she found both.

  He snatched the items from her and went to his room, locking the door behind him. At his desk, he waited until he sensed something, at first nondescript. After a few minutes, he named it “The Pool of Infinite Sadness.” The desk sank into the pool all the way up to writing level. He picked up his pen, dipped it in, watched the concentric circles radiate out through the pool. “A Piece of Bark.” All of his sadness had to go somewhere.

  I go

  into the woods

  behind my house

  searching

  for a tree

  my age.

  I cut from it

  a large piece

  of bark

  in your memory.

  I know the tree is

  in great pain now,

  as I am.

  It has lost

  its beauty

  its armor

  and is vulnerable.

  I will visit this place often

  to watch the tree

  heal,

  to grieve for

  what I have done

  and

  what I have lost.

  • • •

  The day after he returned from Rachel’s funeral, he called Sassa from his apartment. “I’m going to leave New York for a while. I don’t know where I’m headed, somewhere west. I’ve arranged for one of my employees to take over the studio until I get back.” He started to shake, as if he was out in the snow, as if Sassa, Rachel, had never been anything more than snowdrifts.

  “I understand.”

  “I’m going underground. I’ll have limited phone access while I’m away. Use my email address in case of emergency.”

  “Okay. If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know. I’m so sorry for everything.”

  “I’ll talk to you soon. Take care.”

  The shaking stopped. He would survive. That’s what he was best at. He had to make his father proud, make Rachel proud, make Sassa proud. With one suitcase, his laptop, and Rachel’s guitar, he hailed a cab to Kennedy Airport.

 

  PART 4

 

  
  CHAPTER 15

  Nick stepped into Kennedy Airport. Where to go? He singled out Alaska Airlines and approached their ticket counter. He chatted with a sympathetic-looking agent, a plain, brown-haired girl in her twenties with a smile like Rachel’s. She helped him narrow his destination to Boise, Idaho, or Billings, Montana. Less populated, closer to the Canadian border, and colder, Billings struck him as the better of the two. He purchased a one-way ticket.

  In Billings, without a specific destination in mind, he hired a taxi to drive him to the center of town. In the cab, he pulled down his Fleet Foxes cap until the visor covered his eyes and fell asleep until, sometime later, a deep pothole bounced him awake. He angled up the bill of his cap and spotted a sign for Ernie’s Auto a block ahead. “Pull in ahead at Ernie’s.” The taxi veered into the used-car dealership. “Wait for me. I’ll be a few minutes.”

  He stepped into a small, wood-paneled office at the back of the lot and asked for Ernie. Ernie, a tall man dressed in a black suit, black shirt, and black tie, was tinkering at his desk with a small, multi-legged robot that crawled like a spider up a tiered stack of books, searching for warmth.

  He moved closer. Too much cologne. Sickening. “Did you make that?”

  “Yeah. Hobby. What can I do for you, pal?”

  “I need a cheap truck.”

  “I’ve got a few you can test drive.”

  “No need. Just pick one that’s good.”

  “Are you sure? It would be no trouble to go for a test drive.”

  “No need.”

  On the lot, they circled a black 2000 Ford 150 four-by-four Supercab, larger than any truck Nick had ever seen. Or driven. A few scratches. New tires. The right color. Perfect.

  “This one’s really clean for the price,” Ernie said.

  Nick sprang up off the running board into the cab of the truck. Towering in the driver’s seat, he turned over the ignition, revved the engine a few times, grinned power. “I’ll take it.”

  “Great. Let’s start the paperwork.”

  Back in the office, Nick counted out twenty-five crisp $100 dollar bills. He’d made a good decision on the truck. On Billings. On accepting fault for what had happened. He was exactly where he needed to be. “Do you know any good, cheap hotels close by?”

  Ernie pulled a pile of notecards from his desk drawer, scribbled something on a blank card, handed it to Nick.

  “Can you throw in the robot?” Nick asked.

  Ernie glanced at the hundreds on the table. “Sure, buddy.”

  Ernie thanked Nick for his business and promised to have the vehicle on the road the next day. A pile of papers and a robot in hand, Nick slipped back into the cab. He pulled out the notecard from the pile, handed it to the driver, pointed to the scribbled address. “Here.” A few miles later, the driver pulled into a circular driveway at the Holiday Inn.

  After dropping off his guitar and suitcase in his room, Nick made his way back to the elevator. Inside, he punched the stop button between floors and backed down the wall onto the floor. A seam had formed where the two sides of the elevator door came together. Separate-together. He set the robot loose and watched as it tried to scale the left panel. After a few moments, he pushed up off the floor and restarted his descent to the lobby. As Nick exited the elevator, up against the wall the robot stepped in place, waiting for a new companion.

  On foot, Nick left the hotel and made a beeline to a local real estate agency he’d noticed on the drive in. Inside, a heavy woman—twenty-something, with a southern drawl—blended with the smell of coffee and cigarettes in the air.

  “I’m looking for a one-year cabin rental to the north.”

  “What’s your name, cowboy?”

  “Nick.”

  “How far?”

  “Close to the border.”

  “Just for you?”

  “Yes.”

  “What’s your budget?”

  “I care more about seclusion.”

  The woman perked up, placed her hand on his shoulder, and smiled. She handed him a book, made her interest clear. “Take a look at these.”

  How did the world get to a place where all that mattered was money? And sex? Or had it always been that way? Jackie had once told Nick that people were only loyal to their own processes, and most of the time they weren’t even aware what was happening. In process, sometimes joy shed light, but more often pain did the heavy lifting. He flipped through rental listings before zeroing in on a small, two-bedroom, remote cabin in Great Falls, 150 miles northwest of Billings. “I’ll take this one.”

  “Don’t you want to see it first?”

  “Not really.”

  Since his father had died, in those instances when he’d slowed down long enough to let the sadness in, Nick had fixated on spending time in a secluded cabin in the woods. Why was there such a strong pull toward a cabin? Why had the pull persisted over many years? He had no idea, but the time had come to find such a place and live there. His clues, blurred at best, recurred in flashes of a simple and honest life alone, away from love. He would stay in the cabin, blanketed by surrounding pine trees, dwarfed by distant, snow-capped mountains, for a time.

  • • •

  Nick barreled to Great Falls the next day, testing the limits of his new truck. In the city, he slowly drove up the main street. “Lucia’s . . . Jack’s Music . . . Adam and Eve . . . Great Falls Coffee Company.” He pulled into a parking space in front of the coffee shop. He strolled inside, and ordered a cappuccino from an older man working behind the cash register.

  “You from around here?”

  “I just moved.”

  “It’s a great place to call home.”

  Nick took in the smell of dark roast, and scanned the almost empty shop. “I can see that. There’s something familiar here.”

  “That’s what a lot of folks say.”

  Cappuccino in one hand, he returned to his truck and headed toward the cabin north of the city. A short time later, he turned into a long gravel driveway and wended almost a mile up into a clearing. A log cabin with an open porch spanning its width, two chimneys spouting up either side, and an adjoining working garden already planted filled the clearing. The landlord pushed open the screen door and trotted out to meet him.

  “Hey, Nick, nice to meet you. You picked a great place.”

  “It looks perfect.”

  “Do you want to see the inside?”

  “Sure.”

  They entered the large, empty living room. Spacious. That was important. The floor creaked. The entire cabin smelled like wood: burnt oak from the fireplace, Douglas fir floors, western red cedar walls and ceilings. They all infused the place with a smoky, sweet smell, like perfume lingering at a campground not sure of its place. The ceilings sloped up to a fifteen-foot peak at the back of the living room. He gravitated to the huge stone fireplace on the side wall.

  “Work?”

  “Yes. I have over ten cords of wood out back. Some of it needs splitting.”

  “Great.”

  Attached to the living room was a small, functional kitchen with an open counter. Nick opened and closed cabinets and ran his hand over the stone counter. “Solid.” He walked down a short hallway into the master bedroom, which had a similar, smaller fireplace splitting the far wall. “Big.”

  “The second bedroom is smaller. More of an office.”

  “Or recording studio. Internet access?”

  “Satellite.”

  “That will work.”

  They navigated back into the living room. On the kitchen island, he signed a one-year lease and paid his security deposit from the infinite supply of $100 bills.

  Later that day in town, he purchased a bed, a sofa, a dining set, and end tables at a secondhand shop. He loaded as much as he could in his truck, but the amount of furniture necessitated multiple trips. Ping-ponging the rest of the day between town and the cabin, he had furnished his new place by nightfall.

  Exhausted, he collapsed on his new sofa. The crash, the hard part, nondescript and elusive, was coming. Sleeping in fits and starts, images from the accident jumbled his mind. I can reach her. I can reach her. Jump in. Jump in. Thump! On the floor, sweating profusely, the right side of his chest pulsed with pain. Apparently, he’d thrown himself off the sofa in his sleep. Did he crack his ribs?

  In his bedroom a moment later, he crawled into bed. Face up, and still, a single tear streamed down his face. He flashed on a play he’d seen as a boy about WWII paratroopers who plummeted to their deaths when their parachutes malfunctioned. What was the name? Streamers.

  • • •

  Nick could have never predicted the extent of the crash. He stayed in bed for eight weeks straight. It was as if he’d stored a lifetime of loss that had to pour out all at once. His dad. Sassa. Rachel. Himself. There were days when he would cry for hours at a time, sobbing so deeply, shaking so uncontrollably, often moaning so loudly, that he literally could do nothing but ball up afterward. Sometimes he thought about Rachel. Sometimes his dad. Sometimes Sassa. Other times, there were no thoughts at all. Just profound sadness that would build until the big release. For those first weeks, he couldn’t do much of anything. He lost his appetite, stopped eating solid foods, dropped twenty pounds. Never turned on his computer. Or his phone. He spoke only when he absolutely had to. At the supermarket. Or a gas station. He’d fallen into a deep hole, one where it wasn’t possible to go any lower. Rock bottom. Part of him had been waiting to go there for a long time, and part of him had done everything it could to keep him from going. Finally there, he understood why. The bottom was more honest, more in line with how he felt before Sassa, before Rachel, after Portland. Where were the finger holds? Didn’t he even want to climb out?

  Throughout, he refused to numb in any way. No drugs. No alcohol. No junk food. No TV. No Internet. Not even a Diet Pepsi. Just the pain. Bottomless. Pure. Death of a great love pain. Or two. Or three. For the first time in his life, he understood why so many people chose to numb, why he’d chosen to numb in the past. The pain was too great. In the past, he’d never gone in as far. If he could get through it, come out the other side . . . but he didn’t know for sure if he would make it, and that seemed like a necessary part of his process. Tonglen had helped a little. Focused him on the breath. Hope in. Pain out. Hope in. Pain out. But just a little.

  When the anger came, at first it scared him. So much undirected, unadulterated hate. How could she have died? How could he have died? Why did she leave in the first place? Was he to blame? The anger took over his body. Often, he screamed at the top of his lungs, “Fuck them all. I don’t need anyone,” or “Why the fuck did you die on me?” or “I hate you. I hate you.” For relief, he went out to the wood pile. Split wood. Hitting it head on, with all of his strength, destroying without using words sent the anger into the ground where it spread out, dissipated, lost its hold. After months of chopping, the anger had gone. Never again would he be afraid of it.

  Gradually, he started to eat again. First, freshly made juice. Then organic fruits, vegetables, nuts, and organic beef. Many vitamins each day. And he exercised. Two sixteen-kilogram kettlebells. Swings, snatches, cleans, and presses. Five hundred reps four times a week. And he worked with his hands, built a beautiful cherry mission chair, even though he had little experience with woodworking. Finally, he picked up his guitar for the first time, almost six months after moving to Great Falls. Steel strings dented his fingers, made him wish he hadn’t lost his calluses from lack of playing. The guitar body rested on his lap, and warmed him. Nick had missed music.

  • • •

  Six months in Great Falls: On his way into the city for supplies, Nick wandered down a side road and slowed in front of Aurora’s Mysticatz and Mystimutz Animal Shelter. He pulled into the parking lot and stared at the entrance. Did he really want to go in?

  Inside the shelter, he checked on the availability of dogs for adoption. Ten. The attendant escorted him to an outdoor holding area where the dogs had gathered. In the corner away from the others, a large black male Newfoundland, sleeping on his back, feet straight up in the air, sunned his belly. Nick laughed.

  “Fred Flintstone.”

  “Good name.”

  “He came to us last month.”

  “How come?”

  “Too much work for the family to keep a large-breed dog.”

  “Oh. How much does he weigh?”

  “One forty. He’s healthy and has received all of his shots. He tested negative for joint problems.”

  “Oh.”

  Nick squatted and rubbed Fred’s belly. Occasionally, when he found a magical spot, Fred wiped the ground with his tail. He’d never had a dog before. When he was young, his mother hadn’t allowed it. And in New York, he was too busy with work. In Great Falls, there would be no rules.

  Fred flipped over and sat across from Nick, snout to head. He slavered a long strand that looked like superglue. Licking Nick’s face, he adorned his shirt with the slobber, then extended his paw. Rachel would have loved Fred, especially the messy parts. “Sold.”

  “Adopted.”

  “Oh. Right.”

  He scribbled out the paperwork, donated $50, adopted Fred Flintstone. On the way back to his truck, Fred definitively parked himself in front of the passenger door. He wouldn’t budge despite multiple tugs.

  “Newfie brakes,” the attendant said.

  “What?”

  “When a Newfie doesn’t want to move, there isn’t much you can do about it.”

  “Oh.”

  With a little coaxing and a large biscuit strategically dangled, Fred released his brakes and sprang into the front seat. Nick pulled out of the parking lot, opened his window, picked up speed. He took a deep breath. Cold and crisp. The sunlight filtered blue, and for a moment transported him somewhere safe. Fred stationed his head outside the passenger window, parting the wind with his snout.

  Back in the cabin, Nick filled Fred’s dog bowls and lowered himself to the floor. Fred devoured his food and lapped his water. After Fred finished, Nick scratched behind Fred’s ear. “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay. We’ll figure this all out together. Let’s start by doing something about your name.” Shifting his hand from one ear to the other, he mentally auditioned ‘F’ names. Felix, Frank, Floyd, Fenn, Ferris, Fellini.

  “How about we call you Fellini? Yep, that’s a solid name. You’re a Fellini.” As soon as he said Fellini, a wave of emotion swelled. He lay back on the floor and started to sob. What was that? Time passed. No words. The sobbing slowed. Fellini placed one paw on Nick’s chest and licked his face.

  • • •

  “Newfie’s are my favorite dogs!” a young woman exclaimed as she approached Nick. “What’s his name?”

  “Fellini.” A few days after Nick adopted Fellini, he began walking him in Riverside Park. Even though he lived on the outskirts of the city, even though Fellini had free run of the property, Nick found walking him in the park soothing. Such a handsome dog. People always stopped to chat. A dose of human interaction each day. Without complications. “He’s a great dog.”

  “Hi, I’m Megan. Are you a fan?” She took her right hand out of her pocket, rose up onto the balls of her feet, and half-waved to Nick.

  Attractive. A redhead. Freckles. Cinnamon. First pull in a long time. “Nick. I like a lot of his movies, 81/2 in particular.”

  “Me too. It looks like I’m headed in the same direction. Do you want to walk together for a bit?”

  “Okay.”

  “Can I walk him?”

  “Sure.” He handed Megan the leash. They circled the park and chatted about Fellini movies, about Newfies, about Great Falls. He was slow, considerate, deliberate. She was beautiful, intelligent, off limits. He wasn’t ready. He’d only scratched the surface of what he’d come to do in Great Falls.

  “What brings you to Great Falls?” Megan asked.

  “I lost someone close to me.”

  She took a step closer to him. “I’m sorry.” She hooked her hand around his arm.

  They stopped for a moment as Fellini sniffed a tree as if it held the secret to dog life, as if there was nothing more important than the splotch where the bark was missing.

  “Do you mind if I ask who?”

  “My girlfriend. She died in an accident.”

  “I’m so sorry.”

  “Thank you.”

  “When did she die?”

  “About nine months ago.”

  “You seem really sad.”

  “Digging out.” He really had been digging out. Fellini, a rescue dog, a lifesaver, a girl magnet. There was still time to leverage Fellini’s magnetism, but not with Megan. She reminded him of a cross between Rachel and Sassa. Forward like Rachel, but refined like Sassa. It was as if she was channeling them, as if they were sending him a message.

  “How do you spend your days out here?”

  “Pretty low key. I walk the dog. I work on my music.”

  “You’re a musician?”

  “I dabble. And you?”

  “I’m a student at Montana State. Computer Science. Want to get a cup of coffee?” Megan asked.

  He smiled. “Thanks. I think I’ll pass. I’m not ready.”

  “You sure? I could help.”

  She had such an effortless smile, like she’d figured it all out or hadn’t started yet. “No doubt. But I need to do this myself.”

  “Raincheck?”

  “Raincheck.”

  He stilled. He widened his stance and his whole body warmed from his feet up. He reached his hand out, said good-bye to Megan, continued on his way. The Megans of the world. Temporary relief in the past. No more. He’d come to Great Falls craving something much more permanent.

  • • •

  “I still have a lot of sadness, even after a year in Great Falls,” Nick said. He stroked Fellini’s back as the dog sprawled next to him on the living room floor.

  Fellini wagged his tail.

  Nick’s talks with Fellini had blossomed into monologues. The Fellini Monologues. On his father. Rachel. Sassa. Politics. Work. On life. They went on for months, allowed him to touch something pure, below the loss line, buried under faded scars, faux wisdom, death. “I’m still not through the sadness. Rachel died a year ago, and I’ve been grieving. But I’m missing something. The sadness seems wider, more fundamental now.”

  Fellini followed Nick’s face as if he understood every word Nick uttered. Nick reached over to the end table and handed Fellini his bone. The dog stood the bone straight up between his two front paws and diligently proceeded to eat the rawhide end knot.

  “How do you go in any further without getting lost? I’m afraid I’ll never come out.”

  Fellini barked, growled, dropped his bone, sprang up, and darted toward the front door.

  Probably an animal. Nick flipped on the outside light as they both made their way out onto the porch. What the?

  A young girl, maybe seven years old, capered in the front yard. She had long blonde hair decorated with blue ribbons. She stood no more than four feet tall. Lanky for her age. A white dress. White ankle socks. White Nike sneakers.

  Fellini loped out to the girl and pranced around her. As they played, Fellini’s black coat and the girl’s white dress melded. Grace. Even in the dark. A moment later, she plopped down on the ground. Fellini crouched next to her, hind legs straight, tail wagging, and offered his paw.

  “Hi, doggy. You look like a big bear.”

  “Hi, honey. Are you lost? Do you need help?”

  “No. I’m playing. I like your dog. What’s his name?”

  “Fellini. What’s your name?”

  “Evangeline. What’s yours?”

  “Nick. Can I call your parents?”

  “I live over there.” She pointed toward dense woods to the north of the cabin.

  “I don’t think there’s a house over there.”

  “What’s a house?”

  “You know, like this cabin I live in here.”

  “You don’t live in a cabin.”

  “Sure I do, honey. I live right here with my dog Fellini.”

  “You live in between.”

  “I don’t understand, Evangeline. I’d better call your parents.” Nick hurried into the cabin, located and switched on his cell phone, hurried back to the porch. “What’s your number?”

  “You know, you have to go through the sadness to get to the big blue sky. That’s why you’re here, silly, eating apple pie.”

  “Why don’t you come onto the porch and I’ll call your parents?”

  “Then you’ll get out of the middle.”

  “The middle of what, honey?”

  “Bye, bye, Nick.”

  Evangeline skipped off. Nick hesitated, went after her, lost her in the darkness and woods. Back on the porch moments later, he called the police.

  Two officers showed up at the cabin within twenty minutes. They asked Nick some general questions, then searched the property for clues. No sign of Evangeline. Before the police arrived, they’d checked with all of the local towns to see if there had been any reports of a missing girl fitting Evangeline’s description. None. The officers, skeptical, formal, recorded Nick’s statement, encouraged him to stay close to the cabin, committed to call him if there was any news.

  As the night wore on, Nick, shaken, lay in bed. Was Evangeline okay? Eventually, he sprang out of bed and went to the kitchen to make beet-carrot- apple juice. Two large glasses later, he wandered into the living room and built a fire, topped it off with a bundle of sage. He lay on the floor. Fellini curled up in a semi-circle next to him. The room took on the sage as he drifted back to what Evangeline had blathered about being in between. What the fuck? He dozed off without an answer.

  • • •

  On the one-year anniversary of Rachel’s death, Nick listened to a sketch recording of a partial song tentatively titled “Love.” Before she died, the two of them had started writing the song, a Beatlesque tune with a lot of harmony in the chorus. They’d planned to complete it when they returned from their visit with Sassa in Portland. Was he ready?

  Rachel had written a catchy chorus consisting of a single line, “There is love, love here,” repeated four times with four-part harmony layered over the main vocals. She came up with the idea for the song one night while deep in conversation with Nick about the lack of positive love songs in contemporary music.

  “No good love songs these days, Dobbie,” she said.

  “I need a new nickname.”

  “Too late. Dobbie for life.”

  “‘Love Song’ by the Cure.”

  “I’ll give you that one.”

  “‘I Will Follow You Into the Dark’ by Death Cab for Cutie.”

  “I wouldn’t want you to,” she said.

  “Really. Why?”

  “We all need to live our lives.”

  Unlike their other collaborations, “Love” started with the title and, from there, they built the song in pieces. They dedicated the session to the chorus hook, writing it over and over with minor variations, until they found one that drove the song. They finished the chorus, complete with gorgeous, intricate harmonies, only hours before they travelled to Portland. Before they left, unexpectedly, Rachel had launched into a killer rendition of a song they both loved, “Look at Miss Ohio.” She’d done good.

  Nick pulled out Rachel’s guitar. Miss Ohio. He smiled. He mapped out a structure for “Love,” chorus/verse/verse/chorus/bridge/verse/chorus. Rachel’s chorus. He clicked record on his laptop and strummed verse chords that complemented the chorus they’d written. He jotted down phrases in his notebook. Love was just an evening prayer / . . . / Words they penetrate me.

  Frequent distractions sprinkled across the day slowed his progress. Juice making. Fellini walking. Mailbox checking. Working out. Multiple showers. He caught himself procrastinating, thought he should do better, replaced should with can. At the end of the day, he still hadn’t come up with an idea. What would have Rachel done? He replayed their session conversation. No new hints. How could he finish without her?

  He flung a dozen or so guitar picks on the floor one at a time, like he was skimming flat rocks on water. When he ran out, he drove into town for dinner.

  • • •

  Nick had his favorite spots in Great Falls, and that night, he headed for Lucca’s. When he’d first dined at the restaurant months earlier, he’d christened Lucca’s as a sister restaurant to Pellegrino’s, the restaurant where Sassa worked during her Michigan days. Had Sassa guided him there? Rachel? Probably not. He stepped inside. At least ten types of freshly made antipasti—olives, fish, meat, cheese, mushrooms, and zucchini—were on display on a large table in the lobby. Black and white photos of Italians at work, at cafés, walking the city streets, and farming in Tuscany lined the walls. Someone he didn’t recognize showed him to a candlelit table adorned with a white linen tablecloth and a single place setting. Would he ever see Sassa again?

  Debbie approached him. She had long brown hair, her second strongest feature after her laugh. Close in age to Nick, her body, with more than enough curves, would have been considered perfect in the fifties. She was wearing a silk vest with spiraling neon-colored serpentines over a white button-down shirt. Her black tie, shaped into a perfect Windsor knot, toned down the serpents. He’d come to view her as his only real friend in Great Falls and went out of his way to ask for her when he visited the restaurant.

  “Nice outfit.”

  “It would look better if I were twenty pounds lighter.”

  “Not possible to look better.”

  The corners of her lips turned upward for a split second. “How are you? The usual tonight?”

  “I’m well. I started working on a song today. Yeah, the usual would be great, with some iced tea. Also, some antipasto from the window. Mix it up.” Although all of their entrees looked delicious, he only ordered a couple of items on the menu whenever he visited the restaurant. Linguini with a white clam sauce. Broccoli saltati with extra garlic.

  Later, Debbie returned with his meal. “I’m glad you’re writing again. What’s the song called?”

  “‘Love.’ I wrote the chorus with Rachel before she died.”

  “Wow. You’re ready to finish?”

  “I think so. It’s been a year and I had this strange thing happen to me one night, which nudged me.”

  “Fate?”

  “I don’t know.”

  Nick described Evangeline and recounted what happened, including what she jabbered before she ran off. He still couldn’t make any sense of it. “Do you know any young girls who fit Evangeline’s description?”

  Debbie shook her head. “Though a lot of campers pass through this time of year.”

  “What do you think she meant?”

  “I don’t know. You know how kids are. They say all kinds of things that don’t necessarily mean a thing.”

  “You may be right, but I must admit her little rhyme has stuck with me.”

  “Pay attention then. I’ll be back in a few.” She scurried off to serve her other customers.

  Nice walk. In another life. Why had the rhyme stuck with him? What was she trying to say? He slowly picked out extra dark pieces of garlic from his broccoli dish, like they were all the nourishment he would ever need. He hardly touched the rest of his food.

  “Food okay?” Debbie asked.

  “Not too hungry.”

  “How about some lemon ice? We made it fresh this morning. Good and tart, just how you like it.”

  “Okay.” Since grade school, his favorite dessert. Outside of New Jersey, Lucca’s had the best lemon ice he’d tasted. Ice reminded him of summertime on the boardwalk with his mom and dad. He smiled.

  A few moments later, Debbie returned with an extra large dish of lemon ice. “I couldn’t get what the little girl said to you out of my head. Maybe there is something in the rhyme.”

  “Like what?”

  “Well, maybe you’re in between Rachel and Sassa?”

  Debbie had learned his story. Pieced it together over months of short conversations. How generous. He didn’t know much about her. Had he been that self-absorbed? From grief? For how long? He had to do better; she deserved it. “Yeah, I thought about that too, but I had clearly committed to Rachel by then, so I don’t know.”

  “But Rachel is dead now and Sassa isn’t.”

  “I’m not following you.”

  “Maybe she didn’t mean that you’re in between the two of them. Maybe she meant to warn you that, eventually, you need to stop grieving and choose life over death.”

  “Who are you?”

  “That’ll be $100, please.”

  Images of his father surfaced. Planting tomatoes in their yard. Crabbing on the Jersey shore with chicken wings. Strolling on the Seaside Heights Boardwalk. He’d shared the Rachel and Sassa story with Debbie, but he’d never mentioned anything about his father. He was shaky. Why his father instead of Rachel?

  Debbie stopped laughing, reached down, placed her hand on top of his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

  “Yeah. I think I’ll take the bill. I didn’t sleep that well last night and I’m exhausted.”

  “I didn’t get too personal, did I?”

  “You were incredibly helpful. I need some sleep, that’s all.”

  He paid his bill and bolted out of the restaurant. He drove back to the cabin, topping eighty most of the way. Debbie and Evangeline spoke to him all the way home. In between Sassa and Rachel. Choose life over death. Get out of the middle. Through the sadness to the big blue sky. Fuck.

  He pulled into his driveway. The headlights cut through the fog like projectors. At the edge of visibility, Debbie and Evangeline became one, like in the famous scene from Persona.

  The whole black and white scene played before him. He’d been in between since his father died. Partially alive, partially dead, he’d straddled both worlds without existing in either. He’d fed on others’ emotions to taste living without committing, without risk, longing to join in but not knowing how, until Sassa. Until Rachel. And with them, only snippets. Unsustainable snippets. No wonder they left him. Fuck. Why had it taken him so long to understand the truth?

  • • •

  Fellini licked Nick’s face. 6:00 a.m. He rolled onto his side and brushed Fellini’s coat, already warm from the sun. A slow wake-up and stretch later, he slipped out of bed.

  After whistling through his morning juice and exercise ritual, he returned to “Love.” He brewed extra strong coffee and, pot in hand, made his way to the studio. He missed Joe’s coffee. He placed the coffee on the floor, sat cross-legged next to it, and poured himself a large cup. Fellini guarded the entranceway.

  He focused all of his energy on a spot right below his heart, as if it were an infinite pool of creativity. God. Muse. Whatever. The clutter in his mind cleared as the spot opened wider. Big sky. Something preverbal trickled through, like he’d found the song’s resonant frequency. Time slowed and the rest of the room blurred. A rush of warmth came over him. The aroma from the coffee deepened. He took a sip. Rachel.

  He picked up his guitar and replayed what he’d already done the day before. Workable. What a great word. He opened his notebook and placed it next to him, opposite the coffee pot. His palms were sweaty. Barefoot, his feet jittered against the wood floor. Everything but “Love” cleared, making way. Dad. Sassa. Music. Great Falls. Pain. Loss. All of them made space. He glanced at the coffee pot. An amulet. Okey dokey. He strung together all of the pieces of the song—verse, chorus, bridge—as he hummed the lyric-free sections and sang where words existed. He lifted up his notebook, the melody still in his mind. It seemed to float. He jotted down new lines. One pass. He rewrote old lines. Another pass. He didn’t second-guess any of his choices, and he didn’t dwell on what Rachel might have done. He turned on his recorder and sketched out the song in one take. Tracked all four harmonies, one take each. Played back the song with all of the harmonies until he had a rough mix.

  He jogged out of the house and went for a short run with Fellini. “I tapped into something deep today, Fellini. I hope it comes again.”

  Back in the cabin, he cycled the song full blast until he was sure. It was better than anything he’d ever written. The infinite pool of sadness and the infinite pool of creativity had melded. He’d mastered love and loss. He’d made peace, contentment, “Love.”

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  When we wake up in the morning

  and the light shines through your hair

  Your beauty overtakes me

  Your skin so pure, your eyes so aware

  When we do simple things

  We are free, we are happy, and content

  In each moment I can see everything

  without any fear or regret

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  There was time when I was alone

  when love was just an evening prayer

  I wasn’t sure it would ever find me

  And then we took that leap midair

  Sometimes when it is hard to see

  I think over everything you’ve said

  Your words they penetrate me

  and guide me back to our bed

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  There is love, love here

  • • •

  The next day, Nick rocked back and forth on his porch in an Adirondack cedar chair he’d built. Fellini sprawled at his side. Why did life appear fuller? He shut out his surroundings—the mountains, the trees, the yard, his truck, Fellini—and concentrated on an arrow-shaped rock he’d placed on the porch railing in front of him. Hosen in Sanskrit. Connection. He stilled without expectation.

  Then the flood came.

  Years of searching. Music. Pain. Words. Sex. Building blocks. Wisdom. Whatever. They’d come from nothing more than arranging puzzle pieces to avoid the really hard work, the work that would heal, the work that would lead him home.

  Music. He’d found solace there. And it also allowed him to stay in the middle, close to his dad, never fully willing to grieve. His songs, lifeless, not realized, took on new meaning as unintended eulogies chronicling his own blind feats to remain stuck. Lyrics he’d written pictured an imagined life. And erected a barrier that kept him from fully experiencing it. Except for “Hold You.” He’d gotten that song right, magically, divinely. No wonder he was so scared to share it with Sassa.

  What about “Love?” Generative. Did he finally know what that word meant? Did he have to grieve, to open, to not overthink first? Could he only be generative in loss?

  Puzzle pieces? No more. Building blocks? No more. Forgiveness. That was key. Invisible threads of connection? They were key. He flashed on Sassa julienning vegetables. Headline: A refrigerator magnet saved his life. Within that world, infinite possibilities, more than enough for a lifetime, with or without Rachel. Sassa. Dad. And with connection, with compassion from unknowing and understanding, an older, more universal, not-just-in-your-head view surfaced. How to describe unknowing? Like dark matter. Everywhere and unseen.

  He snapped out of the trance. Dribs and drabs of rain fell, followed by a short, freakish thunderstorm. Protected by the porch roof, he remained seated and steady, fingers loosely clasped on his lap. Fellini, panting, extended his paw. Nick scratched behind his ears. “Is it really that simple, Fellini?”

  Fellini tilted his head, trying to understand.

  He went into the cabin and found his pocketknife. Back on the porch, he picked up the stone and settled back in his chair. He opened the knife, and carved an S on one side, and an R on the other.

  Two sides. Dual motivations. His quest for truth and honesty, noble in intent, had also protected him. A movie like Persona did push him toward intimacy, toward living without masks, and it also lodged him between two worlds. Unable to open his heart from that middle place, his most fundamental mask firmly isolating him, he remained in the dark, observing, compressed, feeling without real consequences, never re-integrating all he’d lost. For years, unsuccessfully, under the illusion of movement, of staying busy, of trying new things, he’d controlled his surroundings, had remained on solid ground, and unknowingly, had remained stuck, had remained numb. He hadn’t forgiven. His father. Sassa. Rachel. Himself.

  It was as if he’d lived inside an inflated balloon on a plateau ever since his father died. With each new person or event, he stretched a little, only to wobble head-first into an unseen wall he could only scale with a leap.

  And Sassa was there with him. For a year? Stuck in the same place for her own reasons. Or passing through. No wonder she had to leave.

  He reached under his chair and pulled out a soccer ball he’d found in the woods. He kicked it off the porch. Fellini sprinted into the yard, then pranced back to the porch, wet, muddy, with the partially deflated ball shaking back and forth between his teeth.

  “You need a bath.”

  Rachel had stretched him through her sheer presence. Unable to propel himself far enough or long enough to burst out alone, she helped him stress the balloon surface close to its breaking point. He’d almost busted out before she died, but her death caused his momentum to flip, change direction, and retrace an old path back to a new middle where the balloon found its original shape, fortified from hysteresis.

  The storm cleared, the air still thick with the smell of mud. Ayahuasca without the side effects. Fellini was lying in front of him, head turned back, watching his every move. He began to sob. For his father. For Sassa. For all those who had suffered. For all those that would. He wept for Rachel. An almost. He squeezed both of his hands around the ends of the rocking chair. Fuck. An almost.

  Rachel came into his life to do a job that only she could do. Once she had helped him burst out of the balloon, once he no longer believed in solid ground, once he had replaced the balloon with uncertainty, with connection, once he’d found “Love,” she would have let him go. Not because she wanted to, but because she loved him. She’d known full well that she couldn’t help him leap. She’d known deep down that he would return to Sassa. And she helped him anyway. Fuck.

  Fellini stood up and started barking at him with a special cadence. He went to the freezer and grabbed a handful of ice, then spread it out across the porch. Fellini lay down and started to chew.

  • • •

  Debbie was right: by choosing life, Nick had chosen Sassa. He switched on his phone and stared at Sassa’s number. Not yet. He needed more time by himself to process what had happened. More time to write songs to prove that he could follow “Love,” prove it wasn’t a fluke. More time to trust his creativity. More time out of respect for Rachel.

  What would he do? He’d spend as much time as required writing Songs of Love and Loss. He’d do the whole album in his cabin with an acoustic guitar and whatever else he could rummage up. The title of the record, originally not right for Rachel’s CD, sounded perfect for Nick’s. He’d dedicate the album to her. “Love” would be the lead track.

  He parked himself in the cabin and leaned into work, Fellini by his side. Ten hours a day. Like clockwork. The lo-fi studio fueled him, provided him with an edge and a level of honesty in the recording process that wouldn’t have existed in New York. As the year progressed, he tapped into the feeling he had when he wrote “Love” more and more. He began to trust his ability to create. Gradually, he pushed deeper, untangled himself.

  At the end of the year, he finished the eleventh and final song for the album, “Good-bye.” He snapped a picture of the cabin and used the photo as his album cover. Pictures of different objects around the cabin—the juicer, his guitar, the wood pile, the furniture he’d made—as well as Fellini doing his favorite things, filled out the liner notes and back cover of the CD. He scribbled the lyrics, left in all of the scratched-out errors, and asked the CD manufacturer to reproduce the lyrics on the liner notes as an exact duplicate of his handwritten pages. The last verse of “Good-bye” closed with, “I wish I could see your face when I say these words / I’ve got to say good-bye.” The liner notes “I’m writing to say good-bye. I’m leaving the middle behind, rejoining the world, acknowledging everything that you and that place have taught me. Dad, I need to go home. Rachel, I finally broke free. I love you both.”

  The CD production run of Songs of Love and Loss completed in three weeks. A thousand copies. When the CDs arrived at the cabin, he opened a box, loaded one of the CDs into his computer. Eyes closed, he stood with his hands tucked into his armpits, thumbs visible and pointing up, as he scrutinized the entire album. When “Good-bye” finished, he bowed. Applause.

  He missed Rachel. Her face. Her touch. Her laugh. And his father. He’d so much more to add since the last time they spoke. And Sassa. For the first time in two years, he wanted to see her. His time in Great Falls had run its course.

  • • •

  Nick arranged to have dinner with Debbie to say good-bye, to thank her for her support, to affirm their friendship. They both dressed for the occasion. He rented a black tuxedo from a local shop. She wore a sleeveless little black dress with a scalloped hem and lace overlay, which was sheer just above the chest. Black pumps lifted her four inches. They settled at a quiet table in the back of the most expensive restaurant in Billings.

  “You look fantastic,” he said.

  “You’re not too bad yourself.”

  “I brought you a copy of Songs of Love and Loss.”

  “The title is perfect.”

  “Yeah, I like it as well.”

  “I’m sure I’m going to love the songs. I have all of the context. When will you leave?”

  “Next week. I’m going to drive. I’ll get up one morning, load the truck, and go. Let me know if you want anything out of the cabin.”

  “Fellini?”

  “Except Fellini.”

  “You love that dog.”

  “Our first road trip. I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You’ve been a real friend.”

  “I figured I’d get better tips if I listened to you.”

  “It worked.”

  “Will you see Sassa?”

  “I plan to. I haven’t spoken with her in two years.”

  “A lot can change in two years.”

  “That’s true, but no matter what, she needs to know.”

  They stayed at the restaurant until closing time. They’d never had a sustained multihour conversation until that night. He asked her a ton of questions about her life, her goals, her dreams—until he was sure he really saw her. They talked, laughed, ate off of each other’s plates so they could try more of the menu, had three bottles of Altamura Cabernet Sauvignon, and ended the dinner with double espressos to sober up before the drive home.

  “Are you up to driving me home?” she asked.

  “I think so.”

  “I’ll call a taxi. You can leave the truck in the parking lot.”

  When they slid into the taxi, Nick knew they would spend the night together. Sleeping together seemed like the right way to end their relationship. They’d come to know each other well enough that they wouldn’t confuse sex for anything more than a good-bye.

  In Debbie’s apartment, they stopped talking and gently, slowly, made their way to her bed. It was the first time Nick had been with a woman since Rachel died. He wasn’t nervous or inhibited; instead, he brought everything that he had learned about sex from Rachel, from Sassa, on his own, into the bed that night. Debbie, more and more receptive, shed layers of inhibition as the night progressed. They stayed up until 5:00 a.m., finally dozing off, exhausted and satisfied.

  They awoke, starving, after six hours of sound sleep. Later, at a local breakfast place, they devoured three-egg omelets, pancakes, toast, bacon, and two full pots of coffee.

  “Thank you,” she said.

  “For what?”

  “I don’t think anyone has ever said good-bye to me like that before.”

  “You’re blushing.”

  “I’ll remember last night, you, for the rest of my life. I was so hungry.”

  “Life is all about sex and food, my friend.”

  “Sassa is a lucky girl.”

  The next week, Nick and Fellini departed Great Falls and headed for New York City. On their way out of town, Nick texted Sassa to let her know he was heading east. He asked if he could visit her in Portland once he was back for a few days. Sassa replied immediately, stating that she no longer lived in Portland, had relocated back to New York, could see him as soon as he arrived, and, without going into details, had a lot to tell him.

 

  
  CHAPTER 16

  Early May, After Sassa Year four, New York City: Fellini gravitated to the living room sofa of Nick’s apartment. He vaulted on the left cushion; then he circled down into a familiar ball. Nick slouched down next to him, and while scratching Fellini’s back, surveyed the living room. All his belongings, coated with a thick layer of dust, remained exactly where he’d left them two years ago. The television, the books, the furniture, even items minute as Rachel’s guitar picks, had formed a still-life. For a moment, he swore he smelled peppermint and lemon.

  A dozen or so unevenly stacked boxes precipitously towered in the corner. Before Nick took off for Great Falls, he’d emptied Rachel’s apartment. He’d given away all of the big items—the bed, tables, chairs, lamps, rugs—but he couldn’t bring himself to part with her clothes, her make-up, her brushes, her perfume, her jewelry, all of the things that made up her personas. He’d packed the personas into boxes and hauled them over to his apartment.

  Next to him on the sofa stood Rachel’s guitar. He picked it up and doodled up and down the fretboard, pressing each metal string until they tattooed his fingertips. His mind crowded. Raced. The Fleet Foxes concert, Difara’s, Ocean House, the tantric sessions, “Gordian Knot,” “Love,” all fired in rapid succession. He played the guitar solo from “All Along the Watchtower.” Jim Hendrix was a god. Was she playing?

  He jumped up and gently laid the guitar down on the sofa. Stepping over clutter, he walked to the corner of the room and spread out the boxes in a circle around him. A medicine wheel of sorts. Fellini jumped off the sofa and joined him inside the circle. Combing each box for memories—leather girl, hippie girl, preppie girl, tantric girl—he placed silver earrings, a Buddhist prayer bracelet, a tie-dyed bandana, and a black leather vest off to the side. For an hour, he black-bagged the remaining articles from each box and carted the bags out to the trash bin. After dumping the last bag, he slipped his phone out of his pocket and called the studio to schedule a late afternoon meeting.

  • • •

  The room bustled as Nick’s employees crammed into the makeshift conference room. He stepped onto a wooden box in the corner and quieted the room. Fellini wandered out into the audience like a politician working a fundraiser and collected admirers.

  “As you all know, I needed to leave New York for a while after Rachel died. I rented a cabin in Great Falls, Montana. Over time, part of how I figured things out was through music. I ended up working on an album last year, called Songs of Love and Loss. I wanted you all to be the first to hear it. Oh, and I brought food.”

  Caterers paraded into the studio with a bountiful supply of Italian takeout: veal parmesan, sausage and peppers, vegetarian lasagna, bruschetta, wine, beer. The smell of red sauce filled the room. All take-out sauce in New York was the same, as if there were a single Italian grandmother supervising each and every batch. The musicians heaped their plates and filled their glasses. Someone made a large plate of veal and sausage for Fellini. Nick cued up the album.

  Songs of Love and Loss poured through the studio monitors. A hush came over the room as the first notes from “Love” sounded. When the song finished, silence. What to make of it? He sipped his wine and watched for micro-expressions. Shaken. Impressed. Moved. Hmm. He scratched his knee, downed a piece of bruschetta.

  The album played on, strengthened its hold, laced together Nick’s story. Each song, melodic in a familiar and original way, reminiscent of the Beatles or the Beach Boys, built on the last. “Showers of Grace” to “Growing Down” to “Stillness.” Almost a full hour after “Love,” the last song, “Good-bye,” faded into the big calm. Then the bass player started snapping his fingers. Others joined in. People with lighters lit them above their head. People with smartphones fired up their flashlight app and did the same.

  Scattered tears. A vocalist hugged herself and swayed to and fro. The drummer nodded. All lined up.

  A hug. “Amazing. So emotional.”

  “Thank you.”

  Another hug. Fellini jumped up to get in on the action. Laughter. “Best thing I’ve heard in years.”

  “Thanks.”

  A kiss on the cheek. “The cabin saved you.”

  “That it did.”

  • • •

  The next day, Nick texted Sassa: Let’s meet at Joe’s for coffee. An hour later, he stepped into the café.

  Sassa, wearing a black business suit, black pumps, and rectangular black glasses, the kind you might see in an Italian movie from the sixties, was already sitting at a table sipping her tea. She pushed a cappuccino with a leaf sketched into the froth his way. “How are you?”

  “Okay.” He sat down. Under the table, he tightened his fist, loosened it a few times. Reaching across the table with his free hand, he brushed Sassa’s suit. New perfume. Power tangerine. “Nice.”

  “Meeting. A lot has happened since I last saw you.”

  When he’d last seen her in Portland, before the accident, she seemed happy. She belonged there. A hippie vegetarian. A flock of kids down the road. A farm in the country. Her version of home. And his. “How come you’re back in the city?”

  “After you left, I threw myself into work.”

  “Work helped?”

  “Yes. About six months later, the restaurant was doing so well that a few businesswomen approached me out of the blue and proposed opening a chain of Green Angel’s.”

  “Wow. So you own multiple restaurants?”

  “I turned them down at first, but they pushed hard. They presented a surprisingly compelling business plan, so I signed on.”

  “Weren’t you the one asking me to write a business plan just a short time ago?”

  She smiled. “They recommended smaller cities with colleges and a younger demographic, so we settled on Portsmouth, Cambridge, and New Haven. Six months later, we launched those three restaurants to positive reviews across the board.”

  “Wow.” He’d always thought Sassa would run her own business, but listening to her talk business pulled him in a way he hadn’t experienced before. Work would always be part of home for her. Work had centered her, helped her find calm.

  She took off her glasses, folded them, placed them on the table. “The plot thickened after the restaurants opened.”

  “How so? Why the glasses? They look good on you.”

  “My partners approached FoodNation to secure additional financing for expansion. They explained, apparently well, our growth plans for the restaurant. FoodNation liked our stuff so much that they bought us out a month after our initial request for help. Their CEO likes the glasses.”

  “You sound like a businesswoman.”

  “So I’m told.”

  “I like it.”

  She smiled into her teacup. “They asked me to be the face of the restaurant. They even funded The Green Angel Vegetarian Cookbook.”

  “I still don’t understand how you ended up back in New York.”

  “I accepted their offer with the condition that they open the flagship Green Angel in New York. I’m the chef/owner of that restaurant.”

  “You demanded something from a multi-national and got your way?”

  “The glasses.”

  He picked up his cappuccino. Every grain of the ceramic handle danced off his fingers, as if she’d transferred some mysterious energy to all of the inanimate objects around her. How did she do that? It took his breath away. “How many restaurants are there?”

  “We’re in the process of opening twenty across the country. I’m traveling all the time. I’ve never worked so hard in my life.”

  “You sound like you’re in love.”

  “I’m surprisingly good at all of the corporate stuff. I hope I don’t sell out.”

  “You sound solid, not like someone who’s going to sell out.” He’d never seen her so solid, so confident, so full of grace and power. Maybe in order to find her way back to him, she had to find work first.

  “So tell me about you. What happened over the past two years?”

  “Let’s go back to my apartment. Probably the best way to start is for you to meet someone and listen to some music.”

  “Don’t you think you should keep me away from your girlfriends?”

  “Not a girlfriend.”

  • • •

  When Nick and Sassa stepped inside Nick’s apartment, Fellini scooted over to Sassa with his tail wagging. She bent down. A big hug. He licked her face. Blonde and black hair intermingled.

  “Nick, he’s so big. What’s his name?”

  “Fellini.”

  “Fellini, you’re so handsome,” she said. She sat on the floor. Fellini lifted his paw and she shook it. She scratched the top of his snout until he sneezed. Scratching behind his ear, she pushed her nose right up to his snout, where the two of them conversed for a bit without another English word. “Where did you find him?”

  “I adopted him from a shelter in Montana.”

  “Montana?”

  “Yeah. I rented a cabin on the outskirts of Great Falls.”

  “I had no idea you landed out there.”

  “Secluded.”

  “I can see country living has been good for your physique.”

  Perched on the windowsill, he glanced at his arms, his chest, his legs. His body had changed. He’d built muscle everywhere, more than enough to store the sadness, more than enough to weather any storm, more than enough to make his way home. “Russian kettlebells. Iron weights with an attached handle that you swing around.”

  “You may have to teach me a thing or two about them. Finding time to exercise these days has been impossible.”

  “Really?”

  “What did you do out there?”

  “Lots of things.” He told her about his exercise routine, about the ins and outs of juicing, about his daily walks in Riverside Park, how furniture building was the perfect way to practice staying present. As he spoke he studied her eyes, her mouth, her hair, her hands. She was just as lovely as the first time he saw her. Even more so. When she turned eighty, he would think the same. “By the way, you look great.”

  “I can’t picture you making furniture.”

  “It’s an old skill I learned from my uncle.”

  “Did you make that chair?”

  “Yep.”

  “It’s beautiful.”

  “Thank you. Back to the story. At first, I tried to live simply. Sowing seeds, I guess. Then, I had a conversation with Evangeline.”

  “Like the woman from Lost?”

  “Much younger.” When Nick and Sassa were together, they spent an entire month watching Lost episodes back to back. Evangeline Lily was her favorite Lost actor. “One night, Fellini and I were hanging out in the cabin and we heard a noise outside. When we went out to investigate, we spotted a little girl, maybe seven or eight, playing in the front yard.”

  “Evangeline.”

  “She didn’t say much, but what she did say, coupled with a conversation I had with Debbie, changed everything.”

  “Debbie?”

  “A waitress and a friend.”

  “Oh.”

  “I slept with her last week as a good-bye and a thank you. She helped me out.”

  “How noble of you.” She walked over to the window and joined Nick. Watching a man and a woman stroll down the street arm in arm, she doodled in the dust on the windowsill her version of the Lost smoke monster. “So what did Evangeline say?”

  “She said that I was in between and that I needed to get out of the middle so I could touch the sky.”

  “What?”

  “I had the same reaction. It seemed like gibberish until I replayed it with Debbie.”

  She walked back to the sofa, slipped off her shoes, patted the cushion for Nick to join her. Facing Nick, she pulled her knees up to her chest. “Tell me more about Debbie.”

  “She’s a waitress at an Italian restaurant. We talked a lot when I ate there. She became my only real friend in Great Falls. At first, she thought that Evangeline meant I was torn between Rachel and you, but that didn’t seem right to me.”

  “You were with Rachel when she died.”

  “True.” Nick fingered a speck out of the corner of his eye. He really had been with Rachel. How had that happened? Why was so much of life about timing? And luck? He had a sense that, after Great Falls, things were about to change for the better. “Then Debbie thought that Evangeline was trying to tell me that I’ve been between life and death all these years.”

  “In the middle.”

  “When Rachel died, she could no longer drag me toward life and, instead, tugged me back to the middle, back between life and death.”

  “I feel shaky.”

  Nick put his arm around Sassa and she rested her head on his shoulder. Touch always calmed her. And him. How did he go so long without touching her? She’d known long before he did that words and ideas were not enough. One of the first of many things he’d learned from her. “That’s how I felt. It was so bad that night that I rushed out of the restaurant.”

  “I may follow your lead in a minute.”

  “No, no, you definitely want to hear the rest of the story. Okay?”

  “It smells like peppermint and lemon in here.”

  Nick took a sip of water. The peppermint and lemon: a reminder, a witness. Like Rachel couldn’t miss his graduation. Or rebirth. Like she knew all of her hard work had paid off. “That night, after I left Debbie, I couldn’t sleep. I kept replaying what Evangeline and Debbie had said over and over again. Finally, something clicked. I’d been stuck in between life and death all these years, firmly in the middle. Music, girls, words, movies, even you kept me there. That night I had a choice. Choose life or accept a kind of living death until the real one comes along.”

  “You chose life, right?”

  “Yes, which for year two of my time in Great Falls meant this.” He handed her a copy of Songs of Love and Loss.

  Sassa pointed to the picture on the cover of the album. “Is this your cabin?”

  “Yes. Do you want to hear the CD now?”

  She opened the jewel case and pulled the booklet out. Thumbing through the booklet, she occasionally paused to read a lyric or a liner note. Staring at a picture of Rachel playing guitar, she asked, “Do you have alcohol?”

  He cued up the CD and poured her a glass of wine.

  She reached over and pulled his hand across her lap, which she sheltered with her hands through the entire album, pressing harder and softer depending on the song, like she had invented her own form of Morse code. She handed Nick her glass after the first listen. “More wine, please. Play it again.”

  After listening to the album three times straight through, Nick asked, “What are you thinking?”

  She took a deep breath. “Did you know there are three pigeons on your windowsill?”

  “Yeah. I leave them breadcrumbs every day.”

  “For sure, each song is beautiful, but together, they form much more.”

  “Thank you.”

  “There’s such sadness, such love in the music. It’s the best thing you’ve ever done. You need to let the world hear it.” She glanced over at the window. “It’s warm in here. Can you open the windows? Will the pigeons come in?”

  “Sure. No.”

  He opened the windows. A gush of cool air entered the apartment. The pigeons made their way down to the sidewalk and searched for a new home. With one finger, he erased the smoke monster. He returned and sat on a chair opposite her. “And there’s something else?”

  “You loved her.”

  “I did.”

  “I never pictured that you could love someone else the way you loved me.”

  “Love you. I can’t. The most important thing that happened to me in Great Falls is that I affirmed what I already knew.”

  “Which is?”

  “You’re my true love. I did love Rachel and she’ll always have a part of my heart, but she was with me to help me choose life. She helped pull me out of the middle. And when I did, it became clear that choosing life meant choosing you. You’ve always been home, Sassa.”

  “I couldn’t help you transition?” Her voice broke and her eyes teared.

  He reached out, palm face up, and took her hand. “In some ways, you’ve been stuck in the middle, too. That’s what I saw in your eyes all those years ago.”

  “You mean that wasn’t an elaborate pick-up line?”

  “No, not at all. That’s why you had to leave.”

  “I guess.”

  “I now know the answers to the three questions, and they all lead back to you.”

  She rose from the sofa and circled the room, Fellini glued to her side. She stopped at a picture of Nick’s dad for a moment, and touched the glass frame. Bending over, she lifted a kettlebell an inch or two off the floor to gauge its weight. “I don’t know if I can handle you loving someone else the way you loved me,” she whispered.

  “Even if she helped me come back to you?”

  “How can you know that? It’s a hypothetical. I needed you to pick me.”

  “I did.”

  “I needed you to pick me when Rachel and I were both alive. Now, I’ll never know.”

  “I understand. ”

  “You haven’t pointed my way for years.”

  “I’m here now.”

  “It’s too late. I can be your friend, but never anything more. I’m never around anyway. I’m married to my work.”

  “Can’t we try?”

  “No.”

  “Please, let’s try.”

  “Fuck, didn’t you hear me? No! No! No! I wanted you back then and I wanted her out of the way. Don’t you understand? I wanted her out of your life and mine. I even muttered those exact words to myself that weekend right before we drove to the lighthouse, and she did just that. She froze herself in time and placed herself on a pedestal, just like your father. The pedestal even has a name, Songs of Love and Loss. She’ll always be there and I can’t compete with her. I need to leave.” She headed for the door.

  Nick followed her and gently spun her around before she could open it. He kissed her forehead. “Don’t go, Sassa. It’s okay, I understand. We can work through this. I love you.”

  She tenderly pulled his hands off of her and placed them back at his sides. “No, we can’t. I’m so sorry, Nick. I do love you, but we’ll never be together. I needed you after she died. You left. You disappeared to go find yourself, whatever the hell that means. How could you leave me after something like that if I’m really home? Did you blame me? We could have worked through the loss together. It’s too late now.”

  “I didn’t blame you. I didn’t blame anyone. It was an accident.”

  “Fuck you, your words, your music. There are times when you should shut up or get angry and scream or do something real. Was any of it ever real between us, Nick, or was all your talk just some ideal bullshit in your head? Don’t you get it? None of us is that noble, truthful, or honest. I can’t measure up. I never will. I’m out of here.”

  Nick filled Sassa’s voicemail over the next few days; he texted her repeatedly; he sent her flowers; he wrote her a lengthy email. A few days later, she replied with a text message: Please stop calling and texting me. I need to move on. I can’t be around you now. I have to work. Maybe in time, I’ll be able to see you again, but not now. I’m sorry for everything. I can’t be your second choice.

  • • •

  Nick was in the middle of recording a guitar track when his recording engineer delivered the news. “Nick, I just received a text from my girlfriend. It looks like you got a review on one of the blogs, ‘Tuner.’”

  “That’s surprising.”

  “Should we stop?”

  “I’m set up in here and I don’t want to mess with the mic positioning. Why don’t you go online and read the review to me?”

  “Okay. Give me a minute.”

  “Here we go. Songs of Love and Loss by Nick Satterborn. 9.4. While the title is reminiscent of Leonard Cohen, that’s about the only thing that’s derivative on this album, and even the title was a conscious choice. I don’t use superlatives often, but Nick Satterborn has created one of the finest albums of the year or any year. I dare say it’s a masterpiece.

  “‘Satterborn’s music and lyrics blend together perfectly on the eleven sparse songs. His decision to use minimal instrumentation and lo-fi recording techniques heightens the overall emotiveness of the album. While I could talk about qualities of each of the songs, and there are many, the album is meant to be listened to in its entirety.

  “‘Together, the songs evoke an integrated feeling of sadness, loss, and love that I’m not sure is possible to describe with words. I know it sounds strange, but I felt like I was listening to truth. No masks. No veils. No ego. Just raw truth. All I can tell you is to buy Songs of Love and Loss and listen to the songs over and over again. You won’t regret it.’”

  “Maybe I better stop, after all, and come and take a look.” Nick untangled himself from his guitar and headphones. Hand in his pocket, fidgeting with a guitar pick, he made his way toward the control room. Before he’d left Great Falls, he had mailed twenty copies of Songs of Love and Loss to all the major music blogs in the country on a whim, but he didn’t expect any reviews and certainly not positive ones. As he opened the door to the control room, he whistled “Love.”

  “You’re going to be famous,” the engineer said.

  “I don’t want to be famous.”

  • • •

  On the heels of positive reviews, Nick and his newly formed band toured around the tri-state area. The venues, hot and sweaty bars and small auditoriums, packed with fifty to two hundred people, focused more on selling alcohol and food than on promoting musical acts. Even so, Nick navigated through the noisy, boozy rooms without fanfare, letting the songs speak for themselves. The crowds seemed genuinely moved. CD sales were brisk after each show; T-shirts sold out.

  In each audience, he searched for Sassa. Sometimes he spotted her pushing her way through the throng, but the spot never panned out. Rachel’s death drove Sassa away. Songs of Love and Loss might have been the final wedge between them. The album had been too hard for Sassa to hear. He hadn’t chosen her when Rachel was still alive. How could he ever get her back given all that had happened? The same thoughts cycled over and over.

  One night, after a show in Stamford, he brushed against a number of people on his way to the dressing room. They all pressed him for something, an autograph, a photo, a business proposal, a quickie. He signed a T-shirt. He posed for a photo. He gently let a girl down with his standard line. “I’m not ready yet.” Why did girls want to replace Rachel?

  He sat down in a stained, worn-down leather chair and recalled a conversation he’d had with Sassa early in their relationship.

  “If you ever have to choose between taking care of yourself and taking care of me, take care of yourself,” she’d said.

  “I won’t.”

  “You won’t take care of yourself?”

  “I won’t have to choose.”

  “I’m serious, Nick.”

  Taking care of himself. That’s exactly what he’d done for the past two years. Had he lost her as a result? He had to do . . .

  “ . . . love your work. I’m Maggie. I work with Conan O’Brien.” She handed Nick her business card: Maggie Smith, Executive Producer, Conan O’Brien Show. “I listened to your CD on a recommendation from a friend. I loved it. Your performance tonight was icing on the cake.”

  “Thank you.” He didn’t believe her. Didn’t Maggie understand that she was interrupting important Sassa-time? He had already performed once. He had to get rid of her.

  “Would you be interested in performing on an upcoming Conan show?”

  Not really. Go away. He glanced over Maggie’s shoulder at one of his nodding bandmates, then another in the corner of the room. And another. Fuck. The downside to a democratic band—he’d been overruled. “Maybe. When?”

  “Three weeks from now.”

  “One song?”

  “‘Love.’ It should boost album sales.”

  “I don’t really care about that.”

  “What do you care about?”

  “That’s hard to explain.”

  • • •

  Nick dreamed up an idea. Instead of playing “Love,” he would compose a new song for the show. He’d pitch it to Conan’s producer as a world premiere. He phoned Maggie and told her what he wanted to do. At first, she hesitated, but after tossing the idea around, she agreed as long as she could first approve the new material.

  On his sofa with his guitar across his lap, he opened his notebook and found the partial song he’d written for Sassa when they first met. He played what he remembered of the song: “When love passes through / It will take us home / It will take us home / And these dreams will become real / There I can see the truth of you / Every moment of every day and night.” He shook his head back and forth; the music and lyrics sucked. A complete rework was needed. He glanced at his wall clock. Noon.

  He went to work, and gave the song a new title, “When Light Passes Through.” Preserving the chorus melody he’d originally played for Sassa, he rewrote everything else. While he’d envisioned the original song as a simple love song, the new version played deeper and darker, more representative of the ground they’d covered. The lyrics didn’t depict them together; they depicted the dream of being together. They painted a picture of longing.

  Eight p.m. He opened the window. The combined smell from a couple of nearby restaurants, soy sauce, pizza, curry, invited him. Starving and humming his new song, he left his apartment to find the pizza. Was the song good enough to pull her back?

  When he returned, he emailed a demo off to Conan’s producer with an attached lyric sheet and a simple note that stated: This is what was hard to explain.

  • • •

  The day of the show. Chills. A headache. Nick went through his mental checklist, paying attention to every detail—new strings on the OM42 guitar, an extra set of strings, extra John Lennon guitar picks, lyric sheets, appropriate back-up clothes in case he spilled something. He still had Rachel’s Santa Cruz guitar, the one he played on Songs of Love and Loss, but decided to use the guitar he had first played for Sassa years ago at her apartment, his Martin OM42. Would she watch?

  A Conan-provided limo drove the band to the gig. When they arrived, Maggie greeted them and showed them where to set up their equipment for the sound check.

  “We’ve had a slight change in plans,” Maggie said.

  Nick grinned. “We get to go home?”

  “We had a last minute cancellation of one of our guests. Would you be willing to play two songs instead of one? That would give you the opportunity for a quick interview between the songs.”

  He slid his capo out of his pocket. He opened and closed it a few times. “Two songs are okay.”

  “How about if we give you the questions ahead of time?”

  “That depends on the questions.”

  “Good point. Are you willing to give it a shot?”

  He turned to the guys and asked them what they thought. All were enthusiastic. “Okay.”

  “One more detail. I hear you have a Newfoundland. Can he join you for the interview with Conan?”

  “You’re kidding, right?”

  “No.”

  “He’s big.”

  “I know.”

  He smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “I guess that might help with the nervousness. I’ll see if we can get him here on time.”

  • • •

  Pressure built in Nick’s forehead. His arms tingled. He leaned against a wall, light-headed. He smelled oil all around him and, for a moment, thought he might blow up. He would never get Sassa back. His short-lived music career would end in a heartbeat, the victim of old fear. His father and Rachel were laughing at him. Why did he think he could leave the middle? It wouldn’t be long until he was back where he belonged.

  “It’s time,” someone said.

  A stage manager escorted him to the stage and helped him strap on his guitar. He waited. He started to shiver. The place was freezing. He smelled Difara’s pizza. Who was eating pizza? Was she watching? Please. His cue arrived. A large digital clock at the back of the room displayed 7:26 p.m. Head down, he strummed the first chords; then, slowly, he surveyed the audience. Something had focused him enough to continue.

  Words came out of his mouth. Singing. A few members of the audience mouthed the words along with him. His fear started to dissipate. He took a step toward the audience and sang into the side of the mic. A girl in the front row morphed into Rachel. Lyrics fused with the melody, aching, soaring, generative, sweet and sad. Front-row girl swallowed hard. She motioned to Nick, hand sweeping across her chest, as if she was saying good-bye. Or hello.

  Tears streamed down, eventually blotching the top of his guitar. The cameraman zoomed in, framing him in a close-up. Sweat and tears merged, glistening, reflecting back, amplifying. Connected to every person in the audience who had lost something, someone, he swallowed all the loss whole, then beamed something back out. Empathy. Compassion. A brush on the shoulder. A collective hug. Something.

  The last chord resonated. He began to come out of “Love.” Applause from the audience. Everyone stood and the applause strengthened. Some had tears. The camera zoomed out. Conan said, “We’ll be right back.”

  Someone helped Nick remove his guitar and guided him over to the seat next to Conan. His heart raced. Sweating, he pressed a glass of ice water against his forehead for a moment, and took a couple of deep breaths. In five. Four. Three. Two. One.

  “What a moving song, Nick. It’s so honest. Can you tell us about the writing process?”

  “I began writing the song almost three years ago with my girlfriend at the time, Rachel. She died unexpectedly in an accident a couple of years ago.”

  “I’m sorry.”

  “Thank you.”

  “Are all the songs about her?”

  “Yes and no. I was going for different feelings, the true feeling of sadness, loss and love, sometimes all three together. So they’re about her, but also they’re meditations on love and loss in general.”

  “That’s a little deep, Nick.” Raising his eyebrows and folding his hands, he egged on the audience for confirmation.

  They rumbled.

  “I understand you had a writing partner of sorts.”

  “Fellini.”

  “And he’s with you here tonight.”

  Right on cue, an assistant walked Fellini onto the stage. Fellini, all 140 pounds of him, sprang into Nick’s lap and licked him on the face. Thunderous applause. Nick smiled for the first time since the show started.

  “You don’t do small scale, do you, Nick? How did Fellini help you?”

  “I had roughly a year-long monologue with myself. Fellini witnessed the entire thing. I wouldn’t have finished the album without him.”

  “Well, he’s a beautiful dog, and if he can help you create more songs like ‘Love,’ then I may need to borrow him for inspiration on my monologues.”

  “Only if you want them to be honest.” He allowed himself a small smile. The audience laughed for him.

  Conan stared him down. “I understand that you have a new song for us tonight. Do you want to tell us anything about it?”

  “It’s for a woman that I’ve always loved. I knew her well before Rachel and these past couple of years guided me back to her.”

  “Nick, you’ve been a fascinating guest. Thanks for doing this, and I hope to have you back on the show soon. Ladies and gentlemen, Nick Satterborn, performing the world premiere of ‘When Light Passes Through.’”

  Someone escorted Fellini off the stage. Fellini resisted and tried to follow Nick as he made his way back to the band. The audience laughed and Conan signaled to the escort to let Fellini stay.

  Nick slipped into his guitar and checked the sound. Panting, Fellini lay at his feet. Nick conjured Sassa sitting on the floor in front of him, smiling, scratching Fellini’s ear. Everything was going to be okay. The drummer struck his sticks together in time. Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

  
  When I came back

  It was stronger than ever

  Finally knew I belonged

  I have a dream that someday we’ll be together

  I have loved you for so long

  I picture us at our house on North Lake

  You are wearing your red summer dress

  I look over and smile without a word

  We are safe, we are healed, we are blessed

  When light passes through

  it will take us there

  and these pictures will fade to truth

  There you can be the love of my life

  every moment of every day and night

  Maybe there I was lost

  Your eyes my only guides home

  Maybe here we’ll finally get what we need

  and everything will change, my love

  I’ve waited years to hold you like a child

  sleeping side by side, we are atoned

  I’ll shelter you from what’s come before

  until you know you are not alone

  I picture our bodies joined together in prayer

  so we can heal from the wars fought alone

  When we wake each day, we’ll be a little more aware

  as we talk, as we laugh, as we grow old

  When light passes through

  it will take us there

  As these pictures in my head fade to truth

  There you can be the love of my life

  every moment of every day and night

  • • •

  Nick opened The New York Times and turned to the Arts section, searching for a review of his Conan performance. He found it on the last page.

  Music Review: Nick Satterborn on the Conan O’Brien Show
A couple of nights ago I watched something extraordinary. Since then, I’ve called all of my friends, my non-friends, anyone who would take my call, and asked them if they witnessed the same thing—Nick Satterborn performing two songs on Conan O’Brien last Monday. Many had. Many hadn’t, but called me back right away after they watched the YouTube video. All experienced the same thing.
The emotion he conveyed in the first song, “Love,” infuses all of his compositions on Songs of Love and Loss—love, sadness, and, above all, a sense of truth. I dare say that the emotion he conveyed in the world premier of “When Light Passes Through” will make him an indie legend.
When the two song performances were juxtaposed, apparently purely due to a scheduling accident, something extraordinary emerged, a moment of collective consciousness where everyone I talked to, where probably millions of people, lived Nick’s story. We understood that he’d embraced his demons. We witnessed them dissipate. We knew he’d gone through extreme pain, and had come out on the other side stronger, more alive, more truthful. We knew he’d loved. Twice.
His love for Rachel, the subject of “Love,” was palpable. When she died, he honored her with one of the most beautiful good-byes I’ve ever experienced. But the subject of “When light Passes Through,” a girl named Sassa according to my sources, was clearly his true love. She was his “home.”
To be able to first express so much feeling for Rachel, then actually go beyond that point with Sassa, I believe was something never before witnessed by such a large television audience. Somehow we all connected, and for a few moments, the world seemed more honest, more alive, more compassionate.
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  Nick closed the paper and wept.

  • • •

  Weeks after the Conan show, Nick was still looking for signs that his plan had worked. Nothing as explicit as a phone call. Just enough of an opening, a signal, whatever, that he could widen the crack.

  The show had created buzz for him, the band, and even for studiomuscians-dot-com. He accepted bookings up and down the East and West Coasts. Due to strong demand, the studio had to book customers three months out. Sales of the album regained some of the early momentum, rocketing back into the iTunes “Alternative Top Ten” list. A detailed profile of Nick, his music, and his company appeared in The Village Voice. Steady requests came in for additional television appearances, but he turned them down. Anything after Conan would only be a letdown.

  As time passed, he started to lose hope, to close down. He’d done everything he could to get through to Sassa. He’d taken his best shot and she’d turned him away. He’d stayed open to her for such a long time that the thought of closing down felt both unbearable and at the same time like a relief. In the dark, in bed, he tossed and turned each night. He could still taste her, feel her, touch her, but gradually exhaustion won out and she faded. He’d worked himself into a state where love and loss were one and the same.

 

  
  CHAPTER 17

  Sassa studied the television screen as Nick performed “Love.” Midway through, she finger-punched the off button of her remote, dropped it on the sofa, and made a bee-line into the bathroom. She stripped, and while staring into the bathroom mirror, downed four Vicodin one at a time. She glanced over her shoulder at her scar and whispered, “It’s for the best.”

  That night she dreamt of a tattoo parlor, New Y. Ink Art, that she passed by every day on her way to work. Naked and reclining in a dentist-like chair surrounded by tattoo guns, her body oozed tattoos of Nick, of her family, of guitars, of Italian food. In the mirror, she watched the tattoo artist work on her face—Nick on her left cheek and Rachel on her right. When the needle jack-hammered her right side, she screamed awake and checked her face for blood.

  A few hours later, the morning light tapped her eyelids and announced she’d slept through the rest of the night. What a dream. An incredible urge to work, to have sex, to be anonymous overtook her. Pushing up on her elbows, she glanced out the window at an older woman fixing her hair far away in an apartment across the street. Just like Mom, a long time ago. She reached for her phone on the nightstand and tapped Boss. “Hey there. It’s me. Got a minute?”

  “You realize it’s 6:00 a.m.?”

  “Sorry. I need to go on the road. You okay with that?”

  “You know you don’t need to ask anymore. Are you okay?”

  Palm up, she curled her fingers and repeatedly pressed them into her palm like she was kneading pastry dough. “Nothing long workdays won’t cure. One more thing.”

  “Sure.”

  “I won’t have my normal cell phone while I’m away. I’ll buy one of those disposable ones to use instead.”

  “You really do need to get away.”

  “I’ll text you the number, but please don’t give it out to anyone. See ya.”

  She slipped out of bed, and wandered toward the kitchen to boil water for tea. Along the way, she stopped at a windowpane mirror hung above her favorite reading chair. The pane hashed her reflection into distorted rectangular pieces.

  • • •

  On her first morning in Chicago, Sassa spent time with a new chef teaching her how to prepare different entrees. Midway through constructing a pasta dish, the chef accidentally dropped a hot, oiled pan on the floor. Sassa ranted at her, something unintelligible about scarring the floor, then fired her on the spot.

  Long, grueling days followed. She worked so hard that her body ached, crowding out her thoughts. She and the team stayed behind after the restaurant closed each night and held Batali-like cook-offs for new menu items. Wine. Laughter. Excess. The search for the ultimate dish. Vicodin.

  On her last night in Chicago, she crawled into bed and wept. The pain in her body, especially her back and shoulders, was almost unbearable. With the edge more than taken off, she drifted to Daniel.

  For two years at Michigan, she consumed a string of lovers, the last of which was Daniel, a dark-skinned Brazilian, who thought she had promise as a CIA agent. One day, while walking with him on the south campus, Sassa asked, “Let’s construct a list of qualities for the perfect CIA agent, okay?”

  He reached in his pocket and pulled out a Vicodin. He placed it on his tongue, stopped walking, and pulled her close to him. “Here you go. Okay. I’ll start. Beauty.”

  “No immediate family.”

  “Smart.”

  “A master liar.”

  “Never gets worked up.”

  “A chameleon, especially around men.” She snaked her arm around his and pulled him close. “Let’s go back to my room and fool around.”

  In her Chicago hotel bed, she glanced out the window at Water Tower Place. Well-lit, it was beautiful in the dark, like it was originally architected for the night. What ever happened to Daniel?

  • • •

  After a long day at the Los Angeles Green Angel, while dancing at a trendy nightclub, Sassa whispered an attractive, dark-skinned Brazilian software salesman back to her hotel. She’d been on the road for several weeks, and had worked her way down the West Coast. In Seattle, a guy from just outside of London. In Portland, a guy from Australia. In Los Angles, the Brazilian. Apparently, she had a thing for foreigners.

  Inside her hotel room, she kicked off her shoes and leaned against the far wall. Balancing on one foot, she pushed the other up against the wall, and gave the Brazilian her wide-eyed, irresistible, never-fails look. “In the top drawer below the television, there are some pills. Bring the bottle to me.”

  As she waited, the room came to the forefront. A small gray desk in the corner, a black flat-screen television, and a king-sized bed with a bland bedspread filled the space, making it indistinguishable from all of the places she’d stayed on her trip. Wasn’t there anything unique anymore? No wonder she was back on Vicodin.

  “What are these?” the man asked.

  “Vicodin. Want some?”

  “Not my thing.”

  “What are you waiting for? Give them to me.”

  The Brazilian hesitated a little longer, then handed the pills to Sassa.

  She popped one after each step toward the bed. At the bed, she dimmed the lights, stripped, and slipped under the covers. “Are you ready for me?”

  The Brazilian glanced out the window into the dark, as if he was searching for permission or forgiveness. He had the saddest look on his face, like he was about to repeat a mistake and had no way to stop himself. A moment later, he removed his clothes and crawled into bed.

  She moved on top and helped him enter her. With her eyes closed, she pulsed with even, moderate speed, trying to lose herself in the rhythm. Then the Vicodin kicked in. Interlacing her hands with his for leverage, she picked up speed with more and more hyperbolic movements. Intensity took over, and the first of several swells built until, finally, she screamed, “Get the fuck out of me, Nick!”

  She didn’t need Nick. She was beautiful, successful, and had no trouble attracting men from all parts of the world. Work, sex, and drugs—those were the things of a good life. She slid off of the man and flipped over. He smelled like stale espresso beans. Why hadn’t she noticed before? She edged away, thankful for a king-sized bed. “You good?”

  “What did you mean when you screamed?”

  “Nothing.”

  He stared at her for a moment. He hopped out of bed, picked his clothes off the floor, and slipped back into his underwear and jeans. Rolling the desk chair over to the bed, just across from Sassa’s head, he raised the lights right before sitting down.

  “What are you doing?” she asked.

  “What happened to you?”

  “Come back to bed. ”

  “You’re shadow painting.”

  She turned her head toward the Brazilian. “I thought you were in software?”

  “I am.”

  “Is there an app for shadow painting?”

  The Brazilian smiled. “You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to tell you a story.”

  “Boring. I’ll doze off.”

  “Please hear me out. I promise it will be worth your time.”

  She really wasn’t in the mood. But he did have a kind face. And sad eyes. And round one did her wonders. She popped another pill. She could give him a few minutes before round two. “Longshot, but go ahead.”

  “I’m thirty-five now. Single. Never married. About ten years ago, I was in love with a woman named Astrid.”

  “Nice name.”

  “We planned to marry. One day I followed her to work. I don’t know why I did it, but I played a hunch. A few miles from our apartment, she stopped in front of an old, dilapidated brick house, removed a key from her purse, then disappeared behind the front door. I snuck around the house, window to window, until I spied her naked in a bedroom with another man. They were both snorting coke from a stash of drugs strewn across the nightstand. I started to cry. I paced back and forth, trying to figure out what to do. I slipped into the house, and made my way to the bedroom. Then I made enough noise until Astrid and the man noticed me. As soon as they did, I ran out of the house, raced back to my apartment, and waited.”

  “That’s your story? Boring.”

  “Hear me out. About thirty minutes later, Astrid came back and begged me to forgive her. She told me she loved me and promised to go to rehab. She said I was the single best thing that had ever happened to her and she didn’t want to lose me. I was so filled with anger that I didn’t hear a word she said. I screamed, ‘I’ll never forgive you! Get the hell out.’ I never saw her again.”

  Sassa started twirling her hair. “Why are you telling me this?”

  The man stood and kissed her on the forehead. He sat on the edge of the bed and placed his hand over her free hand. “About a year later, I received a call from her mom. Astrid had died of a drug overdose, an apparent suicide. Next to her body her mom found a handwritten note that read, “N, I’m sorry. You were right, I don’t deserve forgiveness. I’ll always love you.”

  Visibly shaken, the man stood and kissed Sassa on the forehead again. He finished dressing.

  “You’re leaving?”

  “I need to go.”

  “Stay.”

  “I can’t.”

  “Why?”

  “You know why. I hope you work your way out of this place. By the way, my name is Noah.” He let himself out of the room and quietly closed the door behind him.

  “Sassa.”

  She sat up and slammed one fist into the headboard while holding her sheets over her breasts. As she pushed off the bed with her punch-hand, she let go of the sheets with the other. They plummeted to the ground, like they were made of stone instead of Egyptian cotton. The room was a mess, covered with clothes, towels, sheets, work, and sex. Just like the aftermath in all of the other rooms in all of the other cities. She slipped into her nightgown, picked up around the room until order returned. Order had been key. A large dish of room-service ice cream later, she climbed back in bed and curled up. She was done. She’d crossed too many lines. Just done.

  Restless a few minutes later, she unwound her body and crawled out of bed again. She hadn’t expected Noah. Had a stranger changed everything? With a blanket draped over her shoulders, she balled up in the corner of the hotel room closet and slid the door closed. The small space suited her, protected her, allowed her to hope for deep sleep.

  A man walked into the bedroom and sat on the floor next to her. He had a gray suit on, a black tie, and sported a black fedora hat. Jet black eyes matched his hat.

  “Who are you?” Sassa asked. She pulled up the blanket to just below her eyes.

  The man stared at her.

  “Who the hell are you? Can’t you see I’m not in any state for visitors?”

  The man remained silent.

  “Get the hell out of here!”

  “Do you love yourself, Sassa?”

  “How do you know my name?”

  “Do you love yourself, Sassa?”

  “I don’t know what that means.”

  “Love yourself. All else will follow.”

  “Fuck you!” She woke in a pool of sweat. What a nightmare. Lifting herself off the closet floor, she crawled back into the bed for the remainder of the night.

  In the morning, she cleared the remaining Vicodin pills from her drawer, and flushed them down the toilet, just like in a TV movie. What drama. She canceled her trips to the Santa Fe, and Austin Green Angel’s, and apprised Avis that she’d drop off her rental car in New York instead of LAX. Cobbling together her stuff, she headed toward home.

  Over breakfast at a truck stop in Nevada, Sassa unfolded a large map of the United States and gravitated toward Montana. Locating Great Falls, she pictured Nick in the cabin writing Songs of Love and Loss, and started humming “Good-bye.” A wave of regret later, she sipped her black coffee; God, what an awful drink.

  At roughly the same latitude as Great Falls, she shifted her focus to Idaho. Coeur d’Alene popped off the map, highlighted by a large lake of the same name. Something about the name pulled at her, even though she’d never heard of the place. The googled translation: “Sharp-hearted.” What a cool name. Folding the map down so that all she could see was Nevada and Idaho, she borrowed a pen from the waitress and rerouted her path. About ten hours, if she didn’t stop. Moments later, back in her car and on her way, she thought about Lucia.

  Sassa had decided to spend the summer after college graduation in Ann Arbor working at Lucia’s restaurant, Pellegrino’s. She’d just graduated, had no idea what she wanted to do with her life, and figured she would take the summer to think. She worked as a waitress but often hung out in the kitchen after her lunch shift. Lucia took Sassa under her wing.

  Toward the end of the summer, Sassa, still in her street clothes, was helping Lucia prepare a veal dish. She drizzled some olive oil into an iron skillet, added a handful of sliced garlic, and browned the garlic over a high flame. She’d popped a few extra Vicodin to help with unusually strong pain. No big deal.

  A few minutes after she began browning the garlic, Lucia shouted, “Your blouse is on fire!”

  In a frantic attempt to quell the fire, Sassa accidentally flung the skillet out of her hand, off the burner, and onto Lucia, splattering sizzling olive oil on Lucia’s pants. The oil disintegrated the pants like paper, burning the skin beneath. Lucia screamed and, holding her leg, fell to the floor.

  Sassa dropped to Lucia’s side. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

  “I’ll be fine. Can you drive me to the hospital?”

  At the hospital, they bided time in a sterile emergency room—Lucia on the bed, Sassa at her side. Sassa repeatedly stroked the back of Lucia’s hand. What had she done?

  When the doctor arrived, he treated Lucia’s wound with a thick, purplish ointment that smelled like raspberries and spearmint. He bandaged and wrapped her leg. “You’ll be fine. Change the dressing every other day. I’ll write you a prescription for the pain. You may have some light scarring. Nothing serious.”

  Later, in Lucia’s home, Sassa set the Vicodin prescription down on the table. Her belly knotted. “I’m so sorry.”

  “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

  “Can I get you a pain pill and glass of water?”

  “I’m fine. I don’t like to take pills. Throw them away for me. I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks again.”

  On the way back to her car, pills in her pocket, she passed a man on the sidewalk who showed interest. Staring down at the concrete, she tried to make herself small. What was he looking at? She slipped into the car and dashed off. That night, after popping so many Vicodin that she lost count, she passed out on her sofa watching a late-night talk show host tell bad jokes. She dreamed she married him. They had four children, all female, all drug addicts. There was no escape.

  • • •

  Sassa strolled on a long, floating boardwalk that formed the Coeur d’Alene marina’s outer perimeter. The boardwalk was full of people: vacationers, locals, lovers. Some passed and nodded. Others pretended they had the place to themselves. A man tried to start up a conversation, but she brushed him off. After floating for a while, she spotted a red boat parked in a slip not far away.

  At the boat rental shop, waving to the agent, Sassa backed the red boat out of the slip. Twin engines sounded, loud and deep, like a race car, like power. She dropped her black sunglasses down from her forehead, and full-throttled into open water. The lake, huge, dwarfed the boat, as she bounced her way toward a far cove. In the cove, secluded and peaceful, she stripped down to her black bikini and stretched out on the bow to sun herself. As the boat rocked, she could taste the heat.

  She tried to meditate even though she’d never had much luck doing so in the past. Anytime a thought came to the forefront, she labeled it “thinking,” as she was taught to do, then let it go. She’d gone too far. Why did she take Vicodin again? What was she doing with Noah? He scared her. Thinking. A small gap formed, as clear and as still as the water around her. How did she end up in this place? She was numb. All she did was work. She had a lot of work to do to get to whole. There had to be more to life. Thinking. Another small gap. He loved Rachel. How did that happen? She’d blown it. She needed to start over. But where and how? Thinking. Another small gap. Meditating was useless.

  Pressing up on her elbow and shielding her eyes with one hand, she surveyed the lake. A few boats. A handsome man fishing. Beautiful shoreline homes. Nothing hooked her. Maybe that was the point. A few moments later, she raced out of the cove into open water. With the wind brushing her hair straight back, she imagined herself in an action movie, the tragic kind, where the audience knew the heroine was Humpty Dumpty. Splat! Occasionally, someone from another boat signaled to her to slow down. Splat!

  Though no sleeping beauty, back in her room she fell into an impenetrable, deep sleep. Hours later, she woke and immediately searched her suitcase for a stray pill. Nothing. Not a single one. It reminded her of Jessie.

  After escaping Lucia and Michigan, Sassa arrived in New York City with a $1,000, 100 Vicodin, and no plan. The sun momentarily blinded her as she surfaced out of the Holland Tunnel. She shaded her face with one hand and rolled down the window of her Volkswagen Beetle with the other. Noise. People. More people. Did New York have a distinct smell? Like chestnuts and carbon dioxide. The streets, jammed with more diversity than she’d ever seen even at Michigan, throbbed as if the chaos was organized. Yellow cabs and black limousines checkered the cross street, filled with people chasing dreams or running away. There were so many people in the middle. In side alleys, garbage piled high, awaiting pick-up. How did this place work?

  She turned back to the main street. Vendors lined the sidewalks. Pulling over at a corner, she jumped out, and ordered a falafel sandwich and a juice. As she leaned against her car, she savored a few bites. What flavor, and out of a truck. A moment later, a police officer flirted with her as he encouraged her to move on. Back in her Beetle, she balanced the juice container between her legs and ate the rest of the sandwich with one hand as she inched along. For the next hour, in stop-and-go traffic, she made her way across town to the Williamsburg Bridge. Even though she’d been there only a short time, Manhattan had left its mark.

  Across the bridge in Brooklyn, the streets were less crowded. She found parking close to Jessie’s apartment. Jessie, a close college friend, lived in a large-for-the-money apartment in the heart of Williamsburg, right off of Bedford Street. Sassa had called a week earlier and asked if she could crash at her place until she found her own. She’d also told her the whole story about Lucia.

  After Jessie helped Sassa unload, the two of them collapsed on Jessie’s sofa.

  “You need to stop,” Jessie said. “Give me the pills.”

  Sassa pushed back into the sofa and crossed one leg over the other. She sipped a freshly made glass of iced tea. A moment later, she popped up and walked to the window. The tree-lined street meshed perfectly with opposite rows of brownstones. There was a peacefulness to the place she hadn’t expected. She could stay for a time, as long as no one bugged her. “You know, you don’t need to do this.”

  “That’s not true, Sassa. You have a problem. Otherwise you’d still be in Ann Arbor.”

  “You’re not a doctor.”

  “I know, but I am your friend. Give me the pills.”

  “What about if I limit myself to only a few a day?”

  “Some things are all or nothing.”

  “I can just leave, you know. I have money.”

  Jessie joined Sassa at the window, and folded her arms across her chest. “You have a trust fund, which you can’t touch until you’re thirty.”

  “Fuck, I’m leaving.” Sassa took a step toward the door. Jessie wrapped her arms around her. As they stood face-to-face, an unnatural stillness filled the room.

  “Stay,” Jessie said. “We need to get you help.”

  “There’s no way I’m going to rehab.”

  “You could have seriously scarred Lucia. Or worse down the road.”

  Jessie was right about that. It was only a matter of time until she hurt someone again. What would her mom or dad say? Better to go through the pain when it was still her choice, when she still had a thread of control. And a friend to help. “I can do it myself.”

  “Too hard. You’ll relapse.”

  “Help me. Can I stay with you for a month?”

  “Give me the pills.”

  After hesitating for a long time, Sassa pointed over at her bag with her eyes.

  The next four weeks were the hardest of her life. The Vicodin pulled on her. The urges came every hour, sometimes every few minutes. Her body took over and resisted. She sweat like she had never sweat before. She had the shakes. Her legs pulsed with pain. Her scar throbbed, reminding her of why she got hooked in the first place. She had the runs. She was sure the pain would never end.

  A picture helped her through. In the picture, her entire family was posed in their backyard, Sassa standing in front of her dad, her sister in front of her mom. Her dad’s hand rested on her shoulder. Each time she looked at it, she thought she smelled her mother’s perfume. Each time, she had nothing but sorrow—from time wasted, from causing pain and suffering, from not living up, from being numb, from not having enough strength. Her father, her mother, her sister, stood with her against the pain, against the urge to further numb, against a world where it was so easy to get lost when alone.

  And Jessie stayed with her around the clock. She brushed her hair. She set up a makeshift bed right next to Sassa’s bed. They watched movies. They played checkers. Cold compresses every hour. She spoon-fed Sassa organic smoothies, and acted as a human crutch to and from the bathroom. Sometimes she crawled in bed with Sassa and hugged her as Sassa sobbed.

  Four weeks later, Sassa left the apartment for the first time, Jessie at her side. At the corner market, she purchased cherries, the last of the season. On her way home, with a bounce in her step, she soaked in the sun and popped a few. She was going to be okay. It was time to develop a long-term plan, find a job, a place to live. She would never forget what she’d done to herself, to others, that she was an addict, that there was always the possibility of getting hooked again, that Jessie was a true friend.

  “I’ve been thinking,” Jessie said. “Why don’t you move in with me? I have an extra room, and once you get a job, I could use some help with the rent.”

  “Are you sure?”

  “Yes.”

  “I want to go to cooking school first. I can get trust money for that.”

  “I know some folks. I can hook you up.”

  “Thank you. I’ll never forget what you did for me these past few weeks.”

  “You did all of the hard work. You’re strong. I know you’re going to be fine.”

  Back in her Coeur d’Alene hotel room, she slipped out of bed, and stared out the window onto the water. She’d lost her strength. How had she reached that point? Again? She thought back to that long-ago porch swing conversation with her mom. Had Vicodin fueled her down the path of least resistance? Again? Yes. The time had come to stop cold turkey. Stopping for good was the only way to get whole. And the time had come to forgive Nick. She owned what happened just as much as he did. Rachel’s death was an accident, that’s all. Not an ending. No one could predict the future. A single event hadn’t locked it in, couldn’t split them apart forever. They would always have some kind of connection. Her breathing relaxed and the lightness in her chest almost caused her to smile. A current shot up through her body, the kind she got when she knew something for sure.

  • • •

  On the fourth day in Coeur d’Alene, Sassa went over to the marina earlier than usual. Searching her map of the lake, she pinpointed a small cove on the far side that called to her. She fired up the twins and motored there. In the cove on another boat, a tall, muscular man in bathing trunks, much older than her, waved. Waving back, she navigated to a spot far enough away and dropped anchor. She stripped down to her bathing suit, undid the strap on her top, spread lotion as far as she could reach, and lay face down. She fell half asleep.

  Sometime later, giggling. What the heck? Holding the top of her bathing suit in place with one hand, she pushed up with the other, and scanned around the boat. Two girls were treading water near the other boat, throwing a Nerf ball back and forth.

  “Sorry to disturb you. My granddaughters decided to go swimming,” the man shouted.

  “No problem. They’re adorable.” Sassa fastened her top and sat up.

  “I’m Ashoka. These are my granddaughters, Adira and Nireille.”

  “Sassa.”

  “I’m so sorry they bothered you. Can I make it up to you with something to drink?”

  On the one hand, Sassa couldn’t see how a drink with a stranger could possibly help. On the other hand, she hadn’t spoken with anyone at length for a few days. Maybe it would do some good to talk. “Okay. Be right there.” She dove into the water and glided over to Ashoka’s boat. The water, cool, refreshing, renewed her.

  As she climbed aboard, he greeted her with a large beach towel. He smelled like coconut. Close-up, he looked like an aging movie star.

  “Grandfather, can we stay in the water?”

  “Okay, but you have to play where I can see you.”

  “What wonderful girls.”

  “Thanks. They’re a handful, but they’re great kids.”

  “I can see it. Where are their parents?” Sassa asked.

  “Business trip.”

  “Are you here alone?”

  “My wife is back in the hotel room nursing a cold. And you?” Ashoka asked.

  “Yes.”

  “Can I get you a juice?”

  “Sure.”

  “Girls, come closer to the boat so I can see you.”

  Adira threw the Nerf ball at Sassa, who snatched it out of the air with one hand, then tossed it back in the water. When was the last time she had played like that? When had work stopped being play? When had it consumed her? Things were much easier in Portland. If only Nick had joined her then.

  “Come in the water with us,” Nireille said.

  “Maybe later, honey.”

  Ashoka handed Sassa her fresh orange juice. “Grandchildren are one of the greatest gifts of a long-time family.”

  “You’ve been married long?”

  “Yes, though for a time, I didn’t think I was going to marry at all.”

  “Really? Why?”

  “Culture got in the way.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Culture planted all of these ideas about how our relationship should be. When things didn’t go according to plan, I felt awful. My body ached.”

  Did she really want to take the conversation further? Why not? She was done with mystery. And he seemed sincere. And wasn’t truth the name of the game? She glanced out at the girls floating in the water. It had been easier then. Much easier. “Mine aches now.”

  “How come?”

  “Long story.”

  “Ah. I bet your body aches because the truth is trying to get out.”

  “Really?”

  “I let my pain hone me down until all that was left was exposed and vulnerable. Then a strange thing happened. Somehow, I let go of all expectations. Magically, the pain lifted, and I ended up marrying my true love.”

  “I wish I could do that.”

  “You can. As long as you don’t get hooked on something to lessen the pain. Mine was work.”

  “I know that one . . . and a couple of others.” She liked Ashoka. He’d found whole a long time ago and had radiated out love all around him. He had the grandchildren to prove it. When right in the middle of being hooked, it’s hard to see clearly. Passion or addiction? Love or lust? Hope or truth? But there is a big difference. Nick had alluded to that long ago, but it took a stranger on a boat with two beautiful grandchildren in a sharp-hearted town to convince her.

  “Things will work out. Be vulnerable and let go of your expectations.”

  “Your wife is very lucky.”

  “Ha, tell her that.”

  “I’m glad I came over.”

  “Want to go for a swim?”

  “Sure.”

  They jumped in the water and played catch with the girls.

  • • •

  The next day Sassa wept in bed most of the day with the curtains drawn and the lights off. Occasionally, she got up and circled the room in one direction, then the other. Her body ached, especially in her back and neck. She was convinced she would be in pain for the rest of her life. Ashoka didn’t know what he was talking about.

  • • •

  On her last day in Coeur d’Alene, Sassa made her way out onto the lake. In the middle, she killed the engines. The air smelled fresh, ambrosia warmed by the sun and perfumed by the water. The waves stirred, reflecting light in a fractal dance. Was that what Nick meant about her eyes? The waves bounced off the boat, causing it to rock to and fro, causing her to surrender, to let go, to fall asleep.

  A noise snapped her out of a dream about moving to Paris and studying French cooking with Joel Robuchon. A fish jumping? A woman in cement shoes? The water around the boat stilled, revealing nothing. Calmly, she reached for a journal Nick had given her years earlier. Still mostly empty, she took it with her almost everywhere, waiting for the invisible ink to materialize. A little sleepy, she turned to a fresh page.

  FAMILY. When I was young, I connected through simple things. We worked. We loved. We ate. We danced. Then death locked it all up, made it somehow inaccessible. After that, I lost myself on the path of least resistance for a long time. Drugs. Men. I shriveled instead of blossoming. I forgot what Mom taught me. Until Nick came along.

  NICK. I loved him as openly as I could that first year, but I was scared by big love, by truth without masks. We were two halves, but not two wholes. I know now what I didn’t know then—there was really no choice but to start our separate and together journey.

  CAMBRIDGE. Three months alone to think, to remember, to finds pieces I lost along the way. I made peace with my father, my mother, and my sister. I forgave myself for living, and forgave them for dying. I stopped acting out, at least for a time. And then Brayden came along. What a good man. He’s gentle and kind and compassionate. He taught me a great deal without any strings attached. I love him. Always will. And Chloe was like a sister. I love her. Always will. They are chosen family.

  MATT AND MYRINA. They’re going to make it fifty years. They showed me that love really is workable. And that work is love and community. They showed me that it’s possible to have it all as long as you don’t get caught up, as long as you don’t bow to the many gods of numb for too long.

  WORK. The Green Angel in Portand. That was what I had loved. The size. The city. The community. If I had known then, I would have stayed there, stayed small, stayed humble. FoodNation. Too much money, growth, and profit. Too much vegetarian cookbook fame. Those things are so seductive, but don’t really matter in the end. They were lines crossed. Now that I know, I can pull back.

  RACHEL. She was good for Nick. That’s hard to admit, but true. I even liked her when we met in New York. But in Portland, in death, she changed everything. I needed Nick to pick me when she was still alive. I can’t be second choice. Once she died, there was no way to know, no way for him to show me who he would have chosen down the road. She’s on her own pedestal now, a beautiful one built from songs, right next to Nick’s dad. And she always will be. When I heard Songs of Love and Loss a month ago, I numbed, I acted out. For a full month! The worst bout I’ve had since college. I can’t believe I fired that chef. There was too much work, too much Vicodin, too much sex with strangers. Too much, period. Maybe those things, all my different ways of numbing, were the ultimate lines crossed. Once you go the first time, it’s easier to go again. The last time with Noah really scared me. I had to go cold turkey. If only there was a way now for Nick to show what he would have done, who he would have chosen. But there isn’t.

  She tossed the journal on the deck and dove off the back of the boat. She swam out a long way from the boat, a long way from anything. For a moment, before swimming back, she wondered if she could stay there forever.

  NICK. He was the catalyst for everything. He started me down this path toward truth with no masks, toward becoming whole. He is my true love. He always will be. But from the beginning, I knew one of us might end up with a different partner. I guess that was the risk we had to take to find our way to whole, to home. I must admit I didn’t think it would be him. He loves Rachel. He will always love Rachel. I will forever love him, but I’m letting him go. I can’t be second choice. I hope that he finds another love down the road that makes him as happy as I did once, as Rachel did until her death.

  WHOLE. Whole was about two halves in the beginning, but that wasn’t enough for me. It’s not enough for anyone, really, though you’d never know it in the world we live in. There were so many years wandering down the wrong path, so much learned by doing so, so much forgiven. Or maybe there is no wrong path. Maybe it’s all part of the way toward whole. And what is whole? In the end, it came down to one simple act—I learned to love, honestly, openly, directly, without masks . . . myself.

  She put down her pen and reread what she’d written. The pain in her body lifted, as if an invisible full-body cast of jagged metal had been cut away. She dove off the boat and floated for a long time.

  • • •

  Sassa set foot in her home for the first time in a month. Immediately, she turned on the cell phone she’d left behind and found hundreds of voicemail messages. Scanning down the list, she noticed multiple messages from Brayden. She phoned him. “It’s me. I just got your message. I’ve been out of town. What’s up?”

  “I thought you might want to talk about Nick after his performance on Conan.”

  “Not much to say. He loves Rachel.”

  “That’s all you got out of it?”

  “Pretty much.”

  “I’ve talked with a lot of people, men and women, about the performance. All of the women wanted to know about you. Hell, they wanted to be you. And all of the men, including me, admired Nick’s perseverance. He loves you.”

  “The song was about Rachel, not me.”

  “The first song, yes, but not the second song.”

  “What second song? I switched the television off after the first song.”

  “Oh my, what a Romeo and Juliet moment! You need to get a copy of the entire performance right away and watch it.”

  “There are two songs?”

  Sassa found Nick’s entire performance on YouTube right after she hung up. She made herself sit through another performance of “Love,” which confirmed her original decision to move on. Then she trembled through “When Light Passes Through.” A house on North Lake. Red summer dress. Safe, healed, blessed. Love of my life. You are not alone. As we grow old. What a song.

  She sobbed for a long time, yet resolved to do nothing rash. She wouldn’t call Nick and tell him she had watched his performance. She wouldn’t tell him how she felt about the song. And she certainly wouldn’t tell him that she’d changed her mind and wanted him back. She would do none of those things, at least not until she let her feelings settle for a few days. What was a few more days after so many years?

  Her resolve lasted until the middle of the night, when a dream woke her. In the dream, her sister, still alive and much older, looked like their mother. She was rocking in a painted wooden chair on the porch at their Mackinac Island summer hotel. Nick had driven all the way from New York to see her and ask her for advice. “Is there anything I can do to get Sassa back?” Nick asked. “No,” her sister replied. “She has a mind of her own and it’s closed. All she cares about is work, Vicodin, and sex with foreigners. She’ll die alone. There’s nothing you can do. Let go and find someone new, someone more like Rachel.” In a pool of sweat, sheets and blankets in a tangle, Sassa reached for her phone. “Hey.”

  “Hi,” Nick replied warmly.

  “I saw you on Conan. I watched the whole thing for the first time tonight.”

  “I hoped you’d see it.”

  “Can you come over now?”

  “Are you sure?”

  “Yes.”

  She found one of Nick’s old Beatles T-shirts, tossed it on, and paced back and forth in front of the mirror. She didn’t brush her hair, and didn’t put on any make-up. By the time Nick buzzed, their years of searching, of steps forward and backward, of trying to deny what they had, were over. She let him in, gave him a long, deep hug, and let her lips touch his for a second before she whispered, “I opened a bottle of wine, an Amarone.”

  He glanced at the coffee table. “The same Amarone we had when we first met, I see.”

  “It seemed right.” She took his hand and led him to the sofa. She poured the Amarone.

  “I’m glad you called.”

  “Quite the show you put on. Playing both songs with the interview in between.”

  “I didn’t hear from you last month, so I figured you probably didn’t see it. Either that or you hated the song.”

  “You really got to me.”

  “Good.”

  “It must have taken a long time to come up with that plan.”

  “It was more of an accident. I planned to only play “When Light Passes Through,” but another guest cancelled, so I got to do both.”

  “I needed to see all of it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have gotten through.”

  “The universe, I guess.”

  “I loved the song.”

  “It turned out okay.”

  “More than okay. I believe you now, Nick. I’m not sure why I needed to see you perform both songs, but I did. All I know is that I understand now where you’ve been, and I think you were telling me the truth about coming home.”

  “I’m sure that every convoluted thing that happened during the past five years moved us toward this place.”

  “Do you want to go into my bedroom?”

  “Yes.”

  They made their way, slowly, arm in arm, to Sassa’s bed. There, they held each other for a long time, fingers and legs intertwined. They didn’t speak. Joy and sadness passed between them freely, through their bodies, their eyes, their fingertips. She understood him as never before, as someone whole joined with her by choice and commitment. Without expectation, wholeness guided her as they made love. It was unlike anything she’d experienced before. An endless amount of love flowed out of her and carried them higher, over a steep wall that neither of them had been able to scale previously. Who knew that the ultimate leap was inward.

  “How do you feel?” he asked afterward.

  “Whole. How about you?”

  “Home.”

  “You know, I’ve been whole the entire time. I just couldn’t see it until recently. There were too many clouds in the way, too many old patterns.”

  “Same for me.”

  “Was she there with us?”

  “No. She’ll be with me on occasion elsewhere, but never with us here. We made this place together, and only we can be here.”

  “I feel like I should thank her.”

  “I have.”

  Hours later, when the first light poured across their faces, he nestled against her shoulder, gently stroking her stomach, and wept. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

  “For what?”

  “It was so difficult to get here.”

  “No need for that. We made it back to each other. Everything is going to be okay.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 18

  Nick flipped over onto his back and opened his eyes. Sassa, propped up on one arm, contently watching him sleep, met his gaze with a smile. She stroked his whorls with graceful movements up and down the side of his head, pausing on occasion to caress the back of his ear. The bedroom pulsed. Each object, composed from billions of granules activated by the morning sun, danced an imperceptible dance. So this was home.

  “Do you believe this has happened before?” she asked.

  “Opening my eyes to you?”

  “We overcame a lot to get to this place.”

  She was right about that. There were many points along the way where doubt almost won. The one-year break-up. The first time he heard about Brayden. Rachel’s death. The cabin. Songs of Love and Loss. But, in the end, it didn’t. “I’m sure it’s happened before.”

  “How come no one talks about this place?”

  “Finding a distant home scares people.”

  “Like swimming out into the ocean looking for land when you can only see water.”

  “And you’ve gone too far to turn around.”

  Staring out the window, adrift in the city’s concrete, glass, and steel, she didn’t come back to him for a long time. He loved when she searched for shiny new things. Sometimes a new idea. Sometimes a new place. Sometimes a new recipe or dance move or gentle caress. He was never sure what she would find and that was somehow better.

  “A lot happened in the middle,” she said.

  “It did.”

  “We need to paint a picture. If we take things for granted, everything we’ve gone through might end up wasted.”

  “That won’t happen.”

  “We need to put what we’ve learned into practice.”

  “Just look at our past several months.”

  “We’ve been riding a wave. It won’t last forever.” She pulled the extra blanket from the base of the bed up over her shoulders until only one side of her face, flush against the pillow, remained visible. She smiled.

  There were so many looks, so many ways she could take his breath away. Infinite, really. Under the covers, he reached out and pulled her toward him. He loved the warmth and the smell of their bodies together under the sheets. Like nothing else. He kissed her; there would be no planning today.

  “You’ve got that look on your face.”

  “Let’s go dancing, but first . . .”

  “I’m serious, Nick. I want to talk more now.”

  “Let’s go dancing this afternoon. We can talk about painting pictures later. Give me a chance to think.”

  “Sometimes I want to punch you.”

  “That’s a good start.”

  • • •

  Nick devoted their subway ride to the dance studio to mulling over their earlier conversation. They’d devoured years searching for home, and now that they’d found it, how could they make sure they thrived? How could they create a future reassured by everything they’d gone through? How could they stay happy? Sassa was onto something: they had to practice for the rest of their lives. They would never finish.

  “Hi, guys. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Shall I queue up the regular list?” Adrienne asked.

  “No, surprise us.”

  They positioned themselves on the dance floor and waited. They had the entire studio to themselves. Sassa kicked off her sandals. She was wearing a yellow sleeveless dress that matched both her hair and the light pouring in through the windows. Just beautiful. Like Yoko, she was in the sun.

  “You’re deep in thought,” she said.

  “Still processing.”

  “Let’s move for a bit and see if we can shake something loose.”

  Sade’s “By Your Side” started, and Nick slow-danced Sassa around the studio. The music carried him off until his thoughts evaporated, and he lost himself in movement, in touch, in her eyes. After moving straight through the playlist, sweating and happy, they collapsed on the floor, and leaned up against the wall. Through the mirrored ceiling, the reflected auras around each of them seemed to touch.

  “We do need to paint our picture,” he said.

  She smiled. “I like it when you come around.”

  “We do some of our best work here.” He reached over and interlaced his hand with hers. “I’m sorry I didn’t get it this morning. I’ve invested so much time trying to find this place.”

  “I know.”

  “I’m ready now.”

  She nodded. She crossed her legs under her and straightened up. “Here goes. Without a picture, I’m worried that stuff might trip us up.”

  “And pictures are static.”

  “Right. What we need is more like a movie.”

  “And in most movies, so much is unspoken.”

  “Don’t.”

  He smiled. “Just playing. Sorry. Go on.”

  “We need scenes, guidelines, where everything is said out loud.”

  Truth said out loud. When he summed up everything they’d gone through, that’s what had taken them home. That’s what would keep things from clogging up in the future. Truth: Omega-3 for the soul. Connection guaranteed. He would print a few T-shirts.

  “What?” she asked.

  “Nothing. Let’s name the scenes.”

  “You start.”

  “The honesty scene, where there’s honesty between us no matter what,” he said. He ran his fingers down her sweat-covered forearm.

  “Are you having fun?”

  “Finger painting.” Her skin. Smooth. Like the finish on his Martin. Like nylon strings on a Spanish guitar. Like hope realized.

  “Picasso?”

  “Satterborn. More on honesty. When we’re hesitant to talk about something, we figure out why fear has boxed us in, and then knock down the walls.” Fear to Fearless in Ten Not-so-Easy Steps, by Nick and Sassa. Fearless: that was the operative word. It wasn’t that he no longer experienced fear. More that the fear didn’t stick for long; it rolled off.

  “How about the wedge scene? Any time something happens that drives a wedge between us, we need to flip the wedge and use it as a way to build deeper and deeper trust,” she said.

  “Wedges are juicy.”

  “That’s when we’re our most vulnerable.”

  Those eyes. He ran his fingers through her hair and tangled them until they attached. Maybe in the end being vulnerable, staying open to whatever popped up, even when the wedge tried to push him away, taught him the most. Or not. Maybe it was just her. “I love you.”

  She reached over and rubbed his leg with her foot. “You better.”

  “Better stop if you want to finish.”

  “A preview.”

  “Let’s go for a walk and find something cold to drink.”

  Nick stood up and pulled Sassa off the floor. A moment later on the street, she looped her arm around his as they strolled through the tree-lined cross streets and admired the brownstones.

  Stepping behind her, he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Look at that one.” A restored three-story brownstone with bay windows on each floor had a “For Sale” sign in front of it.

  “Beautiful. . . Then there’s the ‘I’ scene, or better yet, the less and less ‘I’ scene. I plan to practice standing in others’ shoes as much as possible,” she said.

  “That’s a good one. How about the spinning-out scene? Can you imagine a world where people have learned how to catch and manage spinning out?”

  She pranced across the street to a bicycle chained to a wrought-iron fence delineating the front yard of a brownstone. She double-checked to make sure Nick was watching, then jiggled the chain. When she played, the world was as good as it could ever be. “It just takes two to start a chain reaction.”

  He crossed the street and joined her. On opposite sides of the chain, they sent waves back and forth for a while.

  “Scenes are harder when we get to the practical stuff. I’ll start. The work scene. I feel like the studio has somehow run its course. It might have been a means to an end for me.”

  “You did that all for me?”

  “I did. And for me. And for my father. And for Rachel.”

  She reached her arm around him and slipped her hand into his back pocket.

  “Did that bother you?”

  “No.”

  Rachel. What would she think of where he’d ended up? Happy? Sad? Both. Would they have stayed close? Yes. Or no. They would have figured it out.

  “Did you just go there?”

  “Yes.”

  “Say ‘hi’ for me.”

  He stopped walking, turned to Sassa, and kissed her gently. “Continue?”

  “With scenes.”

  He stopped at the street vendor on the corner and bought an extra large soft pretzel. For the next several blocks, he broke off pieces and shared them with her. By the time they’d finished eating, they were both thirsty and stopped at their favorite juice bar for their favorite kale and spinach smoothie. Back on the sidewalk, they passed the juice back and forth until it was gone.

  “Okay, here’s the location scene. I’m not so sure about the city. Even in one of these brownstones, the city is a hard place to raise children. Not to mention Fellini,” he said.

  “We don’t need to be here anymore.”

  “Really? Are you sure?”

  “Yes.”

  He put his arm around her and pulled her off balance toward him. “What about the restaurant?”

  “I didn’t know I had running a restaurant in me.”

  “I did. You were always meant to run your own show.”

  “The money and exposure have been, well, addictive.”

  “I worry any time you mention addiction.”

  “On the road last month, I took Vicodin.”

  “You what?” He pulled a few feet away from her and stopped. He tried to catch himself as he started to spin out. Something pre-verbal ballooned to just short of bursting. He took a deep breath. And another one. He’d checked in a few times about Vicodin over the years, but she’d done such a stellar job of staying away from drugs that he’d written addiction off as a real risk.

  “I’ve stopped. The drugs seemed to go with the guys. I went through a bad spell and acted out after our blow-up, that’s all. It won’t happen again.”

  Heat surged through his body. Beads of sweat. Vicodin? Guys? In his mind, he banned all white pills. Then he squashed the fuckers. “Both guys and the Vicodin? How do you know?”

  “I found home.”

  “Not the first time one of us has acted out.”

  “Part of being home means I stopped acting out and I stopped repressing stuff.”

  He paced between the street and sidewalk, balancing on the curb each time for a second. He wanted to scream at her. About Vicodin. About the guys. How could she go down that path again? No. He wasn’t doing this. He wasn’t going to spin out. This was just a scene, a wedge, an on-the-spot test. He slowed down, studied her face for signs. Did he believe her? Did he? Yes. There would be no wedges today. There would be no more acting out. There would be no more repressing feelings for either of them. Or at least a lot less. “Back to business.”

  Sassa stared at Nick for a long second, hugged him. “Thank you.”

  “Sometimes I wish things were more black and white.”

  “That would be boring. Should we keep going?”

  “Okay.”

  “I guess I’d like to be a chef-owner of my own restaurant without all of the other stuff. I’d like to grow my own vegetables, raise a few cattle, and serve the food I produce. I guess somewhere out in the country would be best.”

  “How about a country compound with a restaurant, a music studio, a small farm so we can grow our own food, and a house big enough for our family? We can raise our five kids there.”

  “Four. A compound? Figures.”

  “I can’t help myself.”

  Avoiding the cracks on the sidewalk, Sassa gamboled a few yards ahead; then she turned back to Nick. “The inevitable money scene. We’re both making money now, which is hard to walk away from, especially when we need cash to build the future.”

  “Walking away will always be hard.”

  “That’s what folks count on. More isn’t better,” she said.

  “Do you like the compound idea?” He hopped ahead, failing to avoid all the cracks, until he caught up to her.

  “It needs to be on a lake.”

  “North Lake.”

  “Is there a North Lake?” she asked.

  “There must be one somewhere.” He drifted off on the idea of the compound. A small country town with Sassa. Lots of kids. Fellini. A restaurant. A studio. Home. A rush of warmth swept through him.

  “One hundred dollars for your thoughts.”

  “Do you want to get married?”

  “Is that a proposal?”

  “Just testing the waters.”

  “I don’t respond to hypotheticals.”

  • • •

  On a sunny October day, Sassa watched Fellini prance down the aisle, well out in front of the wedding procession, as a live band played “All You Need Is Love.” He loped right to Halfa, who stood waiting for him, biscuit in hand, in front of a raised black wooden altar. From a distance, the altar, placed at the end of the white rose petal-covered aisle, appeared to widen the above-ground roots of a 200-year-old oak tree overlooking Loon Lake. The tree fronted a grass amphitheater sloping down to the water, and stood on six acres of land with over 500 feet of lake frontage. Sassa’s boss had offered her the place for the ceremony and reception a few months earlier.

  Nick and Sassa had recruited Halfa to marry them on a call one afternoon during which Sassa detailed why a shaman was best suited to perform the ceremony. “Shamans connect the vulnerable,” she’d said. “Well, I’m not sure about that, but I am honored that you asked me, so I’ll do it,” Halfa had said. She was ordained online.

  “Sit,” Halfa commanded. Fellini complied, chomped on his biscuit, then raced over to the oak tree to chase a squirrel. He trotted back to Halfa and waited for the rest of the wedding party.

  Sassa loved that dog.

  Two hundred chairs, filled with relatives and friends, lined the grass on both sides of the aisle. A lake breeze swept over the attendees, inundating them with the smell of flowers, perfume, and warmth. Heads turned back toward the procession.

  Each member of the wedding party walked down the aisle. The women— Sarah, Jackie, Myrina, Jessie, Adrienne, and Chloe—wore red satin dresses complemented by a single strand of pearls. The men—Matt, Brayden, Joe, Nick’s band members—donned gray suits identical to the ones the Beatles wore on the cover of Please Please Me. Joe, Nick’s best man, and Chloe, Sassa’s maid of honor, walked down the aisle together holding hands.

  After a short pause, Nick jigged down the aisle, as if he were dancing on the infinite pool of joy, in an elegant handmade version of the white suit John Lennon wore on the cover of Abbey Road. He located his spot and turned back toward Sassa. He was incredibly handsome.

  Were Mom and Dad watching?

  Sassa proceeded down the aisle in a beautiful, intricate, white satin dress that exposed her shoulders and half of her back. The red sash, paying homage to the red dress in “When Light Passes Through,” tied into a bow in the back and extended down the middle of her long train. Did Sis like her dress?

  She joined Nick and they both stationed themselves in front of Halfa. Joe, Jackie, Adrienne, and Nick’s band members lined up in a row at Nick’s side. Chloe, Brayden, Matt, Myrina, Jessie, and Sarah lined up beside Sassa.

  Sassa glanced back to take in the view; then turned toward Nick. She took a slow, deep breath.

  Halfa began. “Sassa and Nick, today you have come to this sacred location as individuals, but you’ll leave here as husband and wife. You’ll blend your lives, and at the same time remain whole as you enter the next stage of what has already been a profound adventure. The story of your life together so far has been one of love, choice, and struggle. The story of your future, with infinite possibilities in each moment, is yours to write. All those present have come to witness and celebrate your love and commitment this day, and are eager to be a part of the story not yet told.”

  Sassa, shaking, tried to fix her gaze on Nick. She reached out and locked her hands with his.

  He leaned over and whispered, “Squeeze my hands tighter.”

  She smiled and mouthed, “Okay.”

  “Rather than a reading, Nick and Sassa have chosen ‘For My Wedding’ by Don Henley,” Halfa said.

  Nick’s band members turned and faced the audience. One pulled a tuning fork from his pocket and sounded an A-note. They performed the song a cappella in four-part harmony. Dark angels parted. Prayer. Grace. Acceptance. Nick teared up. Sassa teared up as well, then totally lost it on the chorus. The band members harmonized on the final extended note.

  “The CD is available at the tent in the back,” Halfa said.

  Everyone laughed for a few seconds.

  “Nick is going to read, or rather sing, his vows to Sassa now.”

  Nick turned to one of his band members, who handed him his guitar. He strapped on his Martin, then checked the tuning. Facing Sassa, he said, “This is called ‘Sassa.’” His voice trembled. He tried to steady his hands as he fingerpicked a beautiful and elaborate riff that formed the foundation of each verse. After repeating the passage twice, he began to sing.

  When I am with you

  Everything else fades away

  You are so beautiful, Sassa dear

  In your heart, open space

  In your touch, there is grace

  You are so beautiful, Sassa dear

  Sometimes I think your words are poetry

  Sometimes I think your heart shines

  like the moon, like the moon

  In our bed, sweet release

  In your arms, complete

  You are so beautiful, Sassa dear

  Inside, we go deeper

  I’m your biggest believer

  You are so beautiful, Sassa dear

  Sometimes I think your words are poetry

  Sometimes I think your mind is as open

  as the sky, as the sky

  I wasn’t sure I could love this much

  I didn’t believe I was that strong

  But when you took me down to the altar of surrender

  I finally knew I was . . . touched

  His voice broke. He played a few extra measures of the opening riff. Every time Nick wrote for her, she felt blessed. And this song was so beautiful. He wasn’t the only one who had gone down to the altar of surrender. She shot him a dose of his favorite look in the world, and let him know.

  He took a deep breath, then continued.

  In your eyes there’s peace

  Our dreams are within reach

  You are so beautiful, Sassa dear

  Together, we’ll grow old

  Like water flowing, our two souls

  You’ll always be beautiful, Sassa dear.

  Sassa reached over and raised both of Nick’s hands to her lips. She kissed them and whispered, “Thank you.”

  “Sassa will now recite her vows to Nick,' Halfa said after a pause.

  Chloe handed Sassa a few pages. Sassa glanced at the first page, then folded the papers and gave them back to Chloe. She had this.

  “Nick, when I first met you, I was broken. I didn’t know what to do or where to go. I was starting to fade. I thought I might have to settle for a life that I hadn’t created, a life where I couldn’t overcome my past. You showed me, through truth, through love, through being nothing more than yourself, that I could heal. You knew that my strength remained within me, waiting to be uncovered. You held onto that belief for me until I was strong enough to hold onto it myself. We joined then in something I knew would last a lifetime, even if I didn’t know all the different forms it would take.

  “As strong as our bond was, I had some work to do on my own. I needed to find something, deep at the bottom of things, that I’d lost long ago. I needed to become whole, even though I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant.

  “And so did you.

  “When I went on what we’ve now come to call our separate-together journey, I was torn, but knew that I had to head down the path of most resistance, as my mother had taught me long ago. For the past six years, on that path, we pushed and pulled in ways that nourished us and also came ever so close to breaking us apart.

  “Despite obstacles along the way, we did finally make it through. We came out on the other side stronger, whole for the first time in our adult lives. And when we came out, we came together in, yes, a generative way that you recognized much sooner than I did.”

  Nick grinned.

  “Today these are a few things I know for sure, and they form my vows to you. Nick Satterborn, you’re the love of my life. I have always loved you. I will always love you. Even before we met, I’m sure I loved you. I will always tell you the truth, especially when I most resist it. I’ll work to ensure that the obstacles we face together make us stronger, instead of driving wedges between us. I will strive, but not always succeed, to see you, to understand you completely. Have patience with me when I fail. Know that I’m a persistent woman. I will try and try again, with words, touch, with whatever it takes, until I get through.

  “Know that my passion for you has no limits. We’ve only scratched the surface of what’s possible, my love. That’s all I’ll say about that now. I’ll leave the rest to your imagination.

  “I pray we’ll be blessed with many children. Well, four to be exact, two boys and two girls—”

  She paused as a wave of laughter rumbled through the amphitheater.

  “I know that you’ll show the same boundless love for our children as you’ve shown for me. We’ll have the opportunity to complete the circle with them, by parenting them in ways that honor our parents, both here and watching over us.” She glanced over at Nick’s mom and nodded. Mom. She’d never thought she could call someone by that name again.

  “Finally, my love, we’re going to dance a lot in the next fifty years, starting with a virtuoso display in a few minutes. You know, there are so many ways to dance. I am, as I know you are, fully committed to trying them all.”

  She mouthed, “Was that okay?”

  “More than okay,” he mouthed back.

  She glanced at Halfa and members of the wedding party. Everyone was crying.

  Halfa waited for a moment. “Do you, Sassa, take Nick to be your partner in life and in sharing your path, equal in love, a mirror for your true self, promising to honor and cherish, through each moment laced together into hours, days, and years?”

  “I do,” Sassa said.

  “Do you, Nick, take Sassa to be your partner in life and in sharing your path, equal in love, a mirror for your true self, promising to honor and cherish, through each moment laced together into hours, days, and years?”

  “I do,” Nick said.

  Chloe handed Sassa Nick’s wedding band. Sassa placed the band on Nick’s finger. Joe handed Nick Sassa’s wedding band. Nick slipped the band on Sassa’s finger. They had designed the bands together. Sassa had had her mother’s wedding band melted down and used the gold to fill a carved-out section of her wedding band with the inscription “Love Is Everything” in Sanskrit. Nick’s wedding band, similar to Sassa’s, consisted of a simple platinum ring merged with gold from his father’s wedding band, containing the same carved inscription on the bottom of the ring.

  “Nick and Sassa, before I pronounce you man and wife, I want to say a few words. Well, okay, maybe more than a few.

  “May you walk through each moment truthfully, with wonder. May you touch each possibility and pursue only those paths that help one or both of you grow. May you bank more and more trust and use it to handle difficult places with grace, strength, and compassion. May you continue to explore, go deeper and deeper inward, mapping both new and old. May you let each other’s light come through, sometimes reflected, sometimes amplified, and most often exactly as generated. May all of the wisdom that you both already hold inside you guide you and tether you to each other.

  “With the energy I take from all of the love around you today, from both those here and those who have come before you, I pronounce you man and wife.”

  They shared their first kiss as a married couple. The audience faded from her view. She didn’t hear a thing until she surfaced midstream to what sounded like hand and chair percussion from something Paul Simon might have written in the eighties. Applause, whistling, and shouting forged, shaping the upbeat. When had she learned so much about music?

  • • •

  Sassa approached Brayden and Anna. They looked content, like they belonged together. She flashed on Brayden’s description of Anna earlier that year. Believe it or not, Anna had brown hair and was over forty. Chloe loved her. “Well, I’m married.' Smiling, she extended her hand and modeled her ring.

  “Your vows were beautiful,' Anna said.

  “The whole ceremony was,' Brayden said.

  “Thanks.”

  “It looks like Nick is getting ready to play a set,' Anna said.

  “Some stuff from the new album.”

  Nick’s band launched into “When Light Passes Through.' Sassa, Brayden, and Anna inched toward the stage, part of the throng. Many of the attendees nodded and moved out of the way as Sassa passed. One song had changed everything.

  “That song,' Anna said after the band finished.

  “Yeah, I know,' Sassa said.

  Nick continued with his set of new songs for the as-yet-untitled new album. He waved to Sassa from the stage. In six years, they’d come so far, done so many things, gone deeper than either of them imagined possible. Like in her vows, they were deep at the bottom of things. She’d have to mention the name to him.

  “By the way, we’re going to follow you soon.' Brayden wrapped his arm around Anna and gave her a little tug.

  “Wow! Congratulations.”

  “Thank you.”

  Anna reached out and cupped Sassa’s hand. “Thank you.”

  “Why?”

  “You softened him.”

  “And him me.' Or maybe he had strengthened her, hardened her in a good way, taught her that good-byes weren’t deaths, that continuing down the path was really the only way forward. She wouldn’t have made it back to Nick without him.

  “Want to be my best woman?” Brayden asked.

  “Of course.” Sassa stepped toward Brayden and Anna and hugged each of them.

  Chloe waved over to Sassa from the other side of the stage.

  “Your daughter calls. See ya.” Sassa made her way over to Chloe. Why was it so hard to morph love? She’d done exactly that with Brayden and it couldn’t have turned out better. In letting her go, he’d accepted a new form of love. Then he accepted himself. And then he accepted Anna. One. Two. Three.

  “Sprawl II (Mountains Beyond Mountains)” blasted through the speakers. Chloe and Sassa huddled next to each other and danced.

  “What good music,” Chloe said.

  “Nick did the playlist. Thanks for being my maid of honor.”

  “You’re happy.”

  Sassa nodded. “I like Anna.”

  “Me too.”

  “Why the frown?”

  “They’re getting married.”

  “I’m going to be your dad’s best woman.”

  “Oh. That’s good.” She gave Sassa a long hug.

  They danced through a few songs. She’d only known Chloe for a few years, but it seemed much longer, like they were vessels for a connection she didn’t fully understand, like her sister and mother had banded together and willed Chloe into her life. She thanked them.

  Nick pushed through the crowd to Sassa and Chloe. He kissed Sassa. “Hey.” He gave Chloe a big hug.

  “Good DJ,” Chloe said.

  “Yeah, he’s great. Looks like a spontaneous poetry slam over there. Want to go?” He pointed to a corner of the property where ten or so people had gathered around a large, four-foot-high, flat rock that created a natural rostrum.

  Chloe rolled her eyes. “I’ll pass.”

  “I’ll go. See you later, Chloe. Did you see that cute boy over by the juice bar?”

  Chloe smiled and headed off toward the bar.

  “I have a strong desire to press juice,” he said.

  Sassa grinned and took his hand. They ambled over to the poetry slam. A musician friend of Nick’s leapt onto the rock and read haiku love poems. Another poet followed with more love poems directed toward Nick and Sassa. And another. Time passed.

  Nick kissed Sassa right above her ear. “I’ll be right back.” He vaulted up on the rock and pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. He took a deep breath, shot a smile at her, and began.

  “Walking. Today soft, persistent snow creates a parting ceiling, moving walls around us as we walk through the morning. Mostly we walk in silence, aware that we’re connected to some larger radiant web, to some ageless dance, that is ubiquitous on days like this. A car slowly rumbles by, its young occupants tangled in words. We speculate they’re trying to understand the push-pull of early love, of souls joined, stumbling awkwardly as they learn to move together and alone. We smile. Later as we turn onto the wooded path leading home, we see the same car stopped, but running. We try not to stare as we pass, but we can’t help but catch a few images through partially steamed windows. Light and dark hair intermingled. Breasts partially sweatered. A pleated skirt raised. At home clothes fall off. After all of these years, we still tremble. We make love in a way, known and unknown, that can only happen after years of walking.”

  The ten or so listeners snapped their fingers. Nick jumped down from the rock and returned to Sassa.

  “Where did that come from?”

  “Painting a picture.”

  “Ahh.” She kissed him softly, holding onto the images in “Walking” for a time. Finally, she said, “To trembling.”

  A much older friend standing next to them said, “This reception reminds me of a Bleecker Street block party in the sixties.”

  “Artists unite!” Nick shouted.

  “Speaking of art, I’m hungry and it looks like dinner is ready,” Sassa whispered in Nick’s ear.

  They wended over to their table holding hands and playing thumb war. After a short time, she won. Then she let go and let him win. They passed a small group of musicians jamming and stopped to watch for a moment. Three acoustic guitarists danced through an old Leo Kottke song. When had she learned so much about music?

  Someone tried to hand Nick a guitar, but he passed. “Later.”

  They reached Nick’s mom, sitting at a table filled with relatives.

  “What did you think of the ceremony, Mom?” Nick asked.

  “It was beautiful.”

  “Hi, Mom.”

  “Will you come for dinner soon?”

  “Every Sunday.”

  They made their way over to their table. Sarah, Matt, and Myrina joined them. She would have never gotten there without the three of them. What was it that had allowed her over years and relationships to find all of the pieces?

  “The menu looks spectacular,” Matt said.

  “And you did a parallel vegetarian menu,” Myrina added.

  “We worked pretty hard on putting it all together.”

  Sassa had constructed the menu, mixing and matching individual dishes. She and her chef friends had supervised the preparation of the food. Each chef had pitched in with one of his or her specialties. Everything she’d planned to serve during the party, including the beer and wine, was organic. Every meal consisted of a full-course vegetarian offering as well as traditional meat dishes. The team had concocted a full range of desserts, including a number of raw cakes and ice creams.

  Matt put the menu down. “Sassa’s feast.”

  After dessert, Nick finished his coffee and searched for Jackie. He’d seen her almost religiously every week since their plane ride except when he was living at the cabin. While they’d talked about many things in their sessions, from Sassa to his dad to what it meant to truly be home, their conversation occasionally touched back on their commitment to dance when the right opportunity arose.

  “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. Would you like to dance?” Nick asked.

  “Sure.” Jackie slid off her pumps and took his hand.

  He nodded to the DJ, who stopped the playlist, then gestured over to his band members, who returned to the stage and pulled out four drums from behind the amplifiers. They started drumming.

  “Are you up for this?” he asked.

  “Are you kidding?”

  The drummers played an elaborate, ancient tribal rhythm. Nick and Jackie started dancing. He completely let go. His mind cleared. The drums took over, pushing, pulling, lifting, and contorting him. One leg jerked up and led him a few feet in one direction; then the other took over, reversing him. He circled around an imagined fire. Warmth radiated throughout his body. He danced around her, then she danced around him. Squatting, he rocked back and forth on each leg. She mimicked his movements. “Dancing Ground.” It really was much better to dance than to write about dancing, to get out of his head, to tap into something non-verbal, something old, something familiar.

  The drums stopped, and he hugged Jackie. “That was a lot of fun.”

  “You’re happy.”

  “I’ve come a long way since that flight to Phoenix.”

  “Observing has its place.”

  “I like this place.” She’d been his witness. One of his guides. She’d given him permission to dream even bigger, to go after all that he loved. To honor the places along the way that had helped him. To love all of the other Nicks he’d been. “You know our work is done.”

  “I know.”

  “I’ll miss you.”

  “We’ll find a new way.”

  • • •

  Toward the end of the night, Nick was standing with Sassa by the coal- fired pizza oven when Joe approached. For a late-night snack, she’d arranged to have two portable coal-fired pizza ovens on the property, which she hoped would produce pizza that rivaled Nick’s favorite pizza from Frank Pepe’s of New Haven.

  “Great pizza,” Joe said.

  “Have you ever been to Frank Pepe’s?”

  “No.”

  “We need to take a road trip one of these days.”

  “About your wedding gift.”

  “No need, Joe. If it wasn’t for you and your café, we wouldn’t be here.”

  “That’s why I want to give you this gift. How do you like Nick and Sassa’s Infinite Wholeness Creations?”

  “What?”

  “I’ll put a few coffee and tea drinks on the menu in honor of the two of you.”

  “Really?” Nick turned to Sassa. “What do you think?”

  She grinned. “I’m okay as long the name is Sassa and Nick’s Infinite Wholeness Creations.”

  “Can’t argue with that.”

 

  
  CHAPTER 19

  Months later, Nick and Sassa left the city early one summer morning and drove north. Nick didn’t divulge their destination. As they approached Loon Lake, he said, “I’ve found a compound that I want to show you.”

  They pulled up to two buildings on four acres of land nestled in a southern cove of the lake. The main house had been built in the late thirties as a summer home for a Washington diplomat. Run down and dated, the current owners couldn’t afford to maintain it as a second home.

  They toured the house with the real estate agent. The house consisted of five bedrooms, two reception rooms, four fireplaces, a kitchen with a pantry, a library, and a beautiful wrap-around porch, which was no longer safe to walk on. Every room required updating. There were simple needs like new paint and wallpaper in each of the bedrooms and complex remodeling projects in the kitchen and bathrooms. Astronomical heating costs justified their predisposition to go green. The roofline had good southern exposure and enough area to add substantial solar arrays.

  They strolled over to the second building, a dilapidated barn that hadn’t been in use for years. He would demolish the barn and start over, reclaiming solid posts and beams along the way. The barn stood far enough from the house to comfortably host a music studio. He’d decided to keep studiomusicians-dot-com. His business had continued to thrive since he released Songs of Love and Loss, and increasingly new business came from all parts of the world. He could host the studio anywhere, including a compound in upstate New York.

  “What do you think?” he asked.

  “I love the lake.”

  “And?”

  “Are you up for all the work?”

  “The seller is highly motivated,” the real estate agent offered. “It’s a buyer’s market.”

  “Give us a moment.”

  Even though the house required substantial renovations and the economy was down, the asking price sat at the high end of what they could afford, a reflection of the frontage the site had on the lake. They took a chance and offered eighty percent of the asking price.

  Nick, Sassa, and the real estate agent drove toward the center of town to start the paperwork at the agent’s office. Along the way, Sassa noticed a sale sign on another house.

  “What’s that place?”

  “The Willard farm.”

  “Let’s stop and take a look.”

  After a quick phone call, the real estate agent knocked on the door and introduced Nick and Sassa to the Willards. They toured the property.

  The small, ten-acre farm had a main house that was built in 1870. It contained a large kitchen and pantry that could be easily converted into a professional kitchen. The living room, dining room, library, and bedrooms provided ideal-sized serving areas for guests. Because of the house layout, each room allowed for intimate gatherings. There was ample land to grow fruits, vegetables, and graze a few cattle. The farm mapped within five miles of the lake compound.

  “What do you think?” the agent asked.

  “How much?” Nick asked.

  “Considerably less than the lake property.”

  They used the same strategy on the farm property and offered eighty percent of the asking price.

  The next day both of their offers were accepted.

  • • •

  Nick and Sassa entered a whirlwind during the next nine months as they updated the house, rebuilt the barn to host the new studio, and converted the farm to a restaurant. Each room in the house had a fresh coat of white paint. The oak floors were sanded and refinished. The kitchen was remodeled, the centerpiece an eight-burner Wolf stove with a griddle and grill. The bathrooms were remodeled, all with energy-efficient toilets. LED lights were used throughout the house. Triple-pane, German-manufactured windows were installed. New insulation was blown into the walls. A metal roof was installed with solar panels. The barn was rebuilt into a studio, soundproofed, and set up with all of the studiomuscians-dot-com equipment. The farmhouse was converted to a restaurant. Organic crops were planted in the spring.

  Sassa continued to work at the Green Angel restaurants in a reduced capacity for no more than twenty hours per week. FoodNation agreed to keep her on as the spokesperson for five additional years, as long as she did a cookbook once per year with an associated, short, US-only tour. She gave up all of her day-to-day responsibilities of running the restaurants, including the flagship in New York. She lobbied for and successfully placed her chef friend Sarah, whom she had stolen from DiPosto several years earlier, as the new executive chef at the New York Green Angel. As compensation, instead of a salary or royalties, FoodNation funded the start-up of Sassa’s restaurant with no additional strings attached. She named her new restaurant Evo.

  Nick finished his second album, Deep at the Bottom of Things, before he and Sassa moved to their new home. The lead song on the CD, “When Light Passes Through,” kicked off twelve songs about Sassa. He posted a video of a live performance of the entire album online. The video, recorded in his NYC studio before it closed down, had over 200,000 thousand hits four weeks after placement on YouTube. Because he had his own label, he offered his fans the option to pay only what they believed the CD was worth. He took all of the generous contributions from CD sales and channeled it into the house and studio.

  Almost nine months to the day after work started on the compound, Sassa and Nick planted themselves in their new home. Even though the day was oversubscribed with set-up work, a peacefulness infused their words and movements. Early that night, they settled on their sofa, exhausted, and napped for a couple of hours. At around 8:00, Nick woke up and, after watching Sassa sleep for a few minutes, nudged her.

  “We did pretty well today, don’t you think?” he asked.

  “We did.”

  “Hungry?”

  “A bit. Let’s try out the new stove.”

  “First meal.”

  “More like a snack.”

  “I’ll open the wine.”

  “What should we do after we eat?”

  “Let’s find an intersection and go dancing.”
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