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Chapter 1 — The Event

Priya 



The invitation had said seven o'clock, which in the language of university arts events meant seven-thirty, and Priya had arrived at seven-fifteen out of a habit of punctuality she had inherited from her father and not yet managed to lose. She stood with a glass of white wine that was slightly too cold and slightly too sweet and surveyed the room with the expression she had developed over fifteen years of faculty obligations: interested, present, not quite there.

The Belkin Gallery's main hall had been arranged for the occasion with the careful informality of a space that wanted to feel both important and relaxed, and achieved neither convincingly. Round tables draped in white linen. A small raised platform at the far end where a single microphone stood and a guitar case leaned against a stool. Clusters of people in the particular attire of Vancouver's academic-arts overlap — good coats worn with conscious casualness, statement jewellery, the odd beret carried with more confidence than the wearer entirely felt. Priya knew perhaps a third of the room: department colleagues, a few deans, two graduate students who looked alarmed to see her outside of class hours.

She had come because the Dean of Arts had asked personally, and because the funding initiative being celebrated tonight — a new bursary for interdisciplinary artists in residence at UBC — was something her department had nominally supported, and because it was easier, she had found over the years, to appear at these things for ninety minutes and leave cleanly than to decline and spend the following week managing the impression the decline created. Academia ran on presence as much as publication. She had learned to manage both.

Her phone, tucked into the small bag on her shoulder, had a message from Daniel: Home by ten, save me something. How's the thing? She had replied before leaving the house: Fine. Nothing to save, it's a drinks event. Don't wait up. He had sent back a thumbs up and then, a minute later, a small red heart — the emoji he deployed with the cheerful consistency of a man who had found an efficient way to mean well.

She loved him. She was thinking about this, sipping the cold wine, watching a dean she didn't particularly like gesture expansively at a canvas she suspected he hadn't looked at properly, when the room's ambient noise shifted slightly — a small modulation, the kind that happens when something begins. People were drifting toward the platform end of the room. She stayed where she was, near the windows, where the lights of the city lay beneath her and the North Shore mountains were a dark suggestion against a slightly darker sky.

The man who sat down on the stool was younger than she had expected from the event programme, where his name — Nico Reyes, musician and visual artist, artist-in-residence candidate — had appeared in the same neutral font as everyone else's biography and given no particular indication of what he would be in person. He settled the guitar across his knee with the ease of someone who had done this ten thousand times and no longer needed to perform the settling of it. He adjusted the microphone once, looked up at the room, and did not smile in the way that performers smile — the bright, claiming smile that says I have you. He looked at the room with a kind of level, unhurried attention, as though he were taking an inventory he was in no hurry to finish.

He was — she registered this with the clinical detachment she tried to apply to things she didn't want to think about — very good-looking. Not in the uncomplicated way of men who know it and have arranged their personalities around it, but in the more difficult way of a face that compelled looking without immediately explaining why. Brown skin, dark eyes, a mouth that seemed to rest in a natural near-smile without being one. He wore a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled, dark jeans, clean boots. He was not, Priya thought, trying to look like anything. The not-trying was its own thing.

He played for twenty-five minutes. Spare, unhurried music — acoustic guitar with an occasional loop pedal, his voice low and direct, the songs structured around silence in a way that most performers lacked the confidence to do. He did not chat between songs. He played them like a man reading sentences from a book he had written privately and was only now permitting an audience. One song had a particular quality that Priya couldn't immediately name — something about the way the melody kept approaching a resolution and then declining it, stepping back, asking the same question again. She found herself listening in the way she listened to students who were saying something real.

She did not intend to leave early. She intended to have a second glass of wine, speak briefly with the two colleagues she'd identified as worth speaking with, and then slip out at nine with her obligations met. But the departmental cluster she'd been angling toward was now deep in a conversation about grant allocation — a topic she had opinions about and no desire to rehearse tonight — and the Dean was moving through the room with the specific trajectory of a man intending to have the same conversation many times, and Priya had decided, some years ago, that the greatest gift she could give herself at these events was permission to leave when she wanted to leave rather than when it looked correct to do so.

She retrieved her coat from the rack near the side entrance — a good wool coat, charcoal grey, the kind that looked like a decision — and pushed through the door into the small covered terrace that wrapped around the building's east side.

The air was the particular October air of Vancouver: cool enough to feel like a season, carrying the just-detectable smell of rain that hadn't happened yet. The city below was lit and ordinary. She stood for a moment with her coat half-on, letting the noise of the event fall away, and felt the specific relief of a person who has been being good at something and has temporarily stopped.

"The grant allocation conversation?"

She turned. He was standing at the far end of the terrace, a few feet from the railing, hands in his pockets. He had come out through the same door, or perhaps had been here already — she hadn't noticed. He was watching her with an expression that was more amusement than anything else, though it had the decency to be quiet about it.

"I'm sorry?" she said. Not because she hadn't heard him. Because she needed a second.

"You had the look," he said. "The one that means someone started talking about grant allocation."

She finished putting her coat on. "Is it a recognisable look?"

"In a room like that, yes." He turned slightly, leaning one arm on the railing, looking out at the city rather than at her. The consideration of that — the fact that he'd looked away, given her room — registered somewhere. "I had a twenty-minute version of it myself earlier. Before I played."

"I enjoyed your set," she said. She was not effusive by nature and the sentence came out with perhaps more restraint than was socially advisable, but it was true, and he seemed to receive it as such — with a small nod, not pleased-with-himself so much as pleased that she'd said it like she meant it rather than like she was being polite.

"You were listening from the window," he said.

"Is that a question?"

"No." A brief pause. "I noticed."

She was not sure what to do with this, so she did what she often did with things she wasn't sure about: she filed it, precisely and without drama, and moved the conversation forward. "Do you live in the city?" An innocuous question. The kind people asked at events.

"Mount Pleasant. Three years now." He looked back at her. "You're at UBC."

"Yes."

"Literature?"

"Comparative Literature." She watched him absorb this with what seemed like genuine rather than polite interest. "You?"

"I paint. I play." A small gesture — easy, not self-deprecating. "The résumé's more complicated than that, but that's the version I lead with."

"Those seem like sufficient answers."

He smiled then — briefly, in the direction of the railing. It changed his face in a way she hadn't anticipated, and she found herself looking slightly away, toward the lights of Kitsilano below, which was where she lived and where she was going.

"I should get back in," she said. "Or rather, I should get home. I've done my part."

He didn't argue this or perform regret at her departure, which was, she thought, the correct response and somehow also the most effective one. "I hope the drive is easy," he said.

"It usually is at this hour." She pulled her coat a little closer and reached for the door handle. "You played very well."

"Thank you," he said, and there was nothing in his voice that indicated anything other than that he was accepting the thing she'd said. No performance of modesty, no deflection. He simply received it.

She went back inside, collected her bag from the coat check where she'd apparently left it despite retrieving her coat — a small domestic confusion she blamed on the wine — and made her way through the thinning crowd toward the exit. She stopped once, near the entrance, ostensibly to check her phone, and did not look back toward the terrace door.

She found, as she walked to her car in the underground garage, that she was thinking about the song with the unresolved melody. The one that kept approaching its ending and then stepping back. She thought about it with the same close, involuntary attention she gave to a line of prose that had lodged in her mind against her will and refused to leave until she'd understood what it wanted.

It's a good piece of music, she told herself, pulling out of the parking structure into the wet-gleaming street. That's all that is.

The drive home took eighteen minutes on the empty late-evening roads, across the Burrard Bridge and along the familiar grid of Kitsilano streets, where the houses sat back from the road behind their hedges and lit windows and the whole neighbourhood had the hush of people who had eaten and were now doing the things people do when they have stopped performing for the day. Priya had always loved this hour — the city at its least effortful, the streets giving back to themselves.

She pulled into the driveway, sat for a moment with the engine off. The house was lit in the way Daniel lit it when he was home — every lamp on, every room inhabited, the specific brightness of a man who grew up in a smaller house and still, twenty years later, switched on lights against it. It was an endearing habit. She had always found it endearing.

She sat in the driveway for a moment longer than was strictly necessary and then gathered her bag and went inside.



Daniel was in the kitchen in his socks, the dishwasher running and a beer on the counter, reading something on his phone with the reading glasses he still slightly resented needing. He looked up when she came in and his face did the thing it always did — opened, warmed, settled — and she felt the familiar compound of affection and something she would not name at this hour and in this kitchen where everything was ordinary and correctly arranged.

"How was it?"

"Fine." She set her bag on the chair and opened the fridge, looked at nothing in particular. "The usual configuration. Dean Geoffrey cornering people. Someone's grant allocation crisis. A student who seemed startled to see me without a podium."

Daniel laughed — his real laugh, short and unguarded. "The musician any good?"

She had mentioned him, in passing, when Daniel had read out the invitation. Some young musician, she had said. Apparently he's interesting.

"He was, actually," she said. She took out a container of leftover rice and put it on the counter and didn't do anything with it immediately. "Spare. Unsentimental. Not the kind of thing you expect from a funding event."

"Huh." Daniel was scrolling again, mildly interested. "What kind of music?"

"The kind that knows when to stop." She put the rice back. She wasn't hungry. "I'm going up. Don't stay too late."

He reached out as she passed and caught her hand — briefly, a familiar reflex, more habit than declaration. She squeezed his fingers and kept moving.

Upstairs, she changed out of the good black dress and the heeled boots and into the soft, shapeless comfort of the things she wore when no one was watching. She took her makeup off at the bathroom mirror with the careful, routine attention of a woman who had developed a night protocol and stuck to it, and looked at herself in the way she rarely allowed herself to look: directly, without the faint editorial adjustment that happens when we know we're being looked at.

Forty-three years old. Dark eyes that gave too much away to people who knew how to read them. A face her mother called still beautiful and her daughter called intimidating, which she suspected was the same compliment expressed differently across generations. A body she kept reasonably well and thought about less than the culture suggested she should, and more than she admitted.

She had been 43 for six weeks. She had, in those six weeks, not thought about her age with any particular feeling. It was simply where she was.

She turned off the bathroom light and went to bed with a book — a novel she was reading for a seminar, annotating in pencil as she went. Daniel came up forty minutes later, brushed his teeth, said goodnight, Priya in the warm, distracted way of a man whose body was already asleep before his head hit the pillow. She read for another twenty minutes and then set the book and the pencil on the nightstand and lay in the dark with her hands folded on her chest.

The house was quiet. The rain had started while she was reading — she could hear it now, the particular sound of Vancouver rain in October, steady and indifferent, running in the gutters, on the maple leaves in the garden, on the roof above her where it had always kept its patient, impartial vigil.

She thought about the song with the unresolved melody. She thought about it for a few minutes with the same careful, unavoidable attention she had given it in the car, and then she turned onto her side and closed her eyes and told herself that she was tired and that it was nothing and that tomorrow was a teaching day with a nine o'clock seminar and a committee meeting at two, both of which required her to be entirely, usefully herself.

She was tired. It was nothing. She had a nine o'clock seminar.

She lay awake for another hour before sleep finally arrived, and in that hour her mind, against its better judgement, went twice more back to the terrace — the cool air, the city below, the man at the railing who had looked at her and then, considerately, looked away.

It's a good piece of music, she told herself again, in the patient tone she used for students who were almost understanding something. That is all that is.

The rain kept on. The house held its ordinary dark. Down the hall, Daniel slept with the solid, untroubled breathing of a man who had nothing to keep him awake.

And Priya, who had taught three generations of students to pay attention to the exact moment in a piece of writing when everything changes — who had built a career on the close reading of thresholds — lay with her eyes open in the dark and paid attention to nothing, very deliberately, until she no longer could.



Chapter 2 — What Nico Saw

Nico 



He had played better. He had also played worse, which was the honest accounting he applied to every performance — not self-criticism so much as calibration, the musician's equivalent of checking the level on something before you put it away. Tonight had been a seven out of ten. The room had been with him, mostly, though rooms like that were never entirely with you; they were with the idea of you, which was a different thing and required different management. He had played four songs and left a fifth unfinished, deliberately, in the space between the last chord and the applause — a silence he had learned to hold without filling it — and the room had responded to the silence better than it had responded to the music, which was usually how it went.

He'd had a beer from the hospitality table and spoken to three people: a gallerist who wanted to discuss his canvases at a length that exceeded what he had to say about them, a graduate student who was writing a thesis on something he'd already forgotten, and a woman from the arts funding committee who had pressed a business card into his hand with the quiet authority of someone who expected it to be used. He had pocketed it. He would probably use it. The residency was a real opportunity — six months, a studio, a small stipend, access to the university's print lab — and he was not so romantically committed to independence that he would turn down infrastructure out of principle.

He had gone out to the terrace because the room had reached its natural saturation point — the noise thickening, the conversations beginning to repeat — and because he had wanted two minutes with the city and the cooling air before he went back in to finish the necessary business of being present. He had not gone out because he expected anyone to follow him.

He had been standing at the railing for perhaps three minutes when the side door opened and the woman in the grey coat came through it with her coat half-on and the expression of someone who had made a clean decision and was executing it without drama.

He had first noticed her from the platform, during the third song — the one that required the least of him technically and therefore permitted the most looking. She had been standing by the windows, apart from the main cluster, a glass of wine held loosely in one hand, her gaze on him with an attention that was different from the room's general attention. Most people in rooms like that looked at a performer with a mild, social openness — present, pleasant, recording an experience. She had been listening. He could tell the difference. Fifteen years of playing rooms had taught him to read the quality of attention directed at him, and hers had the particular quality of someone who was taking the thing apart while it played, not to diminish it but because that was how she received things she found worthwhile.

She was wearing a black dress — not an event dress in the performed sense, but a dress chosen by someone who had thought about it and then worn it with the confidence of someone who had stopped thinking about it the moment she left the house. Her hair was dark, worn loose to just below her shoulders, with the kind of wave that was natural rather than styled — it moved when she moved and settled back without asking for attention. She stood straight without stiffness, the way people stand when they have lived in their body long enough to have stopped negotiating with it.

She was, he thought, somewhere in her early-to-mid forties. He was good at ages — it came with the painter's habit of looking at faces as accumulations of information rather than impressions — and hers placed her with some certainty in that territory. There was a fineness to her bone structure that age had clarified rather than diminished: the jaw clean and definite, the cheekbones placed with a kind of architectural precision that photographs would catch if she ever let them. The fine lines at the corners of her eyes and the slight shadows beneath them were not flaws his eye tried to edit out; they were part of what made the face worth looking at, the evidence of a person who had been in the world for a while and had kept her eyes open.

She was beautiful. He noted this with the same directness he would apply to any honest observation. Not striking, not handsome — though she was those things too — but beautiful in the specific way of a woman who has stopped trying to be someone's idea of it and has simply arrived at her own. There is a particular quality to that kind of beauty and it is more affecting, in his experience, than the kind that announces itself. It asks you to look more carefully. He had always responded to that kind of invitation.

Her mouth was what he came back to on the platform, between songs, in the pauses he held longer than necessary: full-lipped, even at rest tending toward an expression that was not quite a smile but was clearly its neighbourhood. A mouth that suggested intelligence and, he thought, the specific kind of dry humour that intelligence sometimes produces in people who have learned to keep it quiet in professional settings.

When she came out onto the terrace he had been composed enough not to look immediately, which was not performance — he genuinely did not want to make her feel observed, which was a different thing from not observing her. He had spoken first because it seemed kinder than letting her stand there deciding whether to acknowledge him, and the comment about the grant allocation conversation had been an accurate guess and an easy opening, and she had taken it with the quick, economical wit of someone who appreciated a door being held.

She had said I enjoyed your set with a flatness that meant it completely. He had been thanked in many ways after many performances and he could always tell, with reasonable accuracy, when a compliment was social traffic and when it was the real thing. Hers was the real thing, and its restraint made it more so.

What had surprised him was the quality of the conversation that followed — brief, perhaps nine minutes in total, but possessed of a particular ease that was different from the easy conversation of strangers who want to seem easy. She had been direct without being forward, curious without being intrusive. She had looked at him when she spoke and looked at the city when she considered her answers, which was the right allocation of looking.

When she'd said you played very well at the end and he'd said thank you, what he'd meant was: I know you mean that and it is one of the better things anyone has said to me tonight, possibly this week.

He had not said this.

He had watched her go back inside and then stayed at the railing for another few minutes in the useful cold, looking at the city lights on the water and thinking with the careful, unhurried attention he gave to things that warranted it.

He knew her name by the end of the evening. It had not been difficult — the arts committee organiser, in summarising the purpose of the funding initiative, had mentioned several faculty members by name, and a colleague of hers had used it in conversation near the hospitality table. Priya, the colleague had said — and then something about a seminar series, a departmental thing, the usual texture of institutional small talk. Nico had filed the name with the precision of someone who understood that names matter.

Priya. He turned it over the way he turned over the first line of a song — testing its weight, its particular music.

He packed his guitar and said the remaining necessary goodbyes and drove back across the Cambie Bridge to Mount Pleasant in the easy, thoughtful state he associated with evenings that had given him something to think about.



His street at eleven on a Tuesday was quiet in the way he had come to love about this neighbourhood — a working quiet, not a wealthy one. A restaurant kitchen still running two blocks over, the exhaust fan pumping garlic and fat into the night air. A man walking a large dog with the purposeful pace of someone who has done this walk a thousand times and still finds something to look at. The mural on the building across from his — a heron in blue and gold, three storeys tall, painted by a collective the previous spring — caught the streetlight in the way it always did at this hour, the bird's eye a bright, calm point above the parked cars.

He lived on the upper floor of a heritage house that had been split in the 1970s and converted with just enough care to be liveable and just enough neglect to be interesting. His landlord, a retired Portuguese carpenter named Augusto who lived below, kept the garden with fierce precision and left Nico otherwise entirely alone, which was the ideal configuration. The stairs to his flat were steep and wood and announced his arrival home the way old stairs do, which he had decided early on to regard as a welcome rather than an inconvenience.

The flat was large by Vancouver standards and organized around his work: the main room held a battered couch, a coffee table covered in the specific archaeology of a person who reads four things at once, and along the north-facing wall, his easels and paint-stained worktable and the wooden shelving that held his canvases, turned face-in when finished and face-out when not. His recording equipment — a modest setup, an interface and two good microphones and a pair of monitors he'd saved up for properly — occupied a corner of the same room, separated from the painting area by no more than a shift in the quality of the floor's scratches. His bedroom was small and held only what bedrooms need to hold. The kitchen was functional. He had a good pour-over setup for coffee and a French press for when he was too tired to be precise.

He put his guitar case in its place, changed out of the dark shirt into a soft t-shirt, and made coffee at an hour when he should probably have been making herbal tea. He was not particularly good at sleep on performance nights — his mind ran too cleanly afterward, the way it ran after a long walk or a painting session that had gone well — and he had learned not to fight it but to use the hours productively.

He sat at the worktable with his coffee and opened his sketchbook — not to draw anything specific, just to let his hand move, which was how he decomposed the day's accumulation. His hand moved for a while through the usual looseness of late-night sketching: lines that went somewhere and lines that didn't, a hand, a window, the rough geometry of the view from the gallery terrace.

He paused.

Drew the terrace railing. The city behind it, suggested, not detailed. A figure.

He was not, he told himself, drawing her. He was drawing the quality of attention she'd had — the way a person stands when they are completely present in a moment without making anything of it. That was a legitimate artistic interest. That was composition.

The figure had dark hair.

He closed the sketchbook.

He knew himself well enough to know what was happening and honest enough not to dress it up. He had met a woman tonight who had interested him in a way that went beyond the evening. She was older than him by — he estimated — fifteen, sixteen years. She was married; he had noted the ring, a simple gold band worn with the unconsidered ease of something that has been there long enough to belong to the hand rather than decorating it. She was a professor at a university where he was applying for a residency. These were not reasons not to find her interesting, but they were reasons to be clear-eyed about what interesting meant.

He reached for his phone, not to do anything with it, just to have it in his hand the way you sometimes need to hold something while you think. The arts committee organiser had mentioned the university's public faculty directory in the context of the residency application. A practical resource.

He opened it on his phone. The Comparative Literature department. He found her name — Dr. Priya Anand-Walsh, Associate Professor — and her faculty profile: a formal headshot, a list of publications, a brief biography.

The headshot was the kind that faculty photographs always are — flat lighting, neutral expression, the slight stiffness of someone being photographed rather than seen. It bore only a passing resemblance to the woman on the terrace. Photographs almost never caught what he was looking for. They caught the surface and missed the frequency.

Her research, he read, was in postcolonial literary theory and the literature of migration. She had published two books and a significant body of journal articles. She had been at UBC for eleven years. She had won a teaching award two years ago.

He put the phone face-down on the table.

He finished his coffee and washed the cup and stood for a while at the north-facing window, looking out at the mural — the heron in its late-night patience, the gold eye level and untroubled. He had a habit of asking the heron's opinion on things and then supplying an answer that was probably his own. He asked it now.

The heron had nothing particular to offer, which was usually the heron's way of saying you already know.

He did already know. He found her interesting — her mind, the quality of her presence, the specific beauty of her face with its history written in it honestly — and he was going to do something about that interest in the careful, patient way he did things that mattered to him. He wasn't going to rush anything or assume anything. He was going to find a reason to be in the same room as her again, in a way that was entirely plausible and not pressure, and see what the room did with it.

He was good at rooms.

He was good at patience.

He went to bed at twelve-thirty and slept cleanly, the way he usually slept — deeply, without residue — and in the morning he made coffee with the good pour-over and stood at his kitchen window watching Augusto in the garden below, clipping a hedge with the meditative precision of a man communing with something essential, and thought about the grant application he needed to finish and the canvas he'd left unresolved on the easel and the faculty directory profile of a woman in a grey coat who listened to music the way people read sentences they intend to remember.

He sat down at the table and opened his laptop and began, with characteristic patience, to work.

Chapter 3 — Daniel at Work

Daniel 



The model was wrong and had been wrong since Tuesday, which meant that Wednesday and Thursday had been spent in the specific, productive misery of taking apart work that had looked finished and rebuilding it correctly. Daniel did not mind this as much as younger architects did. He had learned, somewhere in his late thirties, that the willingness to demolish your own work was not a failure of judgement but an expression of it, and that the firms who couldn't do it — who patched and argued and submitted anyway — were the ones whose buildings eventually said so.

He stood at the long table in the project room on the fourteenth floor of the Hornby Street office and looked at the revised elevation drawings his senior associate Marcus had pinned to the board that morning, and felt the particular satisfaction of a problem that had been correctly identified and was now being correctly solved. The Lonsdale mixed-use development. Four years in the making, eighteen months to construction start, and a structural coordination issue in the podium level that their engineer had flagged in a meeting three weeks ago with the careful, apologetic precision of someone delivering genuinely bad news as gently as possible. Daniel had thanked her, meant it, and called Marcus before he was out of the parking garage.

"Better," he said, tapping the revised podium section with one finger. "The transfer beam reads properly now. What did Chen say?"

"She's happy with it." Marcus was thirty-one, meticulous, and had the useful quality of being unable to pretend something was fine when it wasn't — a trait that had caused friction with two previous employers and made him exactly right for Daniel's team. "She wants a coordination meeting next week before it goes back to the client."

"Book it for Thursday. Morning." Daniel stepped back and looked at the full elevation — the eight-storey mass of it, the way the residential floors stepped back from the commercial base, the rhythm of the window pattern that had taken him four months to get right and that he was still not entirely sure about. He had been not entirely sure about it for long enough that he'd decided to accept it. Some things you lived with until you knew, and some things you lived with indefinitely, and the work was knowing which was which.

He was forty-seven years old and had been doing this for twenty-two years and he still looked at his own buildings with a mixture of pride and the nagging suspicion that a better version had existed somewhere in the early sketches and he'd taken a wrong turn at some point he could no longer locate. This was, his therapist had told him three years ago when he'd briefly attended therapy at Priya's gentle suggestion, a healthy expression of professional perfectionism. He had taken the diagnosis on board and continued experiencing the nagging suspicion.

The office was a good one — he'd built it over fifteen years from a three-person practice into a firm of thirty-two, which was large enough to take on significant work and small enough that he still knew every project. The fourteenth floor had a view of the inlet on clear days and on the current grey October Wednesday showed him a low sky that sat on the North Shore mountains like a lid on something that was still deciding whether to boil. He liked Vancouver weather. He had grown up in Victoria, where the weather was milder and somehow less interesting, and he had always felt that Vancouver's dramatic seasonal moods suited his temperament in a way he couldn't quite justify but didn't feel the need to.

His phone was on the table beside the drawings and it buzzed twice during the elevation review — once with a message from a contractor and once with a calendar reminder about Kieran's parent-teacher interview on Friday, which he had said he would attend and which he was, he calculated, approximately sixty-five percent certain he would be able to attend depending on what the structural coordination meeting produced. He moved the reminder forward by two hours as a precaution and felt a small, familiar guilt about this that he filed alongside the other small guilts and addressed to himself briefly: you'll be there, just make sure.

He was good at these internal addresses. Brief, direct, action-oriented. His therapist, in the months he'd attended, had noted that he processed most things by converting them immediately into tasks, which was efficient and occasionally insufficient. He had converted that observation into a task — be less task-oriented — and then, noticing the irony, had laughed and told Priya about it that evening and she had laughed too, the real laugh she had, the one that came from somewhere unguarded, and he had thought at the time: that is one of my favourite things.

He thought about Priya on the drive home, which was when he did most of his non-architectural thinking — forty minutes on the Granville Street corridor in the slow, patient dissolution of rush hour, the radio on some station Marcus had programmed that played a reasonable mixture of things. He thought about her in the way he thought about the things in his life that were well-built and reliable: with a foundational appreciation that didn't require active examination. They had been together for nineteen years, married for seventeen, and the marriage was good. He believed this completely and without complacency, which was perhaps a form of complacency he wasn't equipped to recognise.

She was at her mother-in-law's — his mother's, Helen's — for the week, or what remained of it. Helen had had a dizzy spell three weeks ago, nothing serious, a blood pressure adjustment and a new medication and a strong recommendation from her GP to have someone check in regularly for a while. Daniel had done the calculations and Priya had offered before he'd finished making them, which was how they worked — he identified the problem, she solved it, and he was grateful in the slightly insufficient way of someone who has never had to solve it himself and therefore doesn't quite understand the shape of what's being done.

He knew this about himself. He had known it for years. It was one of the items on the list of things he meant to do better that had been on the list long enough that it had achieved a kind of permanence — not ignored exactly, but no longer urgent. He was present when he was present. He was a good father, an engaged one. He coached Kieran's Saturday football and had done since Kieran was seven, and had never once, in nine years, failed to show up for a game. He remembered his parents' anniversaries and Maya's roommate's name and the fact that Priya preferred the aisle seat on planes and took her coffee with a small amount of milk and no sugar and woke up slowly and should not be asked anything requiring a decision for at least twenty minutes.

He knew her, was the point. He knew her well and completely, in the way you know the house you've lived in for twenty years — every room, every creak, every place the light falls at a particular hour. He knew her and he loved her and he was, on the whole, certain of her in the way you are certain of the things that have been tested and held.

His phone showed her message from the previous evening — her account of the arts event, the musician, the dean. He had sent back a heart and then felt the mild inadequacy of the heart and then sent nothing else because it was eleven-thirty and he'd been up since six and the heart had seemed like the right general direction even if it wasn't the right specific word. He would call her tomorrow, properly, with time. He made a mental note and put the phone in the cupholder.

He stopped at the Safeway on Broadway for the things Kieran had texted him about — bread, the specific cereal, two cans of the soup he ate after football, the orange juice that was definitely not the one with pulp. Kieran was sixteen and had the dietary convictions of someone running a small, passionate country. Daniel navigated the grocery store with his phone in hand and the list open and the particular competence of a man who did this task reliably if not frequently, and felt, as he often did in supermarkets, a mild disconnected affection for the ordinary — the lit shelves, the piped music, the other people with their own lists and their own evenings waiting.

He drove home through the darkening Kitsilano streets. The maples had gone gold and rust in the last two weeks — the particular autumn blazing that Vancouver did briefly and brilliantly before the rain took it — and the houses had their lit windows and their porch lights and the whole street had the look of a place where things were mostly fine, which was, he thought, the best honest thing you could say about most good places.

The house was quieter without Priya. He recognised this as a fact rather than a complaint — Kieran was home, the television was audible from upstairs, the kitchen showed evidence of Kieran's after-school autonomy in the form of a cereal bowl in the sink and an open bag of crackers on the counter. Daniel put the groceries away, called up the stairs, received a muffled but friendly acknowledgement, and started on dinner with the competent efficiency of a man who cooked adequately and without particular interest.

He called Priya at seven-thirty, while the pasta was on.

She answered on the third ring, slightly breathless, and he could hear his mother's voice in the background saying something about a programme.

"Bad time?"

"No, give me a second." A muffled exchange, a door closing, then quiet. "Hi. Sorry. She's found a quiz show and wants someone to answer the questions with her."

"Is she getting them right?"

"More than I am. How's home?"

"Kieran is alive and has consumed approximately half the kitchen. I'm making pasta."

"Which pasta?"

"The one that works."

"The one that works is a charitable description of penne with jar sauce, Daniel."

"It's a family staple."

She laughed — not the full laugh, the lighter version, the one she used when she was slightly tired but genuinely amused. He was good at knowing the difference. "How was work?"

He told her about Marcus's revised drawings and the coordination meeting and the elevation he was still not sure about, and she listened in the way she always listened to his work — not pretending to understand the technical detail but tracking the emotional content of it accurately, the satisfaction under the problem, the care under the criticism. She asked one question about the window pattern that was more perceptive than the question warranted and he told her so and she said I've been listening to you talk about fenestration for seventeen years, some of it was bound to land, and he laughed.

"How's she doing?" he said. "Really."

"She's alright. Better than the week she called you, I think. She was just frightened by the dizziness — frightened she was becoming someone who needed managing. She doesn't need managing. She needs company and to feel like she's still herself."

"You're good at that."

A brief pause — not uncomfortable, just a pause. "I'll be back by the weekend," she said. "Maybe Saturday."

"Kieran will be relieved. He's been surviving on cereal and goodwill."

"He has a father who can operate a stove."

"The stove and I have an understanding. We keep it simple."

Another laugh. He heard his mother's voice again in the background, rising with game-show emphasis. "I should go," Priya said. "Kiss Kieran for me. He'll hate it."

"That's why I'll do it."

"Goodnight, Daniel."

"Night, Priya."

He stood for a moment with the phone in his hand after she'd rung off, listening to the pasta water beginning to boil. There was a quality to these calls — brief, warm, the easy traffic of a shared life maintained across distance — that he found genuinely comforting. This was his marriage. He was not unaware that other people's marriages were different, more volatile, more intensely felt in both directions. He had watched friends go through the full dramatic range — the passionate early years, the passionate collapses, the painful rebuildings or the finalised ends — and he had felt, witnessing these, a quiet gratitude for the particular temperature of what he had. Not cold. Not incandescent. Warm and reliable and present, the way a well-designed building is present — not asking to be admired, simply holding well.

He salted the pasta water.

He called up the stairs again. Kieran appeared two minutes later with the slightly dazed look of someone returning from a screen, wearing a sweatshirt that had survived three school years and showed the evidence. He sat at the island and ate with the focused, appreciative efficiency of a teenage boy who has been subsisting and is now being fed, and told Daniel about his football training and a history essay he had a plan for, and Daniel listened and asked questions and felt the straightforward, uncomplicated love of a parent in the daily texture of their child's life.

After dinner Kieran went back upstairs and Daniel poured a small Scotch and sat in the kitchen with his laptop and went through his emails with the methodical patience of a man who manages a full inbox by treating it like a project — categorised, prioritised, actioned or deferred. He replied to six, filed three, deleted two that had been waiting long enough to be irrelevant, and then closed the laptop and sat for a while with the Scotch and the kitchen's evening quiet.

He thought about the Lonsdale elevation. He thought about the window pattern — the rhythm of it, whether the repetition was working as discipline or had tipped into monotony. He thought he would look at it fresh in the morning, when his eye wasn't tired.

He thought, briefly, about Priya — her voice on the phone, the way she'd said she doesn't need managing, she needs to feel like she's still herself, which was a sentence that demonstrated, as her sentences often did, that she understood people with a precision he admired and occasionally envied.

He did not think about whether she was happy. The question did not occur to him in the way that questions occur to people who are genuinely asking. He assumed her happiness with the comfortable confidence of a man who had built a good life and shared it generously and believed, without having recently examined the belief, that this was enough and that she knew it.

He finished the Scotch, rinsed the glass, turned off the kitchen lights one by one, and went upstairs with the solid, untroubled stride of a man who would sleep well and wake at six and get to work, and who carried in him no premonition of any kind — not a flicker, not a shadow, not the faintest draft of the thing that was already, two neighbourhoods away, beginning its patient accumulation.



Chapter 4 — Office Hours

Priya 



The nine o'clock seminar was on Jean Rhys, which meant it was on dispossession, on women living at angles to the lives they were supposed to want, on the particular kind of loneliness that comes not from isolation but from being surrounded by people who do not see you correctly. Priya had taught Wide Sargasso Sea six times in eleven years and it was still the text she found most difficult to get through without the faint, uncomfortable sensation of something pressing against the inside of her chest.

She sat at the seminar table with twelve graduate students arranged around her in the careful, slightly competitive distribution of people who wanted to be seen to be engaged without appearing to try too hard, and she asked the question she always asked at the start of this particular session: What does Antoinette want?

The answers came in the predictable order — the student who spoke first to establish presence, the student who waited to refine what the first had said, the two who spoke only when directly invited and said something worth waiting for. She listened, redirected, pushed back on the easy readings. One student — a second-year from Halifax named Brendan who had the irritating and genuinely useful quality of saying obvious things that turned out to be true — said that Antoinette wanted to be known rather than understood, and that the novel argued these were not the same thing, and Priya held that for a moment before responding because it was more precise than she'd expected and she wanted to give it the respect of a real pause.

"Say more about that distinction," she said.

He did. The seminar went well.

She had two hours between the seminar and her eleven-thirty meeting with a doctoral candidate whose third chapter was structurally ambitious and factually uncertain in the specific ratio that required the most careful handling — enough encouragement to preserve the ambition, enough precision to save the facts. She used the two hours in her office, which was on the fourth floor of the Buchanan Building and had a window that looked out onto the tree-lined walk between the buildings and, on a clear day, a sliver of ocean that she had never stopped being grateful for.

The office held eleven years of accumulated working life: books shelved by the system she had developed in her first year and refined since, the spine colours a kind of irregular music she could read from across the room. A framed print above the desk — a Klee, small and precisely placed — that Daniel had given her for her fortieth and that had hung in four different offices without ever being wrong for any of them. Student papers in their graded stacks. Two dying plants she kept meaning to address. A coffee mug that said I Have Notes that Maya had bought her as a joke three Christmases ago and that she used every day without finding it any less funny.

She was reading a journal article on diasporic identity and the literature of return — reading it, specifically, for the third time, because the first two times she had found her attention doing something other than reading — when her phone lit up with a message from Cass: Dinner tonight? Tojo's is too expensive but I feel expensive. Or that Thai place. You decide.

She looked at the message for a moment. Then she typed: Thai place. Seven. I'll book.

She put the phone down and looked at the journal article and read the same paragraph for the fourth time and absorbed none of it. This happened occasionally — a failure of concentration that she associated with tiredness or the particular mental residue of an absorbing seminar. She closed the journal, opened the doctoral chapter on her laptop, and gave it the full, disciplined attention it required.

The meeting with the doctoral student — a meticulous, slightly anxious woman named Soraya who had more raw intelligence than confidence and was in the process of discovering that the gap closed with time — went well. Priya was direct about the third chapter's structural problem and careful about how she described the path through it, and Soraya left the office forty minutes later with a corrected map and the look of someone whose anxiety had converted into useful momentum, which was the ideal outcome. Priya was good at this. She had always been good at this — at seeing what a piece of thinking needed and describing it in a way that felt like permission rather than correction. It was, Cass had told her once, the same thing she did in conversation, and Priya had filed the observation in the category of things that were probably true and slightly uncomfortable.

She had a committee meeting at two. The Faculty Research Committee, which met monthly and accomplished in two hours what most human beings could achieve in forty minutes, but which required her presence because she had agreed three years ago to sit on it and had not yet managed to un-agree. She sat at the long table in the third-floor meeting room and drank bad coffee and contributed at the necessary moments and looked at the rain beginning on the windows — the first sustained rain of October, arriving with the punctuality of a thing that has been coming for weeks — and thought about the Thai place and Cass and whether she would say anything about the arts event, about the nine minutes on the terrace, about the song she had listened to twice in her car before going inside on Tuesday evening.

She had not listened to it again. She had been very deliberate about not listening to it again, which was a kind of listening.



Tomo Thai was small and warm and reliably good, the kind of neighbourhood restaurant that had survived fifteen years on the same block by being consistently excellent at a specific number of things and wisely uncommitted to the rest. Priya arrived at seven to find Cass already at the corner table with a glass of white wine and the specific expression of a woman who has had a day and is now embarking on a deliberate course correction.

Cass Okafor was forty-five, tall, dark-skinned, beautiful in the uncompromising way of someone who had made peace very early with taking up space. She had been a family law attorney for eighteen years and had the bearing of a woman who spent her professional life in rooms where people lied under pressure and had developed an accurate, efficient method of detecting it. She was Priya's closest friend and had been since a faculty-legal community mixer eleven years ago where they had both retreated to the same corner with the same expression and introduced themselves with the mutual recognition of two people who operate at the same frequency.

She looked up when Priya sat down. "You look good," she said. "Different. Did you do something with your hair?"

"My hair is exactly the same."

"Then you slept well or you're in a good mood. Either." Cass pushed the wine list across the table. "I already ordered the crispy duck spring rolls because I have no patience and I knew you'd say yes."

"I would have said yes."

"I know. That's why I ordered them." She folded her menu with the decisiveness of a woman who had known what she wanted before she arrived. "How's Helen?"

"Better. I'm going back Saturday. She's steadier — I think it was mostly the shock of the episode itself. Being reminded that the body has its own agenda." Priya looked at the menu she also didn't need. "She beat me at three consecutive crosswords and told me my vocabulary was 'bookish but not broad', so I think she's fine."

Cass laughed. "How's Daniel?"

"Busy. The Lonsdale thing is taking over. He was in the office until nine on Thursday."

"And you don't mind being at Helen's."

"I don't mind." She said it without particular emphasis and it was true, or mostly true — she didn't mind the caring, the routine of it, the company of the old woman who was sharper than anyone gave her credit for. What she minded, she did not examine at the dinner table.

The spring rolls arrived. They ate for a while in the comfortable silence of two people who had been having dinner together for eleven years and no longer needed to fill every pause.

"How was the arts event?" Cass asked, refilling her own glass.

"The usual. Dean Geoffrey in full performance. Someone's funding crisis. A departmental colleague who cornered me about the seminar series."

"You said there was a musician."

Priya looked at her. "I mentioned it in a text."

"You mentioned it in a text at eleven-fifteen on a Tuesday night, which is not when you usually text, and you described him as 'actually quite interesting', which for you is approximately the same as anyone else saying they were electrified."

Priya picked up a spring roll. "He was a good musician. Sparse. Knew when to stop."

"What did he look like?"

"Cass."

"I'm asking a factual question."

"He was — " She considered. She was aware of the consideration taking slightly longer than it should. "Young. Late twenties. Good-looking in an unshowy way."

"And you spoke to him."

"Briefly. On the terrace. I was leaving and he happened to be outside."

Cass held her wine glass at a particular angle that meant she was deciding how much to say. Priya knew this angle. She had eleven years of data on it. "And?" Cass said.

"And nothing. We talked for a few minutes. He was interesting. I came home." She met Cass's eyes steadily. "It was nine minutes of conversation at a university event. I timed it by accident."

There was a pause. Cass set her glass down. "You timed it."

"The committee organiser came to find me and I looked at my watch. I happened to notice."

"Of course." Cass's tone was entirely neutral, which was its own kind of precision.

"He's applying for the arts residency," Priya said. "So I'll likely see him at a departmental event at some point. It's not a thing."

"I didn't say it was a thing."

"You had the face."

"I have a resting interested face. It's a professional hazard." Cass picked up her fork. "Tell me about the third chapter emergency."

Priya told her about Soraya's structural problem with the relief of a woman moving onto safer ground, and the dinner progressed through its courses with the warm, ranging ease their dinners always had — work, Cass's most recent case which she described in the anonymised, compressed way of someone bound by confidentiality who still needed to debrief, Maya's latest messages from Montreal, Kieran's history essay, a book they had both read and disagreed about productively. When the bill came they divided it with the precise, unsentimental equity of two financially independent women who had never once argued about a bill in eleven years.

Outside in the rain, which had turned from the day's steady downpour into a finer, more persistent mist, Cass hugged her at the corner — a real hug, the kind that had pressure in it — and said, into her ear, you always look good but tonight you look lit from somewhere, and then pulled back and smiled in the way that meant she was not going to press, and flagged a cab.

Priya walked to her car.

Lit from somewhere. She sat in the driver's seat and held the phrase at arm's length and turned it over. Cass was observant and rarely wrong and almost never imprecise. She knew what Cass had meant. She disagreed with the implied cause, which was not a cause at all — nine minutes of conversation and a piece of music she had managed not to listen to again — but she could not disagree with the observation itself, which was more unsettling.

She drove back to Helen's. The city lights smeared gold in the rain on the windscreen. The wipers kept their patient, monotonous time.



Helen was asleep by nine-thirty, the television in the lounge murmuring to itself at low volume the way it did when she dozed off mid-programme, too proud to admit she'd lost the thread. Priya turned it off, washed the evening's cups, and did the small close-down of the house that had become her routine over the past days — the checked locks, the downstairs lights off in sequence, the hall nightlight on.

She sat at the small desk in the spare room with her laptop, intending to finish reading the journal article she had failed to finish twice. She opened it. She read the paragraph she had read four times already and this time absorbed it, which felt like a small victory.

She opened a new tab.

She told herself she was looking at the university arts bursary information, which was plausible — there was a faculty endorsement process she was nominally part of and she should familiarise herself with the timeline. She navigated to the arts department page. She found the bursary information. She read it. The application deadline was the thirtieth. There was a list of candidate names under review.

His name was there. Nico Reyes. A link to a short biography.

She did not click the biography link.

She opened Spotify instead — she had been meaning to find that piece, the one from the event, for entirely musical reasons, because she was a person who cared about music and had found the session interesting from a structural standpoint and it was reasonable to listen to a piece of music once more when you'd found it interesting.

She found his profile without difficulty. He had three albums and a scattering of singles, the most recent album released fourteen months ago. She recognised two song titles from the event programme. She clicked the third track — Sill — which had been the one she'd been thinking about, the one with the unresolved melody.

She listened.

It was, in the spare room with Helen's house quiet around her and the Vancouver rain on the skylight, considerably more affecting than it had been in the gallery. Without the ambient social noise, without the management of her own public composure, the song arrived differently — more directly, making use of the silence around it in the way he had made use of the silence in the room, the melody approaching its resolution and stepping back again, and again, patient and deliberate and somehow more tender for refusing the easy ending.

She played it twice. Then she clicked to the second track, which was slower, and then the fourth, which was different in structure but had the same quality of restraint — music that trusted you to sit with it.

She listened to six songs in total. She lost track of the time in the way you lose track of time reading something you hadn't expected to need.

When she came back to the room it was eleven-forty.

She closed Spotify. She closed the laptop. She sat for a moment in the chair with her hands in her lap and looked at the rain on the skylight and said nothing to herself, which was her most honest response to the things she was least sure about.

She was being ridiculous. She was a forty-three year old woman with a good marriage, a career she had built with sustained effort over two decades, two children she loved, and a friendship she depended on. She had had a brief conversation with an attractive young man at a university event and been moved by his music, which was the correct response to good music and required no further examination.

She was not lit from somewhere. She was tired and it was late and Cass was perceptive but not infallible.

She opened her laptop again.

She closed it.

She opened it, opened a new browser tab, and before she had constructed a clear account of why she was doing it she had found his website — not the faculty profile, his own — which was spare and well-designed, the way his music was spare and well-designed, dark background, a grid of photographs of his canvases and a handful of performance dates and a contact form. She spent perhaps four minutes looking at his paintings, which were large-format and figurative-abstract — figures in rooms, figures in light, something about the human body in space — and which were better than she had expected and which she would have found interesting on their own terms if she had encountered them without the context of knowing who had made them.

She did not fill in the contact form.

She closed the laptop properly this time. She got ready for bed with the careful, sequential routine that was its own kind of discipline — face washed, teeth cleaned, the small jar of cream her mother had recommended applied at the temples and beneath the eyes with the specific upward strokes her mother had demonstrated, an inheritance of vanity she had come to regard as tenderness. She lay down in the narrow spare-room bed and pulled the duvet up and looked at the ceiling.

The rain on the skylight. Helen's quiet breathing distantly audible through the wall.

She was not going to think about the music. She was not going to think about the terrace or the way he had looked out at the city with his arm on the railing or the way he had said her name — he hadn't said her name, they hadn't exchanged names, she had left without giving her name. He would not know her name. There was nothing to think about.

She was asleep within fifteen minutes, which was evidence of nothing except that she was tired.

In the morning she taught, and dealt with an undergraduate plagiarism case with the weary precision it required, and ate lunch alone at her desk reading student papers and drinking coffee from the mug that said I Have Notes.

In the afternoon she had two student appointments and a brief, functional email exchange with the arts committee organiser about the endorsement timeline for the bursary candidates.

In the evening she made Helen's dinner, watched half a quiz show, and called Daniel, who was warm and tired and told her about the elevation and made her laugh about the pasta.

At nine fifty-two, sitting at the spare-room desk with the lamp on and the rain on the skylight, she received a notification from an unknown number. A text message. A link to a piece of music, and beneath it, three words:

Thought you'd like this.

She stared at it for a long time.

She pressed play.



Chapter 5 — Main Street

Nico



He had not planned the text message in advance, which was unusual for him. He was, by nature and by practice, a person who thought before he acted — not in the paralysed way of someone afraid of consequences but in the way of someone who had learned that timing was as important as intention and that arriving too early at a thing was as wasteful as arriving too late. But the message had been impulsive, or as close to impulsive as he got: he had been listening to Broadcast late on a Wednesday night, the track Come On Let's Go cycling on his studio speakers while he worked on a canvas, and something in the particular quality of the melody — restrained, circling, more sad than it first appeared — had made him think of the gallery terrace and the woman who had listened to music with her whole attention, and he had found her number in the university directory with the ease of information that wanted to be found and sent the link before his more considered self had fully registered the action.

He had not attached his name. He had not needed to. Either she would know or she wouldn't, and either answer was information.

She replied at ten-seventeen. A single line: How did you get this number.

Not a question. A statement delivered in the register of someone who already knew the answer and wanted him to know they knew.

He smiled. Typed: Faculty directory. It's public. A pause. Then: Did you listen?

The reply took four minutes, which was its own answer. Yes.

And?

Another pause. Longer this time. He put the phone face-down and continued working on the canvas — a figure in a doorway, the light coming from behind, the face in shadow — and did not check the phone for eleven minutes, which cost him something.

When he checked: It's very good. You should know that already.

He set the phone down again and stood back from the canvas and felt something that was satisfaction and something else underneath it, warmer and less easily named.

They texted until twelve-forty. Not about the music, not directly — she asked about the loop pedal technique, he answered, she pushed back on one thing he said about the relationship between structure and improvisation and she was correct to push back, and the conversation moved from there into the territory of people who are discovering that their minds work in compatible ways, which is one of the more dangerous discoveries two people can make. She mentioned a Coetzee essay she'd been rereading. He had read it. He had an opinion about it. She had a different opinion and argued it with a precision that he found genuinely pleasurable in the way of an intellectual problem that resists easy solution.

At twelve-forty she wrote: I should sleep. This has been — unexpected.

He wrote: Good unexpected or complicated unexpected?

A long pause. Then: Goodnight, Nico.

She knew his name. He noted this with a quiet satisfaction and did not press it.

He went to bed at one and lay in the good dark of his bedroom with his hands behind his head and thought about the conversation with the careful, honest attention he gave to things that mattered. She was quick. Quicker than most people he talked to, which was partly the literary training and partly something constitutive — a mind that moved fast and knew when to slow down. She had argued the Coetzee point from a position he hadn't considered and had been right about it, and the specific pleasure of being correctly argued out of a position was something he didn't experience often enough.

He thought about what he was doing and whether he should be doing it and arrived, as he usually did when he asked himself this question honestly, at the conclusion that he was doing it because it was real — the interest, the pull of her — and that proceeding carefully and honestly was better than not proceeding. He was not going to deceive anyone. He was not going to push anything. He was going to be present and patient and see what the thing was before he decided what to do with it.

He was twenty-seven years old and had been in two serious relationships and several that didn't qualify as serious, and he understood the difference between wanting someone and caring about them, and he understood that what he felt in the direction of this woman involved both in a ratio that was unusual and worth respecting.

He slept.



The gallery opening was on the following Friday evening. He had been planning it for six weeks — a new body of work, twelve canvases, the largest show he'd had in Vancouver. The gallery was on Main Street three blocks south of Broadway, a converted ground-floor space with good north light and the exposed brick and timber of a building that had been a hardware store in 1962 and wore the fact without apology. The owner, a compact, efficient Taiwanese-Canadian woman named Grace who had been showing emerging Vancouver artists for twenty years and had the critical judgment of someone who had been wrong enough times to know what right looked like, had selected eight of the twelve pieces and trusted Nico with the placement of the rest.

He had spent Thursday hanging, and had been back for two hours on Friday afternoon to live with the arrangement before people arrived and the space became social rather than the thing it was when it was only him and the canvases and the quality of the light.

The work was the best he'd done. He knew this with the specific, unflashy certainty that comes not from confidence but from comparison — he had seen enough of his own work over enough time to know where this series sat relative to everything before it. Figures in interior spaces. The human body in relation to light, to architecture, to the threshold between private and exposed. He had been working on the series for eighteen months, since the end of his relationship in Seattle and the move to Vancouver, and the work had the quality of thinking done in solitude — dense, honest, occasionally uncomfortable in the way of images that got closer to something than the viewer had prepared for.

The central canvas was the one he wanted her to see.

He had sent the gallery invitation to the university arts department — a standard thing, galleries did it routinely, a professional courtesy. He had also, three days after their late-night text exchange, sent a direct message to the email address on her faculty profile: There's a show opening on the fourteenth. Main Street. I think the work might interest you. No obligation. He had not signed it with anything other than his name.

She had not replied to the email.

He had proceeded on the assumption that she would come, which was not arrogance — it was the reading of available evidence, which included the fact that she had texted until twelve-forty on a Wednesday night and had argued Coetzee with him rather than declining to argue.



She arrived at eight-fifteen.

He saw her come in from across the room — he was in conversation with a collector Grace had invited, a polite, wealthy man from West Vancouver who was saying something careful about investment value that Nico was managing with the diplomatic autopilot he reserved for conversations that needed to happen but didn't need his full attention. She came through the door in a coat he hadn't seen before — a deep burgundy, longer than the grey one, belted — and paused just inside the entrance in the way she had paused on the gallery terrace: taking stock, not performing the taking of it.

She was wearing her hair up tonight. It changed the geometry of her face — exposed more of her neck, her jaw, the line from her ear to her collarbone that the loose hair had previously suggested and now confirmed. She was wearing small gold earrings and no other jewellery except the ring, which caught the gallery light once as she reached up to loosen the belt of her coat. She was dressed well but not formally — a dark blouse, good trousers, the heeled ankle boots she'd had on at the first event. She dressed, he had decided, for herself rather than for rooms, which was its own kind of statement.

He excused himself from the collector with the ease of someone who had been looking for an exit, and moved through the room toward her without hurrying.

She saw him coming and her expression did something he noted carefully — not a smile exactly, something preparatory to a smile, the face arranging itself and then deciding not to commit — and she said, "You didn't sign the email."

"I signed it with my name."

"You know what I mean."

"I do." He stopped a comfortable distance from her — close enough for conversation, far enough that she had room. "You came."

"I'm interested in the work," she said. Her tone was even. Her eyes were doing the thing they did — direct, containing more than they released. "The email said I might find it interesting."

"It does interest you," he said, "or you wouldn't be here. You don't do things out of social obligation."

A pause. Brief. "You've known me for nine minutes."

"And one late-night conversation." He offered her a glass of wine from a passing tray — white, the good Okanagan Chardonnay Grace had ordered specifically because she thought the fruity alternative was an insult to the work. Priya took it. "Come and look at something."

She followed him, which was the first time she had done so physically, and he was aware of her presence slightly behind him — the soft sound of her boots on the concrete floor, the faint warmth of her in the cool gallery air — with the heightened attention of a person in whom all the relevant circuits have been recently switched on.

He stopped in front of the central canvas.

It was the largest piece — six feet by four, hung on the north wall where the light hit it cleanly. A figure at a window, seen from behind. The figure was a woman — indistinct in the way his figures were always indistinct, the specificity in the posture rather than the features — standing at a tall window with one hand raised to the glass, not quite touching it. Outside the window: light, or the suggestion of light, warm and slightly out of reach. The interior around the figure was all shadow and cool tone. The contrast was not subtle. He hadn't wanted it to be.

He stood beside her and said nothing, which was how he always stood in front of his own work with someone whose response he wanted to read honestly.

She looked at it for a long time. He watched her looking — the slight shift in her weight as she settled into the looking, the way her chin lifted a fraction, the stillness that meant she was actually in it rather than performing the consideration of it.

"What's she reaching for?" Priya said finally. Her voice was quieter than it had been at the door.

"I don't know," he said. "I painted it for eight weeks and I still don't know. I think that's why it's the one."

She turned to look at him. Not the full turn — a three-quarter turn, so she was looking at him but still had the canvas in her peripheral vision. "That's either very honest or a very good answer."

"Both, hopefully."

She turned back to the canvas. "She's not reaching," she said. "Her hand is raised but she's not reaching. There's a difference." She paused. "She's saying goodbye to it. Whatever the light is. She's not trying to get to it."

He looked at the canvas. He had spent eight weeks with it and had not seen this, or had seen it without naming it, and the naming of it landed with the specific force of a true thing spoken aloud.

"Yes," he said.

She stepped back slightly, the wine glass held loosely in one hand, and looked at the surrounding canvases — the other figures in their rooms, their thresholds, their various relations to light. He watched her move through them with the slow, serious attention she brought to everything, pausing longest at the smaller canvas in the east corner — a figure in bed, seen from above, the sheets a cool grey, one arm extended across the empty other half of the mattress.

She didn't say anything about that one.

He introduced her to Grace, who assessed Priya with the swift, accurate judgment she applied to everyone and apparently approved of what she found, speaking with her for ten minutes about the work with the genuine engagement of two people who had things to say on the same subject. Priya asked one question about the series development that Grace found interesting enough to redirect to Nico, and the three of them stood for a few minutes in the particular warmth of a conversation that had more than one layer.

After Grace moved on to other guests, they drifted back toward the central canvas. The gallery had filled — perhaps forty people now, the pleasant noise of a successful opening, the specific social register of Vancouver's arts community: the collectors who came for investment, the artists who came for community, the critics who came for material, and the genuinely curious who came because the work had found them somehow.

"You grew up in Seattle," she said. Not a question. She had done the reading.

"Seattle, then a year in Mexico City, then here." He stood beside her, both of them facing the canvas rather than each other, which made the conversation easier and more honest in the way that parallel looking sometimes does. "You've been at UBC eleven years."

"You've done the reading."

"Faculty profile. It's public."

She laughed — the real laugh, the one he'd been waiting for, which was shorter and less guarded than her social laugh and came from somewhere that hadn't been briefed. "Fair," she said.

"Your book on Rushdie," he said. "I read it."

She turned to look at him fully now. "When?"

"After the event." He met her look steadily. "It's very good. You should know that already."

She recognised her own words coming back to her and something moved across her face — something he couldn't fully read, which was unusual for him, and which he found more interesting than anything he could have read. "That's a fairly deliberate thing to do," she said carefully. "Read someone's book."

"I'm a fairly deliberate person."

She held his gaze for a moment that lasted precisely long enough to mean something, and then she looked back at the canvas. Her jaw was set with the slight tension of someone who is managing something — not discomfort exactly, but the conscious work of composure. He noted this and said nothing about it.

"The bursary application," she said. "I'm one of the faculty endorsers."

"I know."

"That's a reason for me to be here that has nothing to do with—" She stopped.

"Nothing to do with what?"

She took a small sip of wine. "The work," she said. "A professional reason."

"Of course," he said, and said nothing else, which was the most effective thing he could have done and which he was aware of being effective even as he did it. He was not going to make this easy, and he was not going to make it difficult. He was going to be present and let the room do what rooms did.

They stood in front of the canvas for another few minutes. The gallery noise moved around them. Somewhere to their left Grace was closing a sale with the quiet satisfaction of someone who had matched the right work to the right person.

"I should go," Priya said. "I have an early seminar."

"It was good of you to come."

She turned from the canvas and looked at him one more time — directly, in the way that was more characteristic of her than she probably intended it to be — and he held the look without moving toward it, and she said, "The series is remarkable, Nico. I mean that with no professional obligation attached."

"I know you do," he said. "That's why I wanted you to see it."

She held his gaze for one more beat, then moved toward the door. He watched her go — the burgundy coat, the unhurried walk of a woman who knew where she was going, the slight adjustment she made to her bag strap at the door, a gesture so ordinary and so specific that it arrived in his chest with a force wholly disproportionate to what it was.

He stood with that for a moment. Then he turned back into the room and found the next conversation and was present for it and filed everything else with the careful, patient precision of someone who understood that the best things required time and that rushing them was the one unforgivable waste.

He did not text her that night.

He let the evening be what it was — complete in itself, a thing that had happened and been real and required nothing added to it. He drove home through the Main Street drizzle, the city amber and wet through the windscreen, and went upstairs and put the kettle on and stood at the north window looking at the heron mural in the rain.

In the painting behind him — the one he hadn't sold, the one he'd kept without entirely deciding to — a woman stood at a window with her hand raised toward a light that was warm and slightly out of reach.

He had painted her for eight weeks.

He was fairly sure, standing at his own window in the rain, that he now knew who she was.



Chapter 6 — The First Message

Priya 



It happened on a Tuesday morning, which was the kind of detail that stayed with her afterward — not the drama of it, because there was no real drama, but the ordinariness of the moment just before. Helen had been fine at breakfast. More than fine — she had been sharp and cheerful, eating her toast with the deliberate appreciation of someone who had decided to enjoy small things with intention, and she had told Priya a story about a neighbour from forty years ago that was funny and slightly wicked and had made Priya laugh into her coffee. They had done the crossword together, Helen pencilling in answers with the confident authority of someone who did not use erasers as a matter of principle. Priya had washed the cups. Helen had gone to the lounge to find her reading glasses.

And then the sound — not a crash, something softer than a crash, more like a subsidence — and Priya was already moving before she had consciously registered it.

Helen was on the floor beside the armchair. Not fallen badly — she had gone down slowly, the way you go down when your legs decide before you do, one hand still on the armchair's arm, her face more startled than frightened. "I just went dizzy," she said immediately, with the brisk pre-emptive tone of a woman heading off fuss at the pass. "Don't make a thing of it."

Priya made a thing of it in the quiet, efficient way that did not look like making a thing of it. She got Helen upright, checked her over with the calm competence she had developed across years of being the person who managed medical moments — her father's angina, her mother's hip, the endless small emergencies of people who were aging in real time around her. She took Helen's blood pressure with the cuff from the bathroom cabinet. She called the GP's after-hours line. She made tea, which was not medically indicated but was psychologically correct, and sat with Helen while they waited for the callback, and talked about nothing important in the particular tone she used for managing frightened people — unhurried, specific, present.

The GP called back in twenty minutes. Likely a postural drop — stand up too quickly, blood pressure doesn't keep pace. Rest, fluids, monitor. If it happened again or was accompanied by anything else, call immediately. Priya thanked her, took notes in her small notebook with the habits of someone who understood that details mattered, and sat with Helen for another hour while the old woman gradually converted her fright into mild indignation at her own body.

"I shall have a word with it," Helen said, about her circulatory system, and Priya said that was probably reasonable and poured her more tea.

She called Daniel at noon.

He answered on the second ring, which meant he wasn't in a meeting, and she gave him the account of the morning in the clear, sequential way she gave him all practical information — what happened, what she'd done, what the GP had said, what the plan was. He listened well, asked two good questions, and then said "Thank God you were there" with a warmth that was genuine and complete and that contained, entirely without his awareness, the precise weight of what she had been doing for the past two weeks while he attended his coordination meetings and his client dinners and drove home to a house where Kieran managed the kitchen and the ordinary machinery of family life ran on her remote maintenance.

"Thank God you were there." As though she were a fortunate coincidence rather than a person who had arranged her life to be there, who had postponed three faculty meetings and asked a colleague to cover one seminar and reorganised her research schedule to be there.

She did not say any of this. She said "I'm glad I was" in the tone she used for true things that were also incomplete, and Daniel said she was incredible and that he'd call his mother that evening, and she said good, that would mean a lot to Helen, and they rang off with the warm, functional efficiency of a call that had accomplished its purpose.

She stood in Helen's kitchen for a moment after, phone in hand, and looked at the garden through the window — the late October garden, sparse and dignified, the way things get when they've given what they had for the season and are resting without apology. A bird she couldn't identify landed on the fence post and looked at her briefly and departed.

She was not angry at Daniel. She wanted to be clear with herself about that. What she felt was something more structural than anger — more like the recognition of a load-bearing arrangement that had been in place for so long that neither of them examined whether it was still the right architecture.

She put the kettle on again, not because she wanted tea, but because the action of it was something to do with her hands.



Helen slept after lunch, which the GP had recommended and which Helen had agreed to with less resistance than usual — the morning had cost her something, even if she wouldn't say so. Priya sat in the spare room with her laptop and worked on a conference paper she'd been developing in the margins of the past two weeks, and the work was good — focused, the kind of thinking that came when everything else was quiet and her mind could run in a single direction. She wrote for two hours and produced something she could use, and the satisfaction of it was real and uncomplicated in the way that work satisfaction always was, which was different from every other kind.

At four she made Helen's afternoon tea and they sat together and Helen asked her about the conference paper and listened with the genuine interest of someone who had married an engineer and raised a son who built buildings and had arrived at literature late in life with the convert's particular attention. She asked a question about the paper's central argument that was more penetrating than it had any right to be, and Priya answered it properly rather than deflecting, which was the respect Helen deserved.

"You're very good, you know," Helen said, over her second biscuit.

"At what specifically?"

"At all of it. The thinking. The explaining. The—" She gestured vaguely with the biscuit. "The holding of things together. You always have been." A pause. "Daniel knows that. I'm not sure he says it enough."

Priya looked at her tea. "He says it."

"Saying it and seeing it are different," Helen said, with the directness of a woman in her seventies who had concluded that tact was a resource best conserved for genuine necessities. "I'm not criticising my son. I'm telling you I see it."

Priya looked up. Helen was watching her with the clear, unhurried gaze of someone who was not asking a question but offering something — a witnessing, simple and accurate. Priya felt the back of her throat tighten in the way it did when something true arrived without warning.

"Thank you, Helen," she said. And meant it more than the two words could hold.



That evening, after dinner, after Helen's quiz show, after the small close-down of the house and the checked locks and the nightlight and all the sequenced small acts of care that had become her daily grammar here, Priya sat at the spare-room desk and opened her laptop with the genuine intention of returning to the conference paper.

Her phone was on the desk beside the laptop.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she opened the paper and read back through what she'd written that afternoon and made two small amendments and saved it and looked at her phone again.

She had not texted him since the gallery opening four days ago. He had not texted her. This was correct — she had told herself several times that the silence was correct, that the gallery had been a professional visit to the work of a bursary candidate, that the conversation had been collegial and the wine had been good Okanagan Chardonnay and nothing about it required a sequel.

She had thought about the canvas every day since. The woman at the window, her hand raised to the glass, not reaching — saying goodbye to the light. She had thought about it with the specific, recurring attention of an image that had found something in her and lodged there.

She picked up her phone.

She put it down.

She opened her email and replied to two faculty messages and a student query about an extension, and the replies were good and clear and she sent them and felt the small neat satisfaction of a cleared inbox item.

She picked up her phone and opened a new message to his number and typed: I've been thinking about the woman in the central canvas. The one saying goodbye to the light. She looked at this for a moment. Then: Is she based on someone?

She sent it before she had finished deciding to.

The reply came in four minutes: No. Or not consciously. Why?

She typed: Because she feels very specific for someone who isn't based on anyone.

That's what I was going for. Specific without being particular. Is there a difference?

She sat with this. It was the kind of question she gave to graduate students when she wanted them to do their own thinking. Yes, she typed. Specific means it could only be this. Particular means it could only be her. You want the first without the second so the viewer can occupy it.

A pause. Then: That's exactly it. I've been trying to explain that for three years and you just did it in two sentences.

She felt the warmth of this land and did not examine it. It's what literary critics do. We explain other people's work better than they can.

Is that a criticism?

It's a description. Some descriptions are criticisms and some aren't.

Which kind is that one?

She smiled. Typed: The neutral kind. I think what you're doing with interiority and light is genuinely interesting. The way the figure always has their back to us — we never see the face, we only see the relationship to the space. It puts the viewer in the painting rather than outside it.

The reply took longer this time. She imagined him reading her message with the quality of attention he brought to things — the stillness of him, the unhurried way he received things. No one has put it that way before. Most people ask why I won't show the faces.

Because they're reading it as withholding. It's not withholding. It's an invitation.

Yes, he wrote. And then, after a moment: How are you? Not the work question. The other one.

She looked at this. Outside the skylight the Vancouver rain was doing its patient work, the sound of it steady and enclosing. In the next room Helen was asleep, breathing quietly, her body recalibrating after the morning's small rebellion.

It's been a long day, she typed. Helen had a dizzy spell this morning. She's fine — BP adjustment, nothing serious. But it was frightening for a moment.

For her or for you?

She looked at the question. It was the right question, which was why it required a moment. Both, she typed. But differently. She was frightened of what it might mean. I was frightened of — not being fast enough. Not being there in the right way.

But you were.

This time.

That's all any of us ever are, he wrote. There this time. It's enough.

She read this twice. It was the kind of sentence that did more work than its length suggested — not consolation exactly, not reassurance, something more specific: the acknowledgement that presence was not a guarantee and that showing up anyway was the whole of what could be asked.

You're surprisingly decent at this, she typed.

At what?

Saying the right thing without saying too much.

I learned it from silence, he wrote. Musically, I mean. But it transfers.

She was quiet for a moment, her thumbs resting on the screen. Then: Daniel said "thank God you were there" when I called him today. As though I'd happened by.

She had not planned to write this. She looked at it for a moment after it sent — the slight exposure of it, the way it had arrived from somewhere below her usual waterline — and then left it there because deleting it would be its own kind of statement.

The reply took a while. She set the phone down and looked at the rain on the skylight and waited without allowing herself to want a particular response.

That must be a lonely thing to hear, he wrote.

She sat with this for a long time. The rain. The quiet house. The small lamp on the desk making its yellow circle on the papers and the closed laptop and her own hands resting in her lap.

Yes, she typed. Just that.

I'm sorry, he wrote.

And then, after a moment: I'm glad you told me.

She did not reply immediately. She sat with the phone and with the specific quality of being heard — not solved, not redirected, simply received — and felt something shift in the region of her chest, a small structural movement like a door that has been stuck for a long time giving slightly on its hinge.

She knew what this was. She was not going to pretend she didn't know what this was. She was a literary scholar who had spent twenty years reading the geography of human feeling in other people's prose, and she was not going to insult her own intelligence by calling this something other than what it was.

She was drawn to him. She was drawn to his mind and his work and the quality of his attention and the specific, patient way he occupied a conversation. She was drawn to him in a way that was no longer purely intellectual, if it had ever been. She was a married woman of forty-three who was sitting in her mother-in-law's spare room at ten-thirty at night telling a twenty-seven-year-old man that her husband had made her feel invisible and feeling, in the warmth of his response, less invisible than she had in longer than she wanted to calculate.

She knew exactly what this was.

I should sleep, she typed. Early seminar tomorrow.

Of course, he wrote. And then: Priya.

She waited.

The woman in the painting isn't saying goodbye to the light. You were right that she's not reaching. But I don't think it's goodbye either.

What is it then?

The reply, when it came, was three words: She's remembering it.

Priya set the phone down on the desk and looked at the skylight for a long time — the rain, the dark, the occasional shift of light when a car passed somewhere on the street beyond. She was remembering what, she thought. The woman in the painting. What light, what warmth, what reaching she had done before the canvas caught her at this particular moment of stillness.

She picked up the phone. Typed: Goodnight, Nico.

His reply came in under a minute: Goodnight.

She closed the message thread and did not delete it this time. She got ready for bed with the careful, sequential routine — face, teeth, the cream her mother had recommended — and lay down in the spare room dark and listened to the rain and thought about light and about women who remembered it, and felt the guilt arriving for the first time with any real weight, not as a verdict but as a recognition: this matters, and mattering is the beginning of the problem.

She lay awake for forty minutes. When sleep came it came suddenly, the way it does when the body overrules the mind, and she did not dream, or if she did she did not remember it, only the sensation on waking of having been somewhere warm and not quite being able to find her way back.



Chapter 7 — Maya Calls

Priya 



Maya called on a Thursday evening, which was when she usually called — not because they had agreed on Thursdays, but because Maya was a person of organic routine, someone who circled back to things at natural intervals the way water finds its own level, and Thursday had established itself over the past two years of university life as the day she surfaced from the week's accumulation and remembered to reach outward. Priya had come to trust Thursdays with a quiet reliability she didn't examine too closely because examining it would have made her feel the full weight of how much she looked forward to it.

She was in the kitchen making Helen's dinner — a simple lentil soup, the recipe her mother had taught her and that she had made so many times it lived in her hands rather than her head — when her phone lit up on the counter with Maya's face on the screen. The photograph was two years old, taken at English Bay on a September evening, Maya laughing at something off-camera, her dark hair loose and her eyes bright with the specific unguarded happiness of a person who doesn't know they're being photographed. Priya had kept it as the contact image because it was the most true likeness she had — not the posed ones, not the careful ones, but this one, caught sideways in good light.

She wiped her hands and answered.

"Mum." Maya's voice — warm, immediate, slightly breathless in the way it always was when she called, as though she had been moving toward the conversation for a while and had finally arrived. "I have approximately forty things to tell you and I can't decide which one to start with so I'm just going to go in order of how much I need to say them."

"Go ahead," Priya said, and turned the soup down to a simmer and leaned against the counter with the particular quality of attention she reserved for Maya — full, unhurried, the rest of the room receding.

The forty things took thirty-five minutes and were, in the way of Maya's conversations, both entirely specific and somehow illustrative of larger things. There was the sociology seminar that had shifted something in how she thought about institutional power — she described it with the excited precision of someone whose mind had just been usefully rearranged, and Priya listened and asked the questions that pushed it further, the way she did in seminars, though with more warmth and less Socratic distance. There was the roommate situation — a tension with the third-floor kitchen, a negotiation that Maya had handled with more diplomacy than she was giving herself credit for, which Priya told her. There was a boy mentioned in the offhand way that meant he was not offhand, named Tobias, a philosophy student from Winnipeg who had lent her a book and whose name appeared twice more in the forty things in contexts that had nothing to do with philosophy. Priya noted this and said nothing about it, which was the correct maternal manoeuvre.

There was a paper Maya was proud of — on the social construction of care labour, which she summarised with the compressed excitement of someone who had found the argument and knew it was good. Priya told her it was good, meant it, and said the specific thing about the argument's structure that showed she had actually listened rather than performed listening. Maya said you always know exactly what to say and Priya felt the warmth of this settle in her chest alongside the faint, complicated thing that had been settling there since the week began.

"How's Gran?" Maya said, in the register shift that meant she was moving from her own news to the world beyond it.

"Better. She had a small episode on Tuesday but the GP is satisfied. She's sharp and opinionated and beating me at crosswords, so the prognosis is good."

"And you? Are you okay there? It's been almost three weeks."

"I'm fine. I like being here, actually. It's — quieter than home. In a good way."

"Is Dad calling enough?"

The question was so direct and so innocent that Priya had to take a small breath before answering. Maya was twenty years old and had the specific perceptiveness of a child who had grown up watching her parents' dynamic with the clear eyes of someone who loved both of them and had no investment in not seeing clearly. She had never been a child who needed the performance of marital happiness. She had simply, always, watched.

"He calls," Priya said.

"That's not what I asked."

"He's busy with the Lonsdale project. You know how he gets."

"I know how he gets," Maya said, in a tone that was neither critical nor endorsing — simply accurate. A pause. "You sound different, Mum."

Priya kept her voice entirely level. "Different how?"

"I don't know. More — present? Like you're actually in the room instead of managing it." Another pause. "Is that a weird thing to say?"

"A little," Priya said. "But I know what you mean." She looked at the soup on the stove, the slow movement of it. "I think I'm just less busy. It gives things more room."

"You should be less busy at home too."

"That's easier said."

"I know." Maya's voice softened slightly. "I just want you to be happy, Mum. Like, genuinely. Not managed-happy."

Priya stood with this for a moment — the specific accuracy of it, managed-happy, the way Maya had compressed something she had never said aloud in quite that configuration and found the precise shape of it. Twenty years old and already doing this. Already seeing.

"I'm happy," Priya said. And then, because Maya deserved the fuller truth and because the fuller truth was also true: "I'm well. I'm interested in things. That's a form of happy I trust more than the other kind."

Maya seemed to accept this. They talked for another ten minutes — about the paper, about Tobias and the book he'd lent her which was apparently Bourdieu and Priya said of course it is, about Christmas plans and whether Gran would come to them or whether they would go to her. When Maya said goodbye she said I love you, Mum with the simple directness she had always had, from childhood, unembellished and complete, and Priya said it back and meant it in the full, uncomplicated way that coexisted, she was discovering, with everything else without cancelling it out, which was its own particular torment.

She stood in the kitchen after the call ended and listened to the soup.



She thought about Maya's voice all through dinner — the warmth of it, the trust in it, the way Maya had said I just want you to be happy, genuinely with the confidence of someone who believed her mother's happiness was a straightforward thing, a matter of sufficient rest and less professional obligation and a husband who called more regularly. The clean, loving simplicity of that belief.

Helen noticed her quietness over the soup and said nothing about it, which was its own form of consideration. They ate with the companionable ease that had developed between them over the past weeks — two women who had found their conversational register and no longer needed to fill every silence. Helen praised the soup with the specific vocabulary of someone who remembered the recipe from Priya's mother's kitchen twenty years ago, and Priya felt the layered warmth of that — the food as continuity, as inheritance, as the kind of love that expressed itself through the body's sustenance rather than words.

After dinner she washed up and Helen dried, which was their arrangement — Helen had insisted on contributing something and drying was safe and within her current radius — and they talked about the quiz show Helen intended to watch and a letter Helen needed to help with in the morning, and the evening settled into its ordinary shape.

In the spare room at nine-thirty, Priya sat at the desk and opened her laptop and did not open her phone.

She thought about what she was going to do with careful, honest clarity. Not the avoidant clarity of someone who has decided and is constructing justifications, but the real kind — the kind she brought to academic arguments she genuinely hadn't resolved, where all the positions were on the table and she was actually looking at them.

The facts: she was a married woman. She had been married for seventeen years to a good man who loved her, whose love had become assumption rather than attention, which was a failing but not a forfeiture — not a permission, not an invitation, not a justification for anything. She had two children, one of whom had just told her in the uncomplicated language of absolute trust that she wanted her mother to be happy. She had a career and a reputation and a life built with sustained intention over two decades.

The other facts: she had been exchanging messages with a twenty-seven-year-old man for less than two weeks and those messages had gone, with a speed that alarmed her in retrospect, from a professional courtesy about a bursary application to a conversation at ten-thirty at night in which she had told him her husband made her feel invisible and he had said that must be a lonely thing to hear and she had felt, in the warmth of that response, more seen than she had in years.

She sat with both sets of facts and did not rush the sitting.

The conclusion was clear. It was clear with the same clarity that made her a good scholar — she could see an argument's logical end even when she didn't want to reach it. She was going to end this. Not because she was afraid, not because it was wrong in any spectacular sense — nothing had happened, technically, nothing that couldn't be described as correspondence between a faculty member and a bursary candidate — but because she knew herself well enough to know where this was going if she let it continue, and she knew the cost of where it was going, and she was not going to pay that cost or make the people she loved pay it.

She was going to message him once more, cleanly, and establish the appropriate distance. She would be his faculty endorser. She would attend no more gallery openings. She would not message at ten-thirty at night about women in paintings who remembered light.

She picked up her phone. Opened the message thread. Read back through it — the canvas, the interiority discussion, the loneliness, she's remembering it — with the determined objectivity of someone reading a document rather than a conversation.

She began to type.

I've been thinking about our messages. She stopped. Deleted. Tried again: I want to be straightforward with you. Stopped. The problem was that every opening sounded like the beginning of a speech and she did not want to make a speech, she wanted to say a simple true thing and have it understood.

She put the phone down. Looked at the ceiling. The rain on the skylight, patient and indifferent as always.

She thought about Maya's voice. I just want you to be happy, genuinely.

She thought about the soup she'd made from her mother's recipe, her hands knowing the proportions without measuring.

She thought about the canvas — the woman at the window, her hand raised, not reaching, not saying goodbye. Remembering.

She thought about Nico's voice saying that must be a lonely thing to hear and the door that had given on its hinge.

She picked up the phone.

She opened the message thread.

She typed: I keep thinking about what you said. That she's remembering the light. I think I understand what she's remembering. A pause. Her thumb over the send button. One breath. I think I've been very careful for a very long time.

She sent it.

She set the phone down immediately, face-down, with the decisiveness of someone who has jumped and is not going to look at the drop.

Her heart was doing something she was going to decline to describe even to herself.

The phone screen lit up through the case — she could see the glow of it even face-down on the desk, the small warm rectangle of it. She looked at it for thirty seconds. Then she picked it up.

I know, he had written. I've been watching you be careful.

And then, below that, after a moment's gap: You don't have to be. Not with me.

She sat with this for a long time. The rain. The quiet house. Her own hands in her lap, very still.

She did not reply that night. But she did not delete the thread either, and she did not tell herself she was going to stop, and the decision she had made with such clean, honest clarity forty minutes ago sat somewhere in the room with her, slightly diminished, like a resolution written in good faith on paper that the weather had got to.

She was not going to message him again.

She knew, with the same intellectual honesty that had produced the resolution, that this was not true.

She turned off the desk lamp and sat for a moment in the dark with the rain on the skylight and the lit screen of her phone on the desk between them — between her and the decision, between her and the consequence, between her and whatever came next in the story of a woman who had been very careful for a very long time and was beginning, in the specific privacy of a borrowed room in her mother-in-law's house, to remember what it felt like not to be.

She went to bed.

She lay in the dark.

She did not sleep for a long time, and when she did, she dreamed of light through glass — warm and amber and slightly out of reach — and woke at three with her hand extended across the empty half of the narrow spare-room bed, reaching for something she could not, in the thin confusion of waking, immediately name.



Chapter 8 — Ray

Ray 



He had always been a noticer.

His ex-wife Sandra had called it surveillance, which was her word for it and said more about her than about him. His foreman on the Boundary Road project, back in 1998, had called it an asset — Ray sees things before they're problems, which is worth more than three men with clipboards — and that was closer to the truth of it. It wasn't surveillance. It wasn't suspicion. It was simply the habit of a man who had spent thirty years reading structures, reading sites, reading the particular language of things that were about to go wrong. You developed an eye. You kept it. The eye didn't turn off when you came home.

He had come home three years ago, more or less permanently. The property management company ran itself well enough — two employees, a reliable accountant, a portfolio of twelve rental units across Kitsilano and Mount Pleasant that generated enough to live on without requiring him to be particularly present. He went in on Mondays and Wednesdays. The rest of the week he was here, on Calder Street, in the house he had bought with Sandra in 2001 and retained in the divorce with the particular satisfaction of a man who had negotiated from a position of patience and won.

The house was a good one. He had maintained it himself over twenty years — the rot in the window frames caught and treated before it spread, the foundation crack monitored and sealed correctly, the roof redone in 2019 with materials he had sourced himself at contractor rates. He was not a man who let things deteriorate. He found deterioration personally offensive in the way that some people found rudeness offensive — as a failure of attention, of basic respect for what you'd been given.

The neighbourhood had changed since 2001. Calder Street had always been solid — the houses too large and the lots too wide for the kind of speculative turnover that had gutted other streets — but the people in them had shifted. Younger families mostly, both parents working the kind of jobs that came with laptops and good shoes and the specific vocabulary of people who had been to the right schools. He did not dislike them. He was simply precise about what they were: people who had arrived at a comfortable life without having built anything with their hands, who spoke about community and sustainability with the easy fluency of people who had never poured a foundation.

The Walshes at number 27 were this type, though less irritating than some. The husband — Daniel, an architect, which Ray acknowledged was a real profession even if it was several removes from the work itself — was away more than he was present, which was not Ray's business but was observable. The wife was something at UBC. Literature, he thought. She had the look of someone who spent her life in rooms where ideas were the primary currency — not contemptible, just a particular kind of person. She was attractive in a composed, careful way. She moved through the neighbourhood with the focused efficiency of a woman who had a lot to manage and had organised herself accordingly.

She had been away for most of October. Visiting family, he'd gathered from the reduced activity at number 27 — the absence of her car, the changed pattern of the house's lights, the teenage boy eating takeaway on the porch one evening with the unbothered contentment of someone whose supervision had temporarily loosened. The husband came and went. The house maintained its appearance without her in it.

She had been back for ten days now. He had noted her return without particular interest — a restored pattern, the ordinary resumption of a household's normal operation.



Ray was fifty-six years old and occupied his days with the methodical satisfaction of a man who had constructed a routine that worked and saw no reason to revise it. He was up at six. He walked — forty minutes, the same route, Calder to Larch to the seawall and back along the park — with the purposeful pace of someone who walked for maintenance rather than pleasure, though the distinction had blurred over the years. He ate breakfast at his kitchen table with the newspaper — the physical paper, delivered, because screens in the morning were for people who didn't know how to begin a day. He did whatever the morning's property management work required, which was rarely more than two hours. After lunch he was at liberty, which was a word he used precisely: not free, not idle, but at liberty — the condition of a man who had earned the right to spend his afternoons as he chose.

He chose, most afternoons, to be in or near the house. He had projects — the back garden, which he was reconfiguring for the third time with the pleasure of someone who understood that a garden was a system and that systems rewarded patience; the workbench in the garage where he was rebuilding a 1974 Honda CB360 he had bought in pieces from an estate sale the previous spring. He read in the evenings. History mostly, and engineering journals he still subscribed to out of professional habit even though the profession was largely behind him. Occasionally he watched something on the television, though he was particular about it — he had no patience for the kind of entertainment that assumed its audience was content to be talked to like a child.

He did not socialise extensively. He knew his neighbours with the functional precision of a man who understood that proximity created obligations and that obligations were best managed through civility and minimal entanglement. He said good morning to the Hendersons at number 31. He had helped the young couple at number 23 when their fence came down in the November storm two years ago, and they had thanked him effusively and brought wine, which he had accepted and which had established between them a relationship of cordial mutual acknowledgement that suited everyone. He had lived next to the Walshes for twelve years and had exchanged perhaps forty conversations with them, all practical — the shared property line, a parking question, the time he had taken in a parcel when they were away.

He did not dislike the Walshes. He was not a man who disliked people without reason. He observed them as he observed all the houses on the street — as a system, a pattern, a set of behaviours that had a normal range and that announced deviation from that range if you were paying attention.



He had first noticed the car on a Wednesday. Not because there was anything wrong with a car parking on Calder Street — the street had unrestricted parking, people parked here all the time, it was a public road — but because it was not a car he recognised, which meant it belonged to someone who didn't live on the street or visit it regularly, and because it was there at nine-forty in the morning when he returned from his walk and still there at twelve-fifteen when he went to the garage, and gone by three.

A dark green Honda Civic, several years old, a small dent in the rear passenger panel. He noted it without doing anything with the noting.

The following Wednesday it was there again. Same time, roughly. Gone by mid-afternoon.

He did not conclude anything from this. Two Wednesdays proved a correlation, not a pattern. He was a precise man. He did not jump to conclusions any more than he would have jumped to a structural diagnosis on the basis of two observations. He simply noted it and added it to the information he carried about the street, the way he carried all such information — lightly, accurately, without attachment to what it might mean.

The third Wednesday the car was there again. This time he walked past it on his return from the seawall — unhurriedly, as a man walking his own street — and noted the parking permit on the dash. A Mount Pleasant residential permit. Which meant the car's registered address was on the east side, not in Kitsilano. Which meant its driver had come here for a reason specific enough to justify the drive.

He looked at number 27 as he passed. The husband's car was not in the drive — it rarely was on weekdays. The wife's car was there. The house was quiet in the way of an occupied house — a light on upstairs, a movement at a window that might have been a curtain, might have been a person.

He went inside and made his lunch and sat at the kitchen table and ate it and thought about the car with the Mount Pleasant permit and the house with the wife in it and the husband who came and went.

He did not think about it with any heat. That was the important thing. He was not an emotional man, had never been, and whatever Sandra had said about his coldness in the final year of the marriage he had taken as evidence of her limitations rather than his. Emotion clouded the reading of things. You saw what you wanted to see or what you feared to see rather than what was there. He preferred what was there.

What was there was a car that came on Wednesdays. What was there was a wife whose husband was absent. What was there was a pattern that had a normal range and might be deviating from it or might not.

He went to his desk after lunch and opened the small green notebook he used for property management notes — maintenance schedules, contractor contacts, the running log of repairs and issues across his twelve units. He turned to a fresh page at the back. He wrote the date at the top. Beneath it: Green Civic, Mount Pleasant permit. Wed x3. ~9:45am–2:30pm. No.27.

He closed the notebook.

He was not doing anything with this. He was noting it, which was different. He noted things because noting was the precondition of knowing, and knowing was the precondition of any action worth taking. He might never write another entry in this section of the notebook. The car might belong to a plumber, to a housecleaner, to a friend whose parking situation was inconvenient and who parked on Calder as a practicality. There were many explanations for a recurring car that had nothing to do with anything he was capable of acting on.

He returned to the garden that afternoon and spent two hours working on the new bed he was putting in along the south fence — turning the soil, working in the compost he'd been building since July, moving with the steady, unhurried physicality of a man who found manual work clarifying. The October light was thin and the air had the particular cold clarity that arrived in Vancouver in late autumn, burning off the rain and replacing it briefly with a brightness that had no warmth in it. He worked until the light went. He cleaned his tools and put them away in the correct order. He went inside and washed his hands at the kitchen sink and looked out the window at the darkening street.

Number 27 was lit in the way it was when both the wife and the son were home — the kitchen, the upstairs hall, the warm diffuse light of the lounge. Ordinary. A family home doing its evening things.

He made dinner and ate it and read for two hours and went to bed at ten-thirty.

He slept well, as he always did — the solid, untroubled sleep of a man with a clear conscience, which was to say the sleep of a man who had not yet done anything he needed a conscience about, and who was not yet planning to, and who simply carried in the back section of a green notebook a small, precise entry that was nothing more than an observation and might remain nothing more than that indefinitely.

The street outside was quiet. Calder Street at eleven on a Thursday was the deep, carpeted quiet of a neighbourhood that went to bed on schedule. The maples had dropped most of their leaves now, and the ones that remained moved very slightly in the coastal air, catching the streetlight in a way that cast small shifting patterns on the pavement below — not quite shadows, not quite light, the ambiguous middle thing that happens when illumination is interrupted but not extinguished.

Ray did not see this. He was asleep, precisely and without remainder.

But the notebook was on the desk.

And the page at the back was open.

And the date was written at the top in his careful, unhurried hand, the numerals neat and exact, the ink already dry.



Chapter 9 — The Seawall

Priya & Nico 



She had suggested the seawall herself, which she noted and did not examine too carefully. It was a public place. It was the kind of suggestion that had a dozen innocent explanations — she walked the seawall regularly, it was twenty minutes from the university, the October weather had turned briefly and brilliantly clear in the way it sometimes did between rain systems, the kind of clarity that Vancouver offered occasionally and withdrew without warning so that you learned to use it when it came. All of these things were true. None of them were entirely the reason.

They had agreed by message — a short exchange, practical, almost brisk — to meet at the Burrard Bridge end at two on a Thursday afternoon when she had a gap between her last seminar and an evening faculty meeting she was already composing her exit from. He had said I'll be there with no elaboration, which she had come to recognise as his mode: the absence of unnecessary words as a form of precision. She had read it three times on her walk to the parking garage, which was two times more than it warranted.

She arrived first, which she had expected. She stood at the railing above the water and looked at the city arranging itself across the inlet — the North Shore mountains were out, fully and dramatically out, their upper slopes already holding the season's first snow in the high couloirs, the white clean and definite against the blue October sky. The water below was the particular dark green of the inlet in cold weather, textured by a light westerly that was moving through without urgency. She could smell salt and cedar and the faint diesel of a water taxi crossing toward Granville Island.

She heard him before she saw him — the particular rhythm of his walk, which she had learned without meaning to, unhurried and even, the walk of someone who had somewhere to be and was not going to be hurried there. She turned when he was still twenty feet away and he raised one hand in the easy acknowledgement of someone who has spotted you and is closing the distance without drama.

He was wearing a dark jacket over a grey henley, dark jeans, the same clean boots. He had a canvas bag over one shoulder — he almost always had a bag, she had noticed, the habit of someone who moved between workspaces and carried what the day might need. His hair was slightly damp at the temples, as though he had showered recently or the mist had caught him on the walk over. He looked, in the thin clear afternoon light, exactly like himself, which she was discovering was the most disarming thing about him.

"The mountains are out," he said, stopping beside her at the railing — a comfortable distance, the same distance he always maintained, close enough for conversation, far enough that the space between them was clearly chosen.

"They don't do it often enough to take it for granted," she said.

He looked at them for a moment — the unhurried looking of someone who photographed the built environment for a living and had an eye for what the natural world did with light. "The snow line dropped since last week," he said. "Another month and they'll be white to the base."

"Do you ski?"

"I did, in Seattle. Not here yet. You?"

"Daniel skis. I go occasionally, under sufferance." She paused. "Whistler, usually. It's beautiful but I always feel I'm supposed to be enjoying it more than I am."

"That's how I feel about most things people are supposed to enjoy," he said, and she laughed — the real laugh, shorter and less managed than the social one — and they began to walk.



The seawall path ran west from the bridge along the shoreline, wide enough for the cyclists and runners and walkers who shared it with the practiced mutual tolerance of urban recreationists, the water always on the right and on the left the edge of Vanier Park and then Kits Beach, the grassy expanse of it, the cottonwoods now bare and architectural against the sky. They walked at an easy pace — not the pace of exercise, the pace of people with something to say and enough time to say it carefully.

He asked about her research. Not the polite version — not what are you working on in the tone that expected a sentence in return — but the real version, the question shaped by someone who had read her book and wanted to understand the thinking that had produced it. She found herself answering fully, which she didn't always do when people asked about her work — there was a version she gave at faculty parties, compressed and accessible, and there was the real version, and she was giving him the real version before she had consciously decided to.

She was working, she told him, on a long essay about the literature of return — specifically the writers who came back to places they had left, or whose characters did, and the way return was never arrival but a third thing: neither the place remembered nor the place found but the space between them, which was where most of the interesting writing happened.

"Liminal," he said.

"Everyone says liminal. I'm trying to find a better word."

"Because liminal has been used too much or because it's not right?"

She considered this. "Because it locates the condition in the threshold and I think it's actually located in the person. The threshold doesn't change. The person is the site of the disruption."

He was quiet for a moment, and she had the sense of him actually thinking rather than preparing a response. "That's what the figures in my paintings are doing," he said slowly. "Not liminal — they're not in the threshold. They're in the room, or at the window. But the disruption is in them. The space doesn't know anything."

She looked at him. "That's exactly it."

"We've arrived at the same problem from different directions," he said.

"That happens," she said. "When two people are actually thinking about something rather than talking about it."

He smiled — the brief, private smile she had catalogued by now, the one that appeared when something landed in him rather than on him. "How long have you been working on the essay?"

"Two years. It keeps expanding. I keep finding new writers who are doing the thing I'm describing and then I have to decide whether to include them or whether the essay has a natural size that I'm refusing to respect."

"What do you do when that happens? With work that wants to be bigger than you planned?"

"Usually I let it be what it wants to be and then cut it back to what it needs to be. The expanded version teaches you things the planned version never would have. But you can't publish the expanded version — it's for you, not for the reader."

"I do that with paintings," he said. "The first version is always too much. Too much intention, too much information. The second version is where you take out everything that belongs to you and leave only what belongs to the painting."

They walked for a while without talking, and the silence was the comfortable kind — not empty but full, the kind that meant the conversation was continuing below the level of speech. The seawall curved around toward Kits Beach, and the mountains stayed with them the whole way, patient and enormous against the blue, their reflections broken into moving fragments on the dark water below.



"Can I ask you something," he said. Not can I ask you something? — a question — but the declarative version, a statement of intent that gave her the opportunity to decline.

"Probably," she said.

"Why literature? Specifically — why spend your life reading other people's accounts of experience rather than accumulating your own?"

She looked at him. The question was not rude — it had none of the implied diminishment that sometimes lived inside that kind of question — but it was genuinely curious, and it assumed she had an answer worth hearing. "That's what my father asked me when I told him I was doing a PhD," she said. "He phrased it more diplomatically."

"What did you tell him?"

"I told him that reading carefully was its own form of experience. That a novel at its best was not a substitute for living but a way of living more — of occupying more lives, more perspectives, more historical moments than a single biography could contain." She paused. "I still believe that. I believe it more now than I did then."

"But?" he said. He had heard the inflection she hadn't quite produced.

She was quiet for a moment. The westerly moved through the cottonwoods above the path with a sound like something breathing. "But sometimes I think I learned to read other people's experience very fluently and somewhere in the process became — careful — about generating my own. As though the annotated version was safer than the primary text."

The sentence had arrived from somewhere below her usual waterline again, the same place the message about Daniel had come from — the place she didn't draft from, the place that sent things without consulting her. She looked at the water.

"I don't think you're as careful as you think you are," he said quietly.

"You've known me for a matter of weeks."

"I know. But carefulness has a particular look and you don't quite have it. You have the performance of it, which is different."

She kept her eyes on the water. "That's a fairly direct thing to say."

"You said I was decent at saying the right thing without saying too much," he said. "I'm trying to be accurate. You can tell me I'm wrong."

She did not tell him he was wrong. She walked for a moment in the difficult, clarifying way of someone who has been correctly described and is deciding what to do with the accuracy. "What does the performance of carefulness look like?" she said finally.

He considered. "Someone who is actually careful doesn't think about it. It's just the way they move through the world. Someone who is performing it—" He paused. "They're aware of the edges. They know exactly where the line is, which means they're always looking at it. A person who isn't tempted doesn't need to know where the line is."

The sentence settled over the path between them, over the sound of the water and the cyclists passing and the distant noise of the city going about its afternoon. She felt it land with the specific force of a true thing delivered without cruelty.

"You're quite good at this," she said, keeping her voice even.

"At what?"

"Saying things that are difficult to argue with."

"Only because they're things you already know," he said. "I'm not telling you anything. I'm just — saying it out loud."

She looked at him then — the full, direct look she used when she wanted someone to know she was paying complete attention. He returned it without deflecting, without the slight anxious adjustment that most people made when she looked at them this way. He simply looked back, steady and present, and she held it for a moment before looking away.

"Why did you move to Vancouver?" she asked. The change of direction was not subtle and she didn't make it subtle — she wasn't going to pretend she wasn't redirecting.

He accepted the redirection with the ease of someone who understood why it was necessary. "The end of something," he said. "A relationship, three years, Seattle. It ended well, which is to say honestly, which is the best a thing like that can do." He looked at the water. "I'd been in Vancouver once for a show, two years before. I'd liked the quality of the light. The way the mountains change the city's relationship to scale — everything feels provisional here, like the city knows it's temporary and is making the best of it." He paused. "And I needed to be somewhere I hadn't been anyone else's version of myself."

She turned to look at him. "That's a very specific thing to need."

"I'd been with someone for three years who had a very clear idea of who I was. Not wrong, exactly. Just — fixed. And I'd been living inside her version of me long enough that I couldn't remember precisely where it overlapped with my own."

She heard, in this, something that resonated against her own internal architecture in a way she wasn't going to examine while walking beside him. "And Vancouver gave you that? The room to be your own version?"

"It's still in progress," he said. "But yes. There's something about anonymity in a new city that's actually productive rather than lonely, if you're in the right frame of mind for it. Nobody here knew what I'd been. I could just be what I was."

"What are you?" she said. The question came out with a directness she hadn't quite planned.

He was quiet for a moment, and she could see him taking the question seriously rather than deflecting it with charm or self-deprecation, both of which he was capable of and both of which he chose not to deploy. "Honestly?" he said. "I'm someone who pays close attention to things and makes work from that attention. I'm someone who needs a significant amount of solitude and a smaller amount of the right kind of company, and the balance between them is still something I'm calibrating." He looked at her briefly. "And I'm someone who finds certain people — rare, specific people — genuinely interesting in a way that doesn't resolve into a category."

The last sentence hung in the clear October air between them. She did not pretend she hadn't understood it. "That's a careful way to say something," she said.

"I'm borrowing your technique."

She almost laughed. She managed it into a smaller, private expression that she directed at the path ahead. They walked for a moment in the expanded silence of two people who have said something that cannot be unsaid and are deciding together, wordlessly, what to do with the having said it.

He did not touch her. She was aware of this — aware of the six inches of October air between his arm and hers as they walked, aware of the specific quality of his not-touching in the way you are aware of a sound that stops. He had touched the small of her back briefly in the rain after the Strathcona coffee, a half-second of warmth she had returned to more times than she was going to admit, and he had not touched her since. She did not know if this was consideration or strategy and she suspected it was both and that the distinction didn't matter as much as the effect, which was that she was more acutely conscious of his proximity than she would have been if he had simply been casually physical about it.

She thought about this and did not like the thinking of it, and kept walking.



They reached the far end of the Kits Beach arc, where the path turned north toward the pool and the boat docks, and by unspoken agreement they stopped and stood at the railing and looked back at the city the way you look at something when you know you're about to leave it. The mountains were still out. The light had shifted in the way late October afternoon light shifted — still clear but lower, the shadows longer, the city's glass towers beginning to catch and return the declining sun in long horizontal stripes of gold.

"This city," he said. Not a complete sentence. An observation offered to the view.

"I know," she said.

They stood for a while. A sea bird — a cormorant, she thought, black and angular — landed on a piling below them and stood with its wings half-extended in the cormorant's habitual pose of apparent despair, which had always seemed to her one of the funnier minor offerings of the natural world.

"The wing-drying thing," she said.

"They can't waterproof their feathers the way other seabirds can," he said. "So they have to dry them manually. It's not despair. It's a maintenance issue."

"That might be the most depressing correction I've ever received."

He laughed — fully, the real laugh, the one she hadn't heard before, which was lower and less contained than she'd expected, and which arrived in her chest with a warmth she was going to decline to quantify. She looked at him laughing and felt something happen in the region of her sternum that was simple and uncomplicated and entirely inconvenient.

She looked back at the cormorant.

"I should get back," she said. "The faculty meeting is at six."

"Of course." He straightened from the railing without reluctance or performance of reluctance, which she found, as she found everything he did, more affecting than the performed version would have been. They turned and walked back along the path toward the bridge end, and the conversation was lighter on the return — easier, the kind of talk that happens after something has been said and the saying of it has released pressure rather than created it. He told her about a building he had been photographing in Strathcona, a 1920s warehouse with a particular brick oxidation pattern that he was trying to capture at the right hour of the afternoon light. She told him about a graduate student who had submitted a chapter using liminal seventeen times in twelve pages, and he laughed again, the real laugh, and she thought: there it is again, I should stop noticing that.

At the bridge end they stopped on the path, the city above them and the water below and the mountains still patient in the north. This was the point where the walk ended, where the professional courtesy of a faculty member and a bursary candidate taking a seasonal stroll on the seawall reached its natural terminus.

"Thank you for this," she said. She meant it without qualification.

"I'll do it again, if you want," he said. Not we should do this again, not I'd love to, not any of the forms that would have required her to respond to the wanting rather than to the offer. I'll do it again, if you want. Putting the decision where it belonged.

She looked at him. The late light caught the planes of his face — the jaw, the dark eyes, the slight weathering of someone who spent time outdoors — and she held the looking for a moment longer than was necessary, longer than was defensible, and he held it back with the same still, unhurried patience he brought to everything and did not move toward her or away from her but simply remained, present and exact, six inches away in the October air.

"I'll think about it," she said.

"Take your time," he said. And then, with the quiet directness that she had stopped being surprised by: "I'm not going anywhere."

She walked to her car. She did not look back, not because she was disciplined but because she didn't trust what her face might do if she turned around and found him still watching. She drove to the faculty meeting and sat for ninety minutes in the third-floor meeting room and contributed at the necessary moments and looked at the window where the evening had gone dark and the glass returned her own reflection, composed and present and — she could see it herself now, the thing Cass had seen, the thing Maya had heard in her voice — lit from somewhere, undeniably, in a way that the faculty meeting's fluorescent overhead lighting could not entirely account for.

She drove home to Kitsilano through the lit evening streets and pulled into the driveway and sat for a moment in the car with her hands in her lap.

The house was lit in the way Kieran lit it — selectively, the kitchen and his bedroom, the rest in darkness, the particular illumination of a teenager who lit rooms for use rather than for warmth. Through the kitchen window she could see him at the island, headphones on, doing homework or something that resembled it. Sixteen years old. Her son. Her straight-backed, slightly serious, quietly funny son who had her father's jawline and Daniel's ease and who trusted her with the absolute, unconsidered confidence of a child who has never been given a reason not to.

She sat in the car a moment longer.

I'm not going anywhere.

She gathered her bag and went inside and kissed the top of Kieran's head, which he tolerated with the dignified resignation of a teenager who had accepted that some indignities were the price of being loved, and asked about dinner, and the evening assembled itself around her in all its ordinary, irreplaceable weight.



Chapter 10 — Rules

Priya 



She bought the journal on a Saturday morning at the paper shop on West Fourth, which was not the kind of purchase she had planned when she left the house with a list that included coffee beans, the specific pasta Kieran liked, and a birthday card for her colleague Diane whose fiftieth was the following week. The journal was on a display near the door — hardcover, dark green cloth, unlined pages, the kind of thing she would normally walk past because she was not, she had always told herself, a journal person. She had too much precision in her thinking to find the unstructured outpouring of diary-writing useful. She processed things through argument, through the disciplined application of reason to evidence. She did not process through confession.

She bought it anyway. She told herself it was for notes on the return essay, which was partly true in the way that partially true things are the most effective justifications.

She put it in her bag and bought the coffee beans and the pasta and a birthday card for Diane that was warm without being effusive, and drove home through the Kitsilano Saturday morning — the farmers' market crowds, the dog walkers, the couples with strollers navigating the sidewalk with the focused intensity of people managing something precious and slightly unwieldy — and felt the journal in her bag with the specific awareness of an object that is waiting for you to be honest with it.

Daniel was in his home office when she got back, on a call she could hear through the closed door — his project voice, the one that was two registers lower than his domestic voice, precise and authoritative in the way he was precise and authoritative about things that had structural consequences. Kieran was at football. The house had the particular quality of a Saturday morning when everyone is present but separately occupied, the family's various lives running in parallel, touching at the edges.

She unpacked the groceries and made coffee and stood at the kitchen window with the mug and looked at the garden — the late October garden, stripped back, the raised beds she'd put in three summers ago now empty and waiting, the Japanese maple at the back fence holding its last few leaves, deep red, with the stubborn dignity of something that was not quite ready. She had always loved this garden. She had made it from an indifferent patch of lawn over seven years of patient, seasonal attention, and it was one of the things she was most straightforwardly proud of — not the published books, not the teaching award, which had required performance as much as quality, but this garden, which required only knowledge and patience and time and which gave back exactly what you put in.

She took the journal and her coffee upstairs to the spare room — they had a spare room in the Kitsilano house too, smaller than Helen's, used for overflow books and the ironing board and, occasionally, Priya when she was working late and didn't want to disturb Daniel's sleep. She closed the door and sat at the small desk and opened the journal to the first page.

She looked at the blank page for a moment. Then she uncapped her pen and wrote, at the top, in the clear script she used for things she intended to keep: What is actually happening.



She wrote for an hour and a half. She wrote the way she wrote the first draft of academic arguments — without self-editing, without the internal committee that usually vetted her sentences before they reached the page, with the specific freedom of knowing that no one would read this and that its only purpose was accuracy. The first draft of any argument was always the honest one. You cleaned it up later, shaped it for an audience, removed the parts that were too raw or too personal or that revealed too much about how you'd arrived at the conclusion. But the first draft was where you found out what you actually thought.

She wrote about the arts event. The nine minutes on the terrace. The quality of his attention — the way he had looked at her and then, considerately, looked away, and how that single gesture had registered in her more forcefully than an hour of conventional pursuit would have. She wrote about the gallery and the canvas and what she had said about the woman in the painting and what he had said back and the specific, uncomfortable accuracy of the exchange. She wrote about the seawall — the mountains, the October light, the six inches of air between his arm and hers, the conversation that had gone further than she had planned. She wrote about the way he laughed, the real laugh, and what it had done in her chest.

She wrote: I am attracted to him. I am going to write that sentence and not immediately qualify it because the qualifying is how I have been managing this for five weeks and managing it has not made it smaller. It has made it more precise. I know exactly what I want and I know exactly why I cannot have it and the clarity of both is not making the first one go away.

She paused. Read this back. Continued.

He is twenty-seven years old. He is beautiful in the specific way that makes looking at him feel like a form of attention rather than a form of appetite, which is more dangerous than the other kind because it is harder to dismiss. He is intelligent in a way that is not competitive — he doesn't use his intelligence to establish hierarchy, he uses it to make genuine contact, which is rarer than it should be. He listens in a way that makes you feel the thing you're saying matters, and I have spent enough of my life saying things to people who were waiting for their turn to speak that I understand the specific rarity of this.

She stopped again. The coffee had gone cold. She held the pen over the page and thought about what she was writing and whether writing it made it more real or less, and decided it made it more real, which was the point.

I think about him every day. Not constantly — I am not a person who thinks about things constantly, I am a person who returns to them, who finds them at the edge of unguarded moments. In the gap between marking one student's paper and picking up the next. In the car at red lights. In the middle of seminar discussions when a student says something about longing or transgression or the thing a character wants that they cannot permit themselves to name. I find him at the edge of those moments and I do not linger and I do not indulge but I find him there.

And I want him. I am writing that too. Not metaphorically, not as an intellectual exercise in the literature of desire, but in the plain physical sense that I am not accustomed to examining in myself because I am a person who has organised her life around productivity and competence and I have not, for longer than I want to calculate, paid attention to what my body actually wants as distinct from what my life has accommodated.

She set the pen down and sat with this for a moment. Outside the spare-room window the Kitsilano Saturday continued its good-natured business — a dog barking somewhere, a neighbour's lawn mower, the ambient urban sound of a neighbourhood doing its weekend. She was forty-three years old and sitting in her own spare room writing things she had never said aloud and would not say aloud and she felt, in the writing of them, a relief that was also a kind of grief because relief of this particular quality meant that the thing had needed saying for longer than she had acknowledged.

She picked up the pen.

The rules. I am going to write the rules because I am a person who thinks clearly under constraint and the absence of stated rules is itself a kind of permission and I am not going to give myself that permission.

Rule one: nothing physical. This is absolute and it is not negotiable with myself and it does not require qualification. Nothing physical.

Rule two: the messages stop escalating. They can exist — I am not going to pretend that a clean break is available to me right now, because it isn't, because he is a bursary candidate I am professionally involved with and because the clean break would require a kind of dishonesty about what I am doing that is worse than the continued contact. But they do not escalate. I do not tell him things I would not tell a colleague. I do not message after ten pm. I do not reply to anything that crosses a line and if something crosses a line I say so.

She stopped. Read this back with the honest, unsentimental eye of a scholar who knew when an argument was doing what arguments sometimes did — constructing the appearance of rigour while leaving the most important door open. Because the clean break would require a kind of dishonesty. She had written that with a straight face.

She crossed it out. Rewrote: Rule two: the messages stop. Not reduce, not moderate. Stop. I reply to anything professionally necessary and I do not initiate anything else.

She looked at this. She knew, as she looked at it, that she had written it with the full intention of meaning it and the simultaneous knowledge that she was not going to keep it, and that the gap between those two things was the precise location of the problem she was trying to manage with rules.

Rule three: I do not see him outside of professional contexts. The seawall was a professional context in the way that anything can be a professional context if you describe it correctly, but I am not going to describe it correctly anymore. I know what the seawall was. It was not professional. It was me choosing to spend two hours with a man I want to spend time with, and the wanting is not professional.

Rule four: I tell Daniel. She stopped. Read this. I tell Daniel that I have developed — feelings — for someone and that I am managing them and that he should know. She stopped again. She held the pen very still and looked at what she had written and felt the full weight of what the sentence required — the conversation, Daniel's face, the architecture of twenty years cracking along a line she had drawn with her own hand.

She crossed it out.

She sat for a long time with the crossed-out sentence and the crossed-out line over it and the specific moral quality of what the crossing-out meant.

Then she wrote: Rule four: I do not lie to Daniel. I do not lie to him and I do not perform a version of our marriage that is inconsistent with what I actually feel. I love him. I write that sentence and it is true. It is not the same true it was five years ago — it is a different shape now, a more domestic shape, a shape that has been built out of shared history and children and the furniture of a life rather than the original wanting that started it. But it is true. I love my husband and I am conducting an emotional affair with a twenty-seven-year-old musician and those two things are both true simultaneously and the fact that both can be true simultaneously is the most honest thing I have written on this page.

She stopped. Looked at emotional affair. The first time she had used those words.

She did not cross them out.

Rule five: I think about what I am modelling. Not for the public, not for the department, not for the abstract category of professional women in positions of responsibility, but for my daughter. Maya, who called me on a Thursday and said she wanted me to be happy, genuinely, and who said it with the absolute unguarded trust of a person who believes her mother's happiness is a simple and uncomplicated thing, a matter of rest and presence and a husband who calls. I think about Maya looking at me. I think about what she would see.

She set the pen down.

She sat for a long time in the quiet spare room with the Saturday continuing outside and Daniel's project voice muffled through walls and the Japanese maple holding its last red leaves against the October sky.

The rules were written. They were clear and they were honest and two of them were already compromised and one of them she had crossed out rather than keep, and the writing of them had not made her feel the disciplined relief of someone who has taken control of a situation. It had made her feel the complicated, unresolved ache of someone who has looked directly at a thing for the first time and found that looking at it clearly does not make it smaller. It makes it more precisely what it is.

She closed the journal. She put it in the bottom drawer of the spare-room desk, beneath a folder of old conference programmes. She went downstairs and reheated the coffee and stood at the kitchen window and looked at the Japanese maple's last red leaves.

Daniel came out of his office at twelve-thirty, rubbing his eyes with the slightly dazed expression of someone returning from a long way away. He kissed the top of her head in passing — the habitual kiss, affectionate and unreflective, the kiss of a man who loved his wife with the ease of long practice — and opened the fridge and stood looking into it with the unfocused gaze of someone who knew they were hungry but hadn't yet assembled the specific information into a decision.

She watched him.

She thought: I love this man. I love the way he stands at the fridge. I love the fact that he still needs new glasses but keeps losing the prescription. I love that he coaches Kieran's football in the rain without complaint. I love seventeen years of accumulated specific knowledge of another person, which is its own form of intimacy that has no equivalent.

And then, arriving without announcement in the honest silence of her own mind: and I want to see Nico Reyes and I am going to stop pretending that the rules I wrote this morning are going to prevent that.

"Lunch?" Daniel said, still looking at the fridge.

"I'll make something," she said. Her voice was entirely steady. "Close the fridge, you're letting the cold out."

He closed the fridge and turned and smiled at her — the warm, distracted smile of a man who was glad she was there and glad lunch was being handled — and she smiled back and took out the bread and the good cheese and the jar of Dijon and made them both lunch with the practiced efficiency of a woman who knew this kitchen in the dark, and the afternoon assembled itself around her in all its ordinary, irreplaceable, quietly insufficient weight.

The journal was in the drawer upstairs.

The rules were written in it.

She knew which ones she would keep and which ones she wouldn't, and she knew that knowing this about herself was not a flaw she was going to fix before something happened that the rules had been written to prevent.

She put the plates on the table.

"Thank you," Daniel said.

"Of course," she said.



Chapter 11 — Coffee and Rain

Priya & Nico



The café was his suggestion and her agreement, which was the pattern they had settled into without discussing it — he proposed the specific thing and she accepted or declined, and the accepting or declining was where the real decision lived. He had messaged on a Tuesday: There's a place in Strathcona I think you'd like. Good coffee, no background music, the kind of room that doesn't ask anything of you. She had read this at her office desk between student appointments and held the phone for a moment and then typed: When? Which was not, she noted, I don't think that's a good idea or I'm fairly busy this week or any of the other sentences she had written in draft and not sent over the previous ten days.

Thursday? he had written. Two o'clock. I'll send the address.

She had a two o'clock gap on Thursdays between her office hours and a four o'clock seminar. She had not mentioned this to him. She wondered, briefly, whether he knew, and then decided it didn't matter — whether it was coincidence or research, she was going, and the reason she was going had nothing to do with the gap in her schedule and everything to do with the fact that she had been thinking about the seawall for ten days with a frequency and a specificity that had confirmed what the journal had told her: the rules were already decorative.

She drove to Strathcona through the grey November noon — the good October clarity had broken the previous week and Vancouver had settled into its winter register, the sky the particular low pewter that could mean three weeks of steady rain or simply this afternoon, and you never knew which until it committed. The neighbourhood east of Main was the city's oldest residential district, the houses small and Victorian and painted with the bright, slightly defiant colours of people who had lived in the same place long enough to own it in every sense. The café was on a side street between a ceramics studio and a community garden, its sign small and hand-lettered, the kind of place that had survived fifteen years by not trying to be anything other than what it was.

She found it without difficulty. She found parking two streets over. She sat in the car for a moment and looked at the community garden through the windscreen — the raised beds empty and mulched for winter, a scarecrow in one corner wearing a rain jacket that was more practical than decorative — and told herself with the patient honesty of someone who had been having this conversation with herself for weeks: you are going because you want to go and the wanting is the whole of the reason and everything else you have been telling yourself is administration.

She went in.



He was already there, which surprised her slightly — she was three minutes early and had expected to arrive first. He was at a corner table near the back, away from the window, the kind of table chosen by someone who understood that the best conversations happened in rooms where neither person felt observed. He had two coffees already on the table — flat whites in the small ceramic cups the café used, the milk pattern on both of them the careful leaf-work of someone who took the craft seriously. He stood when she came in, a brief automatic courtesy that she filed without comment, and she sat across from him and took off her coat and wrapped her hands around the cup.

"How did you know how I take it?" she said.

"I didn't. I guessed flat white and if I was wrong I'd have ordered again."

"You were right."

"I usually am about coffee," he said, without particular pride. "It's one of the less useful things I'm observant about."

The café was exactly as he had described — small, warm, the walls a dark terracotta that absorbed the grey November light and gave back something warmer, three or four other tables occupied by people who were reading or working quietly, the sound of the espresso machine and nothing else, no music, no curated ambience beyond the simple fact of the room being what it was. She felt something release in her shoulders that she hadn't known was held.

"You chose well," she said.

"I wanted somewhere that suited you."

She looked at him across the table. He was wearing a dark navy sweater today — heavier than usual, the weather calling for it — and he looked more settled in it than he had in the lighter clothes of the previous weeks, the way some people look more themselves in winter clothing. His hands were around his cup, and she noticed his hands again with the specific, recurring attention she had been paying them since the gallery — the painter's hands, the musician's hands, the long fingers and the slight ink stain on the side of the right index finger that was always there, always approximately that shade of blue-black.

She looked at her coffee.

"How's the return essay?" he asked.

"Expanding again. I found a Mavis Gallant story that does exactly the thing I'm describing — the return that isn't arrival — and now I have to decide whether Gallant opens the essay or closes it."

"What does she do better than the others?"

"She's colder about it. Most writers who deal with return are elegiac — there's grief in the not-arriving, a mourning for the gap. Gallant is clinical. Her returning characters don't mourn the gap. They measure it. Which is actually truer to how displacement works, I think. You don't weep over the distance between who you were and who you are. You just — register it, and keep moving."

He was quiet for a moment, in the way that meant he was actually with what she'd said rather than preparing the next thing. "The measuring without mourning," he said. "That's what the figures in the paintings are doing. Not grieving the light. Measuring the distance from it."

"Yes," she said. "Which is why they're not reaching and not saying goodbye. They're taking stock."

"We keep arriving at the same place," he said.

"We keep starting from the same questions," she said. "That's different. It means the questions are real ones."

He smiled — not the brief private smile, something warmer, and she held it for a moment before looking at her coffee. The café continued its quiet business around them, and she was aware of it in the way you are aware of a room you are glad to be in — its specific warmth, its refusal to demand anything, the small luxury of a space that simply held you.

"Tell me about the Rushdie book," he said. "Not the argument — how it felt to write it. Whether it was the thing you thought it would be."

She looked up. No one asked her this — colleagues asked about the argument, about the reception, about the reviews. He was asking about the experience of making it, which was the question she had the most to say about and was never asked. "It took four years," she said. "The first two years I thought I was writing one book and the last two years I understood I was writing a different one. The book I ended up with was better than the one I planned but it cost more than the planned version would have because I had to abandon a significant amount of work to get there."

"Was it worth it?"

"Yes. But I didn't know that until it was done. During the abandoning it felt like failure."

"Most of the real work feels like failure during the doing of it," he said.

"Is that experience or consolation?"

"Both," he said. "The album I released fourteen months ago — I recorded it three times. The first version was technically better. The second version was more ambitious. The third version was honest. I released the third version and it sold less than the first would have and got better reviews than either."

"You preferred the honest version."

"I preferred being able to listen to it without knowing what I'd avoided."

She looked at him across the small table — the ceramic cups between them, the terracotta walls, the quiet room — and felt the specific quality of a conversation that was doing more than one thing simultaneously: the surface of it, which was two people discussing their work, and the undercurrent of it, which was two people telling each other true things about themselves in the particular register of people who have decided, without stating the decision, to be honest with each other.

"You're easy to talk to," she said. She said it simply, without the deflecting irony she sometimes used for direct statements. "I don't mean that as a small compliment. I mean it's unusual. I spend my professional life in conversation and most of it requires management. This doesn't."

"You don't manage me," he said. "That's why."

"I try to," she said. "I'm just not very successful at it."

He laughed — the real one, the lower one — and she thought: there it is, there's the laugh, and looked at the window.



They talked for two hours. She knew it was two hours because she checked her watch at four o'clock with the start of someone who has lost track of time, and found that she had, completely, and that the four o'clock seminar was not going to get the careful prepared version of her but would get the present, slightly flushed version, which was probably better anyway. She gathered her coat and he left cash on the table — she reached for her bag and he shook his head once, briefly, and she let it go because arguing about it would have been its own kind of management — and they went out into the November afternoon.

The rain had started while they were inside. Not the light mist of the morning but proper rain, the heavy, committed Vancouver rain that had clearly decided this was where it was going to be and was settling in. She stopped in the café doorway and looked at it with the rueful recognition of someone who had walked to the car in optimistic faith and was now going to pay for it.

"I'm two streets over," she said.

"I'm that way too," he said, which may or may not have been true and which she chose not to examine.

He had an umbrella in the canvas bag — of course he did, he was a person who carried what the day might need — and he opened it without ceremony and held it in a way that covered both of them, which required him to walk closer to her than the seawall's six-inch interval. They stepped off the café step into the rain and she adjusted her bag and they walked together under the one umbrella with the particular awareness of two people in enforced physical proximity who are both pretending the proximity is incidental.

It was not incidental. She was acutely aware of his arm above her, the umbrella handle, the slight lean of him toward her to keep the coverage even. She was aware of the warmth of him on her left side in the cold rain. She kept her eyes on the wet pavement ahead and matched his pace and said something about the rain that she couldn't later remember, and he said something back, and the conversation continued above the waterline while below it everything was simply: he is six inches away and the rain is keeping him there and I am not moving away from it.

They turned a corner. The street narrowed and there was a van half-mounted on the curb — a delivery van, indifferent to the pedestrian life of the city, its bulk narrowing the pavement to single-file width. He put his hand on the small of her back.

It was the most ordinary gesture. It was the gesture anyone might make — guiding someone around an obstacle, the brief, practical pressure of a hand that said this way, there's room here, I have you. His hand was warm through the fabric of her coat. His fingers were spread slightly — not gripping, simply present — against the precise centre of her lower back. They were past the van in four steps. He removed his hand.

Four steps.

She did not react. She kept walking, kept talking — she was in the middle of a sentence about the Gallant story and she finished the sentence, which was a sentence about displacement and measurement, which was the wrong sentence to be finishing with his handprint still warm through her coat. She finished it anyway. He responded. They reached the corner where the street met the one her car was parked on and the pavement widened and he adjusted the umbrella back to its normal coverage and the six inches reestablished themselves as though nothing had happened.

Nothing had happened.

She found her car keys in her bag with the focused, downward attention of someone who needed to look at something that wasn't his face. "I'm just here," she said.

"I know," he said, because her car was visible from where they stood, which meant he had known where she was parked, which meant he had noted it when she arrived, which meant he had been paying the same quality of attention to her arrival that she paid to everything about him, and this was more affecting than the hand had been, or equally affecting in a different key.

She unlocked the car. Turned to him. He was holding the umbrella over her still, which meant standing close, which meant looking at her from a distance at which the dark eyes were very clear and the slight rain-damp of his hair and the collar of his jacket were specific and present and she was going to have to look at all of this directly and say goodbye and get in the car and be a person with rules.

"Thank you for the coffee," she said.

"Thank you for the Gallant," he said. "I'm going to read it tonight."

"It's called The Moslem Wife," she said. "Don't be put off by the title. It's not what it sounds like."

"I never assume a title is what it sounds like," he said. His eyes were steady on hers. Not moving toward her, not performing restraint — simply present, the way he was always present, the quality of his attention like a hand that didn't touch but held nonetheless.

She held it for a moment. One breath. Two.

"Goodbye, Nico," she said.

"Goodbye, Priya," he said, and the way he said her name — not weighted, not loaded, simply said with a quality of care that meant the name mattered to him, that she mattered to him — arrived somewhere beneath her sternum and stayed there.

She got in the car.

She closed the door.

She sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel and looked through the rain-blurred windscreen at the street. He had walked on — she could see the umbrella moving away, unhurried, in the direction he had been heading when they said goodbye. He did not look back. She had noticed, across their weeks of meetings, that he never looked back, and she had decided this was not indifference but its opposite — a form of respect for the space he gave her when he left it.

She gripped the wheel.

She sat with both hands tight on the wheel and felt the specific, physical reality of wanting someone — not the intellectual acknowledgment of desire, which was what the journal had been, which was what the rules had been — but the actual bodily fact of it, warm and precise and located in her skin, in the small of her back where his hand had been for four steps on a narrow pavement in the Strathcona rain.

Four steps.

She drove to UBC with both hands on the wheel and the heater on and the rain loud on the roof, and she gave the four o'clock seminar on Ondaatje's The English Patient — on desire and war and the body as the site of history — and she was good, she was present, she was the version of herself that students remembered at the end of term, which was the fully inhabited version, lit from inside rather than performing illumination, and she knew as she drove home afterward why, and she did not write it in the journal that evening, because some things were more honest kept in the body than on the page.

She parked in the driveway and sat for a moment, as she had been sitting in cars more often lately, longer than was necessary, in the pause before the resumption of her ordinary life. The house was lit — Daniel home tonight, early for once, the whole house warm and inhabited. Through the kitchen window she could see him at the stove, actually cooking, Kieran beside him doing something on his phone with the semi-present contribution of a teenager being companionable on his own terms. The ordinary life. The good life.

She gathered her bag.

She felt the warmth of his hand on her back, four steps in the rain, one hour and twenty minutes ago.

She went inside.




Chapter 12 — Daniel's Weekend

Priya 



He came home on Friday evening with flowers, which was not something he did regularly enough to be a habit but often enough that it didn't feel like a declaration — a bunch of dahlias from the Granville Island market, deep burgundy and rust, the stems wrapped in brown paper in the way of flowers bought by someone who had thought about it rather than grabbed them from a supermarket stand. He put them on the kitchen counter and kissed her properly — not the habitual top-of-the-head kiss but a real one, both hands, brief and warm — and said he had missed her, and she could see that he meant it, that the week of long days and coordination meetings and Kieran's adequate but effortful domestic management had sharpened his sense of what the house was when she was fully in it.

She put the dahlias in the tall glass vase and arranged them with the easy attention of someone who had been doing this for years and found genuine pleasure in it, and Daniel opened a bottle of the Okanagan Pinot Noir they kept for Fridays and poured two glasses and sat at the island while she finished the soup she'd had on the stove, and the kitchen had the particular warmth of a Friday evening when the week is genuinely over and the weekend stretches ahead with its loose, permissive hours.

They ate at the kitchen table rather than the dining room, which was their preference when it was just the two of them — the dining room was for guests and occasions, the kitchen table was for the actual life. Kieran had gone to a friend's house for the night, which meant the house had the specific quality of an empty nest preview — quieter, slightly larger, the two of them returned to their own company in the way they had been before children and were, they both knew, practicing for the permanent version that was three or four years away. Some couples found this difficult. She and Daniel had always been comfortable in their own company, which was one of the things she had loved about him early on — that he did not require her to perform togetherness, that they could sit in the same room reading different books and the silence was full rather than empty.

She was grateful for this. She was thinking about this consciously and with deliberate attention — the gratitude, the genuine warmth of the evening, Daniel across the table telling her about the Lonsdale coordination meeting with the dry, precise wit he reserved for professional frustrations, his reading glasses on, the comfortable Friday untidiness of him, collar open, sleeves rolled, the man she had chosen at twenty-four and would choose again, she told herself, she would choose again.

"You're quiet," he said, not critically — observationally.

"I'm listening," she said, which was true.

"You have the listening face," he said. "But there's something else under it."

She looked at him. He was perceptive, Daniel — more perceptive than he was given credit for, more perceptive, perhaps, than she gave him credit for. He had always been able to read the frequency of her moods even when he couldn't identify the cause. "Long week," she said. "Good long, but long. I've been in my head."

"The essay?"

"The essay," she agreed, and the essay was indeed in her head, had been for weeks, which made this the kind of half-truth she was becoming fluent in — the thing that was true and incomplete simultaneously, truth used as a form of concealment, which was not lying in the dictionary sense and was something worse in every sense that mattered.

"Tell me about it," he said.

She told him about the Gallant story. She told him the return-not-arrival argument in the accessible version, the version she used for non-specialist audiences, and he listened with the genuine interest he had always had in her work — he was not a literary person but he was an intelligent one, and he could follow an argument even when the material was not his native territory. He asked a question about architecture — whether the same dynamic existed in buildings, in the way a restored building was never the building it had been — and it was a good question, the kind that came from someone who was actually thinking, and she felt the warmth of his intelligence, which she had loved and still loved, and underneath the warmth the faint, structural sadness of someone who has been reminded of what is good about a place at the moment they are considering leaving it, except that she was not leaving it, she was not considering leaving it, she was having coffee with a musician and keeping it in a separate compartment and the compartment was holding and she was not leaving anything.

"That's a good question," she said.

"I have them occasionally," he said. "Between coordination meetings."

She laughed. He smiled, pleased — he had always loved making her laugh, had always tracked it with a quiet satisfaction she found endearing. They finished the wine and cleared the table together in the easy, choreographed way of two people who had done this ten thousand times and knew each other's movements, and Daniel washed and she dried and they talked about Kieran's history essay and Maya's Tobias, about whom Daniel had formed no opinion yet because he operated on a longer evidential timeline than Priya, and the kitchen had its ordinary Friday warmth and she was glad, she told herself. She was genuinely glad.



Saturday was Granville Island.

It had been their Saturday ritual in the early years of the marriage — the public market, the coffee from the Portuguese bakery, the wandering between the produce stalls and the craft studios with no particular agenda except the pleasure of it. They had done it less in recent years — the children's schedules, his work, the accumulated priorities of a full life — and returning to it now felt like putting on a coat you'd forgotten you owned and finding it still fit, still warm, still the right colour.

The market was the market — the specific, beloved chaos of it, the flower stalls and the cheese vendors and the fishmonger with his chalked board and the particular smell of the place, salt and roasting coffee and fresh bread and the cedar of the wooden stalls, the November crowds not yet thinned to winter sparseness, the covered hall loud with the pleasant noise of people choosing things. She bought persimmons and a small Brie and a bunch of the last dahlias of the season — smaller than the ones Daniel had brought, late-season, slightly ragged, more beautiful for it. He bought coffee from the Portuguese bakery and held both cups while she paid for the dahlias and she looked at him holding the cups with his coat collar up against the November cold and felt the specific, uncomplicated love of a familiar and particular person — not the same thing as the original wanting, a different and in some ways more durable thing.

They walked along the boardwalk with the coffee, the inlet grey and clean on their right and the houseboats moored along the far edge, lit and domestic and improbably charming. A heron stood on a piling near the water taxi dock — still, patient, its grey-blue folded into itself with the composed self-sufficiency of a creature that had all the time in the world and knew it.

She thought about the cormorant on the seawall. Its wings half-extended. It's not despair, it's a maintenance issue.

She looked at the heron and took a sip of coffee and was in the present, in this present, on this boardwalk with this man.

"I've missed this," Daniel said. Not the market — she understood he meant the two of them, the ease of being together without the week's accumulated demands between them.

"I know," she said. "Me too."

He put his arm around her shoulders — the easy, claiming warmth of it — and they walked like that for a while, and it was good, it was genuinely good, and she held it carefully, the way you hold things you know are good and are afraid, in some new and uncomfortable way, of losing.



Saturday evening they cooked together — a proper cooking, the kind that required two people and two hours and the deliberate unhurrying of a weekend night. She made the marinade for the lamb while he prepped the vegetables with the focused, slightly competitive precision of someone who had been told once that he didn't dice finely enough and had been proving otherwise ever since. They had music on — a playlist she had made years ago that had accumulated itself into a kind of history, songs from the early years and the middle years and the present, the whole shape of them in ninety minutes of music. Daniel opened a second bottle. She tasted the sauce and adjusted and tasted again and he watched her doing this with the fond, admiring expression he got when she was competent at something domestic, which she knew was genuine and which she also knew was part of the architecture she was examining and finding both solid and insufficient.

After dinner they watched something on television — a documentary about a Welsh architect whose buildings Daniel admired and talked about with the technical enthusiasm she had learned, over seventeen years, to follow even when it exceeded her native knowledge. She sat beside him on the sofa with her legs across his lap and he held her ankles with one hand in the absent, warm way of a man whose body remembered hers without requiring his attention to be specifically on it.

She was aware of this. She was aware of being held by him and of the quality of the holding — fond, habitual, the specific warmth of a person who loved her without looking at her, which was not the same as not loving her but was different from being seen.

She did not think about the Strathcona café. She was very deliberate about not thinking about it, which was its own form of thinking about it, and she knew this, and she watched the Welsh architect build his building and held Daniel's hand when he reached for hers and went to bed at eleven feeling the complex mixture of gratitude and guilt and something else — something smaller and more honest — that she had no interest in naming on a Saturday night when her husband was warm beside her and the house was peaceful and the ordinary life was doing everything it was supposed to do.



Sunday morning she woke before Daniel, which was usual — she woke early as a habit, her mind arriving at full function before her body had negotiated the transition, and she lay for a while in the grey November light and listened to the rain that had resumed overnight and felt the familiar Sunday morning quality of time that had not yet been organised into purpose.

Daniel woke at seven-thirty. She knew the moment he crossed from sleep to waking — the slight change in his breathing, the small shift of his body toward consciousness. He turned to her. He was warm and slightly heavy with sleep in the way she had known for seventeen years, and he reached for her with the easy, natural movement of a man whose body knew her body in the fundamental, habitual way of people who had shared a bed for the whole of their adult lives.

She came to him.

She wanted to. She wanted to clearly, in the specific way that Sunday mornings sometimes produced — the warmth, the rain, the unhurried time, the intimacy of a man she loved in a bed she knew completely. She turned to him and they found each other in the way they had found each other hundreds of times, and it was warm and familiar and fond — his hands on her with the knowledge of long practice, her body responding with the reliability of deep familiarity — and she was present in it, genuinely present, which mattered to her to acknowledge to herself.

It was also — and she held this observation with the clinical, unavoidable honesty of someone who had been writing true things in a journal — gentle in the way of things that have found their shape and stayed in it. There was no urgency. There was no edge to it. It was the lovemaking of two people who knew each other too well to surprise each other, and it was not inadequate — she had been with people for whom adequate was a false summit, and Daniel was genuinely, warmly, considerately present — but it existed in the register of comfort rather than hunger, of tenderness rather than want, and there was a difference, she knew the difference now with a precision she had not had five weeks ago, and the knowing of the difference was a thing she would have given a great deal not to know.

Afterward she lay with her head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat settle and felt him fall back toward sleep with the ease of someone whose body had expressed what it needed and was satisfied, and she stared at the ceiling with the rain on the window and thought about nothing, very deliberately, in the way she had been thinking about nothing very deliberately for five weeks.

The nothing was increasingly specific.

Daniel's hand was in her hair, moving slowly, the absent, comfortable gesture of someone hovering between sleep and waking. She closed her eyes.

She thought about four steps on a wet pavement in Strathcona.

The warmth of a hand through a coat. The spread of fingers against the centre of her back. The four steps and the removal of the hand and the walking on as though the hand had been simply practical, simply a gesture of navigation, except that she had felt it for forty minutes afterward and felt it now, here, in the Sunday morning grey, lying in her husband's arms with his hand in her hair and the rain outside and the whole of her ordinary, irreplaceable life arranged around her in its perfect, quietly insufficient order.

She lay still. She listened to Daniel's breathing slow to sleep. The rain. The house. The ceiling.

She felt, moving through her in the grey November light with the precision of something that had been building for weeks and had found its moment, the specific grief of a woman who has understood something about herself that she did not understand before, and who cannot now unknow it, and who must carry it alongside everything she loves, which is both smaller than she had feared and much larger than she had hoped.

She did not cry. She was not a woman who cried easily, and there was nothing to cry about in the declarative sense — nothing had happened, she was in her own bed with her husband asleep beside her and the dahlias he had brought her in a vase in the kitchen, deep burgundy and rust, still good.

She got up quietly. She made coffee. She stood at the kitchen window in the Sunday morning rain and looked at the garden — the bare raised beds, the Japanese maple stripped entirely now, its branches clean and architectural against the grey sky — and held the coffee with both hands and felt the warmth of it and thought, with the careful, patient honesty of someone who was done managing the truth of things into more comfortable shapes:

I am in trouble.

Not the trouble of a decision already made. The trouble of one not yet made that was running out of time to be made cleanly.

She looked at the maple's bare branches. The rain. The empty beds waiting for next year's planting.

She drank her coffee.

She heard Daniel's feet on the stairs, the familiar weight of him, and arranged her face into the expression of a woman who was simply standing at the window on a Sunday morning, which was true, which was all of what was visible, which was a diminishing fraction of what was there.

"Coffee?" she said when he came in.

"Please," he said, and kissed her temple, and she made him coffee and they sat at the kitchen table in the Sunday morning quiet and were, to any eye that might have been watching, exactly what they had always been.



Chapter 13 — Nico at Night

Nico 



He worked best between ten and two. This had been true since his early twenties and showed no sign of revising itself — his mind in the late-night hours had a particular quality of unguarded access, the editorial function that ran during daylight hours quieter now, less insistent, and the work that came out of those hours was reliably more honest than what he produced in the structured daytime. He had arranged his life around this. No morning commitments before ten if he could help it. Augusto below understood — they had discussed it once, early in the tenancy, and the old man had nodded with the recognition of someone who kept his own hours and had made peace with the fact that useful work happened when it happened and not on a schedule designed for offices.

Tonight he was at the easel. A new canvas — the first since the series had finished, the first that didn't belong to the body of work he'd been living inside for eighteen months. He had been circling it for two weeks, making studies in the sketchbook, letting the image accumulate until it had enough pressure to justify the larger surface. Now it was on the easel and he was standing in front of it with a brush he hadn't yet used and the particular quality of attention he brought to the first marks on a new canvas, which required a kind of deliberate suspension of judgment — you had to put something down before you could know what the canvas wanted, and the first marks were always wrong in useful ways.

He put down a line. Stepped back. Put down another.

The image was a room — interior, as always, his native territory. But different from the series: where the series had always contained a figure, this room was empty. The light source was a window on the left, the light itself warm and late-afternoon in quality, casting a long shadow across a wooden floor. A chair in the corner, unoccupied. A coat on a hook by the door — or the suggestion of a coat, the shadow of one. A room in which someone had recently been and was no longer.

He worked for an hour without stopping, which was the good kind of working — the kind where the decision-making happened below the level of thought and the hand simply moved with the sureness of a person who had earned the reflex through years of accumulating it. When he stopped he stepped back and looked at what he had and it was early but it was right, or right enough, which was all a first session needed to be.

He cleaned the brush. Made tea — he had switched from coffee at midnight six months ago after a period of insomnia he had no interest in repeating, and the tea was a compromise he had made with his own biology that had turned out to work better than expected. He stood at the kitchen window with the mug and looked at the street — the heron mural across the way holding its patient gold in the streetlight, Augusto's garden below dark and ordered, the neighbourhood sound of Mount Pleasant at midnight, which was different from Kitsilano's midnight sound, less residential, more awake.

He had been thinking about her with a frequency and precision that he was going to be honest with himself about.

This was what he did — honesty with himself, which he had decided early was the only internal practice worth maintaining, because self-deception was the most expensive habit a person could have and the one with the longest invoice. He was thinking about her constantly, in the specific way of someone whose attention has found a fixed point and returns to it the way a compass needle returns to north — not fighting the return, not manufacturing it, simply finding it there when the other occupations of the day gave way.

He thought about her intelligence, which was the first thing and the thing that had lodged deepest — the quality of her mind in conversation, the way she thought in real time rather than performing the results of previous thinking, the specific pleasure of an exchange that moved and surprised and didn't arrive where you expected. He thought about her face — the grey-green eyes that gave more away than she intended, the mouth, the way she looked at things she found genuinely interesting with a completeness of attention that was, he thought, one of the most attractive things a person could do. He thought about the small of her back and the four steps on the Strathcona pavement, which he had been thinking about with a physical specificity he was not going to pretend was purely aesthetic.

He was twenty-seven years old and he wanted a forty-three year old married woman and he was going to be honest with himself about the wanting before he decided what to do with it.

The wanting was real. It had the quality of things that were real — it didn't require maintenance, didn't need him to remind himself of it or talk himself into it. It was simply there, present and specific. He wanted her company and her conversation and the particular quality of being in a room with her, which was different from any room he'd been in recently, and he wanted her physically in a way that was not separate from the rest of it but was part of the same specific gravity.

He was also honest about the complications. She was married — not unhappily, not in the way of people who were simply waiting for permission to leave, but genuinely, complexly married in the way of a long adult life built with another person. The complications were real complications and he was not going to dress them up as small. He had not pursued married women before — not as a principle exactly, more as a natural consequence of the fact that he had not previously met one whose specific gravity was this strong and this mutual.

Because it was mutual. He was not confused about this. He had spent enough time in enough rooms with enough people to know the difference between interest and reciprocation, and what existed between them was not one-sided. She managed it — she was careful, she pulled back when she felt herself crossing her own lines, she set terms and re-set them when they failed — but the managing was evidence of the thing being managed, and the thing being managed was real and reciprocal and both of them knew it.

He was not going to push. He had never pushed anything and he was not going to start now. What he was going to do was be present and honest and available and let her find her own way to whatever she was going to find her way to, which might be nothing — which might resolve into a professional acquaintance and a collection of interesting conversations and nothing more — and if that was what it resolved into he would accept it because he was a person who understood that you could not want something into existence, only make space for it and see what came.

But he did not think that was what it was going to resolve into.

He went back to the studio.



He picked up his guitar at eleven-forty, which was what he did when the painting had given what it was going to give for the evening and his mind was still running. The guitar was the other language — different from painting in the way that speaking was different from writing, more immediate, less revisable, the mistakes and the good things equally present and equally gone. He played for forty minutes without trying to produce anything, running through chord patterns he'd been working with, a particular suspended fourth voicing he'd found two weeks ago and that kept suggesting something he hadn't yet assembled into a song.

The something assembled itself at twelve-fifteen.

It came the way songs sometimes came — not gradually but suddenly, the way a lock opens when you've been trying the right key in the wrong direction and then without thinking turn it the other way. He had the verse in ten minutes and the chorus in twenty and the bridge took another half hour but he had it, and he sat back and played it through twice and listened to it with the detached, assessing attention of a producer hearing someone else's work.

It was about her. He knew it immediately — not in the sense of a portrait, not the kind of song that described, but in the sense of origin, of what had generated the particular quality of longing the song contained, which was a longing for presence that had not yet been given, which was different from the longing for a lost thing and harder to write about without tipping into sentimentality, and he had not tipped, or he didn't think so, and the song was good, it was genuinely good, it was the kind of thing he would release if it were about anything else.

He was not going to release it.

He recorded a rough version on his phone — just the guitar and the vocal, no treatment, the room sound and the midnight and his voice slightly rougher than it was at performance hours — and saved it in a folder he labelled with the date and nothing else. Then he put the guitar down and made fresh tea and sat on the studio couch and looked at the canvas on the easel — the empty room, the warm light, the shadow of the coat on the hook — and thought about what the room was missing and knew without deliberating what it was.



His phone lit up at twelve-fifty.

He had not expected this — he had not messaged her this evening, had been deliberate about it, giving her the space of Daniel's weekend which he had not been told about directly but had inferred from her reduced availability, the way her messages had been briefer and less frequent since Friday, which told him something about the configuration of her weekend without requiring the specifics. He had respected this. He was good at respecting the edges he could read.

He looked at the screen.

Are you awake?

He picked up the phone. Yes. Working.

What are you working on?

A canvas. Empty room. You?

A pause — longer than usual. He waited without impatience, which was not the same as without attention.

I've been lying awake thinking about the Gallant story. The one I told you to read.

I read it, he wrote. Thursday night. It's extraordinary.

Which part stayed with you?

He considered this honestly. The moment she realises she has organised her entire life around someone else's idea of who she should be. And that the organising has been so complete she can't find the original underneath it. She's not unhappy. That's what makes it tragic. She's just — revised out of existence.

The pause this time was longer. He set the phone on the couch arm and looked at the canvas and waited.

That's the part that stayed with me too, she wrote. I keep thinking about the phrase she uses. "The life that was not hers." Not a bad life. Just not hers.

Is that the return essay or something else?

Another pause. He was aware of what he was doing — the question was a door, slightly open, and he had opened it knowing it was a door and knowing she would recognise it as one. He was not going to pretend otherwise even in the privacy of his own accounting.

Something else, she wrote.

He held the phone for a moment. Then: Tell me.

*I don't know how to tell you without — * The message stopped. He could see the typing indicator, the three dots appearing and disappearing, appearing again. She was writing and deleting, writing and deleting, which meant she was trying to be precise about something she hadn't been precise about yet even to herself.

He waited.

I've been very good for a very long time, she wrote finally. At the life. At doing it correctly. And I can't tell anymore whether the goodness is genuine or whether it's the thing I replaced myself with.

He read this twice. Then he wrote: I think the fact that you can ask that question means the original is still there.

That might be the kindest thing you could say.

It's not kindness. It's what I actually think.

A pause. Then: Nico.

He looked at his name on the screen. The way she used it — a sentence in itself, a name that meant several things at once.

I know, he wrote. Because he did.

*This is — * She stopped again. The typing indicator. Gone. I don't know what this is.

Yes you do, he wrote. And then, because honesty was the only thing he knew how to do consistently: And so do I. And I'm not asking you to do anything about it. I just want you to know that what you're feeling isn't — imagined. Or one-sided. You're not making something out of nothing.

The pause that followed was the longest of the conversation. He put the phone down on the couch arm and looked at the empty room on the easel and thought about what he'd said and whether it was the right thing and decided it was — not the comfortable thing, not the managed thing, but the true thing, which was the only category of thing he trusted over time.

I know that too, she wrote. That's the problem.

I know.

Goodnight, she wrote.

Goodnight, Priya.

He sat for a while after the conversation ended with the phone in his hand and the studio quiet around him and the canvas on the easel and the rough recording on his phone in a folder with no name. He was in something real. He had known it since the arts event and it had been confirmed by every subsequent room they had been in together, and it was real and mutual and complicated in ways he was not going to minimise and it was also, he thought — looking at the empty room on the canvas, the warm light, the shadow of the coat on the hook — the most genuinely alive he had felt in three years in this city that was supposed to be the place where he found out what he was.

He went to bed at two. He lay in the dark and listened to the Mount Pleasant midnight and thought about a woman in Kitsilano who was probably lying in the dark doing the same thing, which was either a cause for hope or a cause for considerable care, and was most likely both.



In the morning there was silence.

He had expected this. He woke at nine and looked at his phone — her habit after these conversations was to retreat, to close the door she had opened the night before and spend the daytime re-establishing the distances that the night had narrowed. He understood the pattern. He did not take it personally in the way that personal was usually meant — it was not a rejection of him, it was a woman managing something real and frightening with the tools available to her, and retreat was one of those tools and a legitimate one and he was going to respect it.

He made the pour-over coffee with deliberate attention — the weighing of the grounds, the blooming pour, the two-minute wait — and stood at the kitchen window and watched Augusto in the garden below, turning the soil in the bed he was preparing for spring bulbs. The old man worked with the meditative, unhurried physicality of someone who understood that some things could only be rushed at the cost of the thing itself.

Nico watched him and thought: yes. That.

He sent her one message at eleven, after the silence had established itself fully and she had not written: No pressure. I'm here when you want to talk.

She did not reply that day.

He did not send anything further.

He went back to the canvas — the empty room, the light, the shadow of the coat — and worked for three hours with the clean, focused patience of a person who understood that the best things required time and that the requiring of time was not a problem to be solved but a condition to be respected.

He added a detail to the canvas: on the floor near the chair, half in shadow, a book lying open, its pages facing down in the way of a book set aside mid-sentence by someone who intended to return.

He stepped back and looked at it.

Someone had been here. Someone was coming back.

He cleaned the brush and went to make lunch, and the afternoon came in through the north-facing window with the thin, patient light of a November day that was doing its best with what it had, and the studio held its working quiet, and outside the heron in the mural kept its gold and patient watch over a street that was simply, ordinarily, going about the business of a Tuesday.



Chapter 14 — The Studio

Priya & Nico 



The first time he asked she said no without deliberating, which was the correct response and came from the right place — the rules, the journal, the crossed-out sentences, the knowledge of exactly what a studio visit would be and what it would cost her to be in a small private space with him without the structural protection of a public room. She said no in a message at nine in the morning with the clean, decisive brevity of someone who had made the decision before the question arrived, which was the only way to make it correctly. I don't think that's a good idea. Simple, honest, final.

He had replied: Okay. Nothing else. No argument, no persuasion, no performance of disappointment. Just the single word that meant he had heard her and would not push, and the absence of pressure was, as it always was with him, more affecting than pressure would have been.

She had felt, for the rest of that day, the specific satisfaction of a correct decision held — the small, clean pride of a person who had drawn a line and stood on the right side of it. She had marked student papers and attended a departmental meeting and made Helen's soup and called Daniel and told herself that the satisfaction was evidence that she had done the right thing and that the right thing, done consistently, would eventually reduce the frequency with which the question needed to be decided.

The second time he asked was ten days later, framed differently — not the studio exactly, but a recording he wanted her to hear, a new piece that had come out of the work she'd prompted by mentioning the return essay, something that was trying to do in sound what her essay was doing in argument. You don't have to come to the studio. I can send a file. He had offered the alternative himself, which was deliberate and she knew it was deliberate and knowing it was deliberate did not make it less effective. She had sat with the message for two hours and then written: Send the file. He had sent it. She had listened on her laptop at the spare-room desk at eleven at night and the music had been — she was not going to think about what the music had been. She had replied: This is remarkable. The way the second theme returns in the wrong key. Like a memory that isn't quite right. He had written back: That's exactly what it is. I wasn't sure it worked until you said that.

She had closed the laptop.

She had not said no or yes to the studio that time. The file had made it unnecessary, which she understood was also deliberate.

The third time he asked was on a Wednesday morning in late November, three weeks after the Strathcona coffee and the hand on the small of her back and the gripping of the steering wheel on the drive to UBC. He phrased it simply: Come and see where the work comes from. One hour. I'll make good coffee. You can leave whenever you want. She had read it at her office desk between the nine o'clock seminar and the eleven-thirty doctoral meeting and she had looked at it for a long time and she had thought about the journal in the spare-room drawer and the rules written in it and the two that were already compromised and the one she had crossed out.

She had thought about Daniel's hand in her hair on a Sunday morning and her mind going to four steps on a wet pavement.

She had thought about the open book on the studio floor in the painting — painted before she had ever been to the studio, a detail in a canvas that was an empty room — and what it had meant when he added it, which she had understood without being told.

She had typed: One hour. What time?



He lived on Weir Lane, which she found without difficulty — the heritage house with the bright red door Augusto kept painted, the upper windows with their warm light visible from the street. She had driven, which was practical and also meant she had a clear exit, a defined shape to the visit, the car waiting at the curb as a reminder of the life she was temporarily beside rather than inside.

She had told herself this on the drive over: temporarily beside.

She was not inside it. She was visiting a musician's studio to hear his work, which was connected to her research and which had professional justification and which she was going to treat as the professional visit it partly was and leave in one hour.

She pressed the bell. Heard steps on the internal stair — the steep wooden stair she couldn't see but could hear, the specific rhythm of his walk, which she knew now the way you know the sound of someone whose presence you have been paying close attention to. The door opened.

He was in paint-stained jeans and a dark grey long-sleeved shirt, pushed to the elbows in the way his shirts always were, and he had clearly been working — there was a faint streak of cadmium yellow on his left forearm that he either hadn't noticed or hadn't bothered with, and his hair was slightly disordered in the way of a person who had been running his hands through it while thinking. He looked, standing in his own doorway, more fully himself than he looked anywhere else she had seen him, and the specific quality of that — the unselfconsciousness of a person in their native space — arrived in her chest before she had taken a single step inside.

"You came," he said. Not surprised. Glad.

"One hour," she said.

"One hour," he agreed, and stepped back to let her in.



The staircase was narrow and steep and she went up ahead of him, her hand on the worn wooden banister, aware of him behind her in the close space — his warmth, the sound of his breath, the two or three feet of staircase between them that was the nearest they had been indoors without the structural spaciousness of a gallery or a café to diffuse it. At the top the stairs opened directly into the main room and she stepped in and stopped.

She had expected — she didn't know exactly what she had expected. Something more curated, perhaps, the way artists sometimes arranged their studios for visits, the work positioned for viewing rather than making. This was not that. This was a working space in full working state — the large north-facing windows admitting the grey November light cleanly, the easel with the canvas she recognised from his description, the paint-stained worktable with its organised disorder of tubes and brushes and the medium jars and the rags and the specific productive mess of someone who had been in the middle of something when she rang the bell. The canvases on the shelving were turned face-out — the finished series, the ones she had seen in the gallery and others she hadn't — and the room had the quality of a space that was completely its own, that had not been tidied for her arrival, that trusted her to see it as it was.

She stood in the middle of it and turned slowly and looked.

"The series," she said, moving toward the shelving. Up close, without the gallery's social noise and formal lighting, the figures in their rooms were different — more immediate, more quietly insistent. She stood in front of one she hadn't seen at the opening: a figure at a kitchen table, head bent over something — a book, a letter, she couldn't tell — the light coming from the side, the face in shadow, one hand flat on the table as though steadying something that was in danger of moving.

"When did you paint this one?" she asked.

"October," he said. He was standing a few feet behind her. She could hear him but she didn't turn — she kept her eyes on the canvas because the canvas was safer and also because she wanted to look at it properly.

"It's the most interior of the series," she said. "The others are always oriented toward something — a window, a door, a light source. This one is turned inward. She's not looking at anything in the room. She's looking at the thing on the table."

"Or looking at nothing," he said. "Using the table as a surface for an internal state."

She turned then. He was standing with his arms loosely at his sides, watching her look at his work with the quality of attention she had felt in the gallery — not the watchfulness of someone seeking approval but the quieter thing, the watching of someone for whom the other person's genuine engagement with the work was its own form of intimacy. She held his gaze for a moment and then looked at the canvas again.

"The woman in this painting is in trouble," she said. Her voice was even.

A pause. "I know," he said.

She looked at him. "Did you know it when you painted it?"

"I knew it when I finished it."

She turned back to the room — the whole of it, the canvases and the easel and the working table and the recording setup in the corner and the studio couch and the high north windows with their clean grey light — and breathed it in, which was not metaphorical: the room smelled of linseed oil and turpentine and the faint cedar of the building itself and something else, something lived-in and particular, the specific atmosphere of a space that had been occupied by a single person making things alone for three years.

"Show me where you record," she said.

He moved to the corner — the interface on the desk, the two monitors on their stands, the pair of microphones, the acoustic panelling on the wall behind the desk that interrupted the studio's hard surfaces with soft ones. He sat in the desk chair and she stood beside it and he pulled up the session file for the piece he had sent her — the one with the second theme returning in the wrong key — and she could see it on the screen, the waveforms and the tracks, the specific visual record of the music's construction.

"Play it from here," she said, pointing to a place in the timeline. "I want to hear the transition again."

He played it. She listened.

She had listened to the file eight times since he sent it — she was not going to tell him this, it was not information he needed, it was simply a fact about the past three weeks of her life that she had been managing by not examining it. In the studio, through the monitors, the music was different from the laptop speakers — fuller, the low frequencies present in a way that domestic speakers flattened, the space between the notes actual rather than suggested. She stood beside him and listened with her eyes closed, which she had not planned to do but which happened because the music required it, because the music was the kind of thing that asked for the full attention of the body and not just the ears.

She heard the first theme — sparse, the guitar and a single sustained note below it, the melodic line moving through its question without forcing an answer. She heard the first theme develop and begin its approach to resolution and then — there, the transition she had been thinking about for three weeks — the second theme arrived, the same melodic material but displaced, a minor third below where it should have been, wrong in the way of a memory that was accurate in all its details and slightly off in its emotional key, and the wrongness was the point, the wrongness was what made it true rather than merely correct.

She opened her eyes.

He was watching her face. She had known he would be — she had closed her eyes knowing he would watch, which was its own form of permission, the permission she gave him when she stopped managing what he saw. His expression was not predatory and not sentimental. It was the expression of a person paying the kind of attention that constituted, in itself, a form of care.

"The wrong key is right," she said. "You know that."

"I know it now," he said. "I second-guessed it for two months."

"Don't second-guess it."

"I won't anymore."

She looked at the screen — the waveforms, the timeline, the architecture of the piece laid out in its visual record. "Play the end," she said.

He played the end. The second theme resolved — not into the tonic, not into the expected place, but into a suspended chord that simply held, unresolved, the question asked again at a different register and left open. She listened to the silence after the last note with the full attention she gave to endings that earned their ambiguity.

"It doesn't resolve," she said.

"No."

"It shouldn't."

"No," he said. "It shouldn't."

She became aware, in the stillness after the music, of how close she was standing to him — he was seated, she was standing, and the specific geometry of it placed her beside and slightly above him, close enough that she could see the cadmium yellow on his forearm clearly, close enough that the warmth of the studio and the warmth of him were not entirely separable. She took one step back, a small step, not retreat exactly but a reestablishment of the margin she needed to think clearly.

"The coffee," she said. "You promised good coffee."

He stood. The movement brought him to his full height in a way that the seated position hadn't, and she was aware of the specific fact of his height — the six feet of him, the ease he occupied it with — in the close studio space, and she moved toward the canvases as though she had something further to examine there, which she did, she told herself, she genuinely did.

He made the coffee at the small kitchen counter at the far end of the studio — a pour-over, she could hear the careful process of it, the weighing and the blooming pour, the patience of it — and she stood in front of the new canvas on the easel, the one he had been working on when she arrived. The empty room. The warm light through the window. The chair. The coat shadow. And there, on the floor near the chair, half in shadow — the book, lying open, its pages face-down.

She looked at the book for a long time.

"You added something," she said, without turning.

A pause from the kitchen end of the room. "Yes."

"Since the gallery."

"Yes."

"The book."

"Yes."

She looked at the open pages, face-down on the painted floor. "It's mid-sentence," she said. "Whoever left it is coming back."

He brought the coffee — two cups, ceramic, the same kind as the Strathcona café, which she suspected was not coincidence. He stood beside her in front of the canvas and handed her a cup and they both looked at the empty room with its warm light and its waiting book.

"Are you going to put the figure back?" she asked.

"I don't know yet," he said. "I'm letting the room decide."

She drank the coffee, which was very good — better than the café, better than most, made by someone who understood the difference between adequate and specific. "You weren't wrong," she said. "About the coffee."

"I usually know what I'm doing," he said, and there was something in the way he said it — not arrogance, something quieter and more honest, a statement of self-knowledge rather than self-promotion — that she felt in the place below her sternum where his things landed.

They stood in front of the canvas and drank the coffee and the studio held its working quiet and the November light came through the north windows with its clean, grey patience and she was aware of every inch of the space between them — six inches, perhaps less, the specific warmth of proximity in a room that was his and only his and in which she was standing by his invitation, which she had accepted twice refused and once agreed to, and the accepting was the whole of what had led to here, to this room, to this canvas, to this coffee in her hands and this man beside her.

"I should go," she said. She said it without looking at him, which was a form of honesty — if she looked at him she was less certain of the going.

"I know," he said. He did not argue it. He did not perform reluctance. He simply moved to set his cup on the worktable, and she moved toward where she had set her bag, and the studio rearranged itself into the shape of departure.

She put her coat on. She picked up her bag. She turned toward the stairs and he was standing at the top of them — not blocking, simply there, the natural position of a person about to descend ahead of a guest to open the door.

"Thank you for coming," he said.

"Thank you for the coffee," she said. "And the music."

"The music is better when you've heard it," he said. "I don't know how to explain that, but it's true."

She looked at him. The full look, direct, the one she stopped managing when something was true enough to deserve her actual face. He looked back with the same quality — present, steady, not moving toward her but not away either, simply there at the top of his steep wooden staircase with the studio behind him and the grey November light on his face and the cadmium yellow on his forearm and everything that he was, which was considerable, which she had known since the terrace at the arts event and which had only become more precise in the weeks since.

She took a step toward the stairs. She was level with him now — close, in the way that the narrow staircase head made unavoidable, close enough that she could see the specific dark of his eyes and the slight rise and fall of his chest and she felt the full weight of wanting him arrive in her body with a clarity she had been managing and managing and managing for eight weeks and which was, in this proximity, not manageable.

She did not move toward him.

She did not move away.

She stood at the top of the stairs in her coat with her bag over her shoulder and looked at him and he looked at her and neither of them moved and the studio held its breath with them and the November light came through the north windows and everything was suspended in the specific, charged stillness of a moment that is not yet what it is about to become.

And then he said her name.

Not to get her attention. Not to begin a sentence. Simply: Priya. Said the way you say the name of something you have been looking at for a long time and have finally found the right word for. Said with the quality she had heard in it before, the care in it, but more present now, more specific, more undeniable — her name in his mouth as a complete thing, a sentence and a question and a statement all at once.

She felt it move through her from the sternum down.

She went down the stairs.

He came behind her, his hand briefly on the banister above hers, not touching, simply tracing the same path, and he opened the red door and the November air came in cold and clean and she stepped out onto the Weir Lane pavement and turned back to him in the doorway and found she couldn't produce a sentence, not a complete one, not one that said anything sufficient about the hour she had just spent in his studio or the quality of his attention or the music or the empty room on the canvas or the way he had said her name at the top of the stairs.

"Next week," she said. Which was not a question.

"Whenever you want," he said. Which was not a condition.

She walked to her car. She did not grip the wheel this time — she sat with her hands flat on her thighs and her head back against the headrest and her eyes closed and breathed, slowly, deliberately, the way she breathed when she needed to come back to herself from a long way away.

Ten minutes.

She sat for ten minutes in the November dark with the Weir Lane houses lit around her and the sound of the city and the specific, full, unavoidable weight of knowing exactly what was going to happen next and knowing exactly what it would cost and finding, in the quiet of the car on a Wednesday evening in late November, that she was going to pay it.

She was going to pay it.

She started the car. She drove home through the dark city, across the bridge, through the familiar grid of Kitsilano streets, and when she pulled into the driveway and saw the lit house — Daniel's car, the kitchen light, the ordinary evening assembled and waiting — she sat for one more minute and held both things: the lit house and the ten minutes on Weir Lane. The life and the thing that was coming for it.

Then she went inside.

Kieran was at the island doing homework. She kissed the top of his head. She asked about dinner. She was entirely herself — present, warm, the mother and the wife and the professor, all of it real, all of it genuinely her — and underneath it, running clean and certain and irrevocable as a river that has found its level: next week.



Chapter 15 — Ray Grows Certain

Ray 



The fourth Wednesday the car was there again he wrote nothing new in the notebook because what was already written was sufficient and adding to it would have been redundancy, which he disliked as much in his records as he disliked it in his work. A well-maintained log did not repeat itself. It noted the new thing, the deviation, the confirmation, and left the established pattern to stand as its own evidence. The established pattern was established. He closed the notebook and made his lunch and ate it at the kitchen table and looked out the window at the street with the patient, untroubled expression of a man who had all the information he needed and was simply deciding what to do with it.

He had been deciding for three weeks.

The deciding was not urgent. He was not an urgent man. Urgency was for people who had not thought clearly in advance, who found themselves at a point of action without adequate preparation and had to compensate with speed. He had thought clearly in advance — he had been thinking clearly since the second Wednesday, when the correlation became a pattern, and the thinking had been precise and unhurried and had arrived, by now, at a position of such clarity that the decision was less a decision than a recognition of what had already been decided by the logic of the situation.

He knew what he knew. He had confirmed it in three stages, which was the methodical way he confirmed anything — one observation was anecdote, two was correlation, three was pattern, four was fact. He had four Wednesdays in the notebook. He had the photograph, which he had taken from his upstairs bedroom window on the third Wednesday, his phone braced on the window ledge in the steady, deliberate way of someone who understood that an out-of-focus image was worthless and a clear one was evidence. The image showed the green Civic parked at the curb and the young man — dark-haired, tall, the canvas bag over one shoulder — at the front door of number 27, and the door open, and the woman in the doorway. The woman in the doorway was not difficult to identify. He had known her for twelve years. The image was clear.

He had also, on the fifth Wednesday — the week after the photograph — left his house at eleven on the pretext of the hardware store on Broadway, which he did not need to visit but which gave him a reason to pass number 27 on foot, which he did at an unhurried pace, a man walking to an errand, unremarkable, and he had noted from the pavement the car at the curb, the house's front windows with the particular arrangement of a house that was occupied and private — the angle of a blind, the absence of movement at the downstairs windows, the specific quality of a house that had drawn itself inward. He had continued to the hardware store. He had bought a packet of screws he didn't need. He had walked home on the other side of the street and noted the car still there and continued to his own house and made tea and sat at his kitchen table with the notebook open and looked at what was written in it.

Four Wednesdays. One photograph. One on-foot confirmation. The Mount Pleasant parking permit. A young man who was not a plumber and not a cleaner and not a relative — he had checked, methodically, the ways in which the visits might be innocent, and each check had produced the same result, which was the absence of any innocent explanation that held up to examination. A plumber visited once. A cleaner came weekly but at consistent times and was usually a woman and usually had equipment. A relative came and went with the ease of someone who had keys and a history in the house, which this young man did not — she came to the door each time, which meant he was a visitor, not a fixture.

He was not a fixture. He was a Wednesday.

Ray closed the notebook and looked at the street.



He was fifty-six years old and he had been on this street for twenty-two years and he understood the street's rhythms and economies in the way of a man who had been paying attention since before most of his neighbours had moved in. He knew who left for work at seven and who worked from home and whose marriage was managed rather than happy and whose children had inherited their parents' difficulties and whose front garden was a reliable indicator of internal order. He did not involve himself in these things — involvement was not his interest and not his style — but he carried the knowledge of them with the same proprietary attention he gave to his own property: accurate, current, held in reserve against the possibility of eventual use.

The Walshes had been on the street for twelve years. He had known them as neighbours in the functional sense — the parking question, the property line, the parcel he had taken in. He had known Daniel Walsh as a man who was away more than he was present and who managed his absence with the particular obliviousness of someone who had organised his life around trust and saw no reason to review the organisation. He had known the wife — Priya, he had heard her name used by neighbours often enough that the use of it felt precise rather than presumptuous — as a woman who ran the household and the children and her own professional life with the focused competence of someone who did not waste effort on appearances. He had respected this, in the detached way he respected competence when he encountered it. She was not a woman who gave him much to read, which he had found mildly interesting — most people gave you something, some frequency of legible feeling, some tell. She was composed in the way of someone who had trained the composure into a reflex.

But she had a Wednesday.

And the Wednesday had a face, which the photograph confirmed, and the face belonged to a young man who was not her husband and who came to her house on a regular schedule when her husband was not there, and whatever was happening in number 27 on Wednesday mornings was not something that would survive the light of full knowledge, which meant it was something, and the something was the kind of thing that people paid to keep quiet.

He was not a man who needed money. He wanted to be precise about this in his own accounting, because precision about motivation was the difference between a person who knew what he was doing and why and a person who told himself stories. He did not need the money, and money was not what he was going to ask for.

He had been alone for three years since the divorce, which had not been his choice — Sandra had left with the accumulated grievances of a woman who had decided that the life she was in was not the life she had agreed to, and there had been a period after the divorce that he was not going to describe at length even in the privacy of his own thinking, a period of specific, unglamorous difficulty that he had managed with the same methodical patience he applied to everything and had come through. He was not a man who suffered easily or visibly. He had come through.

But he was fifty-six and alone and the loneliness had its physical dimension, which he had managed variously and never entirely satisfactorily, and he was not going to pretend that the woman in the doorway of number 27 — composed, dark-haired, the specific quality of a face that gave nothing away until it gave everything — had not been in his peripheral awareness for years in a way that had nothing to do with neighbourly observation.

He was not romantic about this. Romance required a story and he was not interested in stories about himself — he found them sentimental and ultimately weakening, the narrative of want that converted a simple appetite into something with pretensions to depth. He wanted her in the plain, specific way that a man wanted a woman when he had been looking at her from across a street for twelve years. The wanting was real and it was physical and it had a practical dimension now — the notebook, the photograph, the leverage that the notebook and the photograph together constituted — that converted the wanting from an abstraction into a possibility.

He was not going to rush it.

The deciding, as he had said to himself, was not urgent. He was going to wait until he was certain — not certain of the facts, which he already was, but certain of the moment, which required a different kind of knowing. He needed to know that she had enough invested in the secret to want to protect it. He needed to know that the visits had progressed from the door-opening stage to something that could not be explained away. He had the photograph of the doorway. He needed something cleaner, something that left no interpretive room.

He was patient.



On the sixth Wednesday he watched from the upstairs window with the specific, unhurried attention of a man who had decided that observation was sufficient for now. He watched the green Civic arrive at nine-forty. He watched the young man go to the door — canvas bag, the same dark jacket, the easy walk of someone who was expected. He watched the door open. He watched it close.

He set his phone on the window ledge without raising it. He had the photograph he needed. What he was doing now was different — not evidence-gathering but something closer to patience training, the discipline of a man who was capable of wanting something and not moving toward it until the moment was exactly right.

He watched the house.

The house was quiet in the way of an occupied house that had drawn its privacy around itself. The downstairs blinds were at the angle he had noted the previous Wednesday — not fully closed, angled, the specific adjustment of a person who wanted light but not visibility. He noted this. He noted the absence of movement at the upper windows. He noted the particular stillness of the street — a Tuesday energy, the neighbourhood going about its own business, no one paying attention to number 27 except him.

He watched for twenty minutes. Then he moved away from the window and went downstairs and made his morning coffee and took it to the garden, where the November-stripped beds waited for their winter rest, and he worked on the south fence border for an hour with the meditative, unhurried physicality that had always been his best thinking state.

He thought about the woman in the doorway.

He thought about the notebook and the photograph and the interpretive gap between what he had and what he needed, and he thought about when and how and what specifically he intended to say when the moment came, and the thinking was precise and cold and produced, by the end of the hour, a clear enough outline that he was satisfied.

He cleaned his tools. He put them away. He went inside and washed his hands at the kitchen sink and looked out at the street.

The green Civic was still there.

He dried his hands on the kitchen towel and folded it and replaced it on the oven handle with the neat, deliberate attention he gave to small domestic acts, which he believed were the index of a man's character — the small things, done correctly and consistently, were the evidence. He opened the kitchen drawer where he kept the notebook and took it out and opened it to the back section. He read the entries — the six Wednesdays, the photograph noted, the hardware store walk, the blind angle observed. He read them with the satisfaction of someone examining work that had been done correctly.

He turned to a fresh page.

He wrote the date. He wrote: Six confirmed. Photograph clear. Pattern established. Blind angle consistent. Will wait for seventh before acting. Need full certainty of the nature before approach.

He closed the notebook.

He replaced it in the drawer.

He looked at the street once more through the kitchen window — the quiet Wednesday street, the ordinary November morning, the green Civic at the curb of number 27 with its Mount Pleasant permit on the dash.

Somewhere in the house across the road a woman who had no idea that she was being watched with this quality of attention was in the company of a man her husband did not know about, and the specific thing that gave Ray Kowalski a particular, cold, unhurried feeling of satisfaction was not the knowing of it — he had known it for six weeks — but the understanding that the knowing was now sufficiently confirmed and sufficiently documented that it constituted a door, and that the door was his to open whenever he was ready.

He was almost ready.

He turned away from the window and went to the garage and the Honda CB360 that was waiting on the workbench, its engine in pieces around it, each piece cleaned and assessed and laid out in the order of its eventual reassembly. He picked up the carburettor and held it in the light and examined it with the close, satisfied attention of a man who had time, and tools, and patience, and who understood that the value of a thing well-restored was entirely in the doing of it correctly.

Outside, the November morning continued. The green Civic sat at the curb. The street went about its business with no knowledge of the notebook in the kitchen drawer or the photograph in the folder on the phone on the desk upstairs or the cold, particular patience of the man in the garage who was examining a carburettor and thinking about a door.

The door would open.

He had time.



Chapter 16 — The First Time

Priya & Nico 



She told herself, on the drive to Weir Lane, that she had not decided anything.

This was the last untruth she permitted herself that day. She told it cleanly, without embellishment, in the specific tone she used for statements she knew were false but needed to say once before discarding them — the way you clear a workspace before beginning real work, sweeping aside what doesn't belong. She had not decided anything. She was going to the studio. She had been to the studio before. She was going because the music was there and the canvas was there and because he had said whenever you want and she had said next week and the week had passed and her body had been keeping its own calendar with a precision that had nothing to do with her decisions.

She parked on Weir Lane at ten in the morning. A Wednesday. The city was going about its Wednesday business around her — the Mount Pleasant streets with their comfortable, unhurried energy, a woman walking a dog, two men outside the café on the corner with coffee cups, the ordinary texture of a day that did not know it was about to become the before-and-after point of her life.

She sat in the car.

She thought about the journal in the spare-room drawer. The rules written in it. The ones crossed out and the ones she had kept and the ones she had kept in letter while breaking them entirely in spirit. She thought about Daniel's voice on the phone last night — warm, distracted, the Lonsdale project, the coordination meeting, I miss you, we should do Granville Island again soon — and the way she had said yes, soon with the voice of a woman who was already somewhere else.

She got out of the car.



He opened the door before she rang the bell, which meant he had heard her pull up, which meant he had been listening for her, and she filed this with the same careful attention she gave to everything he did that she was not going to address directly. He was in paint-stained jeans again and a different shirt, this one a dark green, the sleeves already pushed up. No cadmium yellow today — his arms were clean, which meant he hadn't been painting this morning, which meant he had been waiting rather than working, which she was also not going to address.

"Come in," he said.

She came in.

The studio was the same as the previous week — the north light, the working smell, the canvases on their shelving — and also different, the way rooms are different when both people in them know that the room is going to be different by the time they leave it. The canvas on the easel had progressed: the empty room now had a quality of late-afternoon light rather than the earlier neutral grey, warmer, more golden, the shadows longer. The book on the floor was still there, still open, still mid-sentence.

She set her bag down on the studio couch and took her coat off and he took it from her — a small, natural gesture, a host's gesture — and hung it on the hook by the stairhead, and she stood in the middle of the studio in the grey-green sweater she had put on this morning with the deliberate attention of someone who was not dressing for anything in particular and who had tried three other things before this one.

"Coffee?" he said.

"In a minute," she said.

He turned from the coat hook. She was looking at the canvas — not performing looking, actually looking, because the canvas had changed and she wanted to understand the change. The afternoon light. The longer shadows. The book on the floor. She looked at it for a moment and then she turned and looked at him.

He was standing very still across the studio, perhaps eight feet from her, watching her with the quality of attention she had learned to read — full, present, the specific kind that did not demand reciprocation but received it. He was not moving toward her. He was, as he always was, patient in the way of someone who had made a decision about patience and was keeping it.

She crossed the eight feet.

She was the one who moved. She wanted to be clear with herself about this, then and in every subsequent accounting — she crossed the space, she was the one who moved, and the moving was chosen with full consciousness of what it meant and what it would cost and she chose it anyway, and the choosing was hers entirely.

She stopped in front of him. Close — the closest they had been without the structural accident of a narrow staircase or a rainy pavement, the closest they had chosen deliberately, and she looked up at him and the dark eyes were very still and very present and she said nothing, and he said nothing, and for one moment the studio held them both in the specific suspension of two people who have arrived at the point they have been approaching for three months and are taking one last breath before it.

Then his hand came up to her face — slowly, so slowly, his fingers against her jaw with the specific, careful touch of someone who had thought about this and was not going to waste it on haste — and she felt the warmth of his hand against her face and closed her eyes and he kissed her.

Soft at first. A question asked with the patience of someone who already knew the answer but understood that the asking mattered. She felt the specific quality of his mouth — the warmth of it, the deliberateness, the way he kissed her as though he had time and intended to use it. She felt her hands find his chest and the fabric of the green shirt and the warmth of him through it, and she kissed him back with the full honesty of a woman who had been managing this for three months and was done managing.

He kissed her for a long time before he touched her anywhere else, which was the most devastating thing he could have done. Just the kiss, his hand against her jaw, her hands on his chest, the studio quiet around them — long enough that she felt the wanting rise in her like water finding its level, slow and inevitable and exactly high enough to reach the thing she had been keeping dry.

When his hands moved it was to her waist first — both hands, through the green sweater, the warmth of them on either side of her, and she felt the size of his hands, the span of them, and made a sound she had not planned to make, soft and involuntary, and he heard it and she felt his response to it — not triumphant, not predatory, but a specific deepening of attention, as though the sound had told him something he wanted to know.

"Priya," he said, against her mouth. Not a question. The same way he had said it at the top of the stairs — her name as a complete sentence, as an acknowledgment of a specific person rather than a generic want.

"I know," she said. Which was all of it — all of what she knew, which was everything, the marriage and the cost and the rules in the journal and the fact that she was here, that she had crossed the eight feet, that his hands were on her waist in the studio on a Wednesday morning in December and she was not going to stop.



He led her — she let him lead her — to the back of the studio, where she had not been before, through the door she had assumed was a bathroom and which opened instead into a small, spare bedroom: a bed with a dark grey cover, a low lamp on the floor beside it casting warm light upward, a single window with the blind half-lowered, the December morning coming through in a narrow band of cool grey. The room had the quality of his flat — stripped down, nothing unnecessary, the things that were there entirely themselves.

She stood at the edge of the bed and he stood in front of her and they looked at each other in the low lamp light and she said, "I need you to know this isn't — " She stopped. "I need you to know I don't do this."

"I know," he said. And then, because he was always honest: "That's not why I want you."

"Why then?"

He looked at her for a moment — the considering look, the one that meant he was finding the right words rather than the convenient ones. "Because you're more alive than almost anyone I've met," he said. "And watching you manage that aliveness into smaller and smaller spaces has been — " He stopped. "I want you to have room."

She felt this land in the region that his things always landed, deep and specific. She reached for the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head.

He looked at her. Not with the performed appreciation of a man who understands he is supposed to look, but with the specific, honest attention of someone who had been thinking about this and was now seeing it and finding the seeing was better than the thinking. She was forty-three years old, standing in his bedroom in her bra and good trousers, her dark hair loose, and he looked at her the way he looked at his canvases — with the close, unhurried attention of a man for whom looking was a form of knowing, and what she saw on his face was not performance.

"Come here," he said, which was the right thing, and she went.



He undressed her slowly. Not as a technique — or not only as a technique — but with the genuine, unhurried attention of someone for whom this was not a means to an end but the thing itself, each stage worth the time it took. Her bra clasp opened under his fingers with the ease of someone who had done this before and she was briefly, absurdly grateful that his competence did not make her feel replaced — it made her feel tended to. His mouth was on her neck, her shoulder, the curve between them, and she kept her hands in his hair and tipped her head back and breathed.

I am doing this, she thought, with the clear, almost clinical awareness that ran underneath the desire, the internal annotator that never fully switched off. I am in a room with a man who is not my husband and I am doing this and I am not stopping.

She was not stopping.

She pulled his shirt over his head and looked at him in the low light — the long lines of him, the painter's arms, the specific reality of a body she had been thinking about in the abstract for months now resolved into the concrete, warm, present fact of him — and she put her hands on his chest and felt his heartbeat, faster than she'd expected, which told her something she found moving.

"Your heart is racing," she said.

"Yes," he said, simply.

They moved together onto the bed and she felt the full warmth of him along the length of her and the specific, deep relief of skin that had been waiting for contact — not relief in the diminished sense but the relief of water, of something returning to its proper level. She pressed against him and heard him exhale against her hair and felt his hands moving over her with the quality of attention that characterised everything he did — specific, present, learning her with a focus that made her feel that she was the only thing in the room worth knowing.

"Tell me what you want," he said, his mouth at her ear.

"Everything," she said, which was too honest and also accurate.

He laughed softly — the real laugh, low and warm, against her neck — and the laugh was more intimate than anything that had happened yet, which was saying something, and she pulled him back to her mouth and kissed him with the urgency she had been containing for three months, and felt him respond in kind, and something in both of them shifted register — from the slow, deliberate approach to the thing itself, which had its own logic and its own pace and which was, she found, beyond any management she had left.



His mouth moved down her body with the same patient, specific attention — her throat, the curve of her breast, the soft skin below it, the shallow hollow of her navel — and she lay with her hands in his hair and the low lamp light warm on the ceiling and felt herself arrive at a state of physical presence she had not been in for longer than she was going to calculate right now, a state in which the annotator finally, mercifully, stopped annotating, and there was only this: his mouth, his hands, the warmth of the room, her own breathing.

When his mouth reached the inside of her thigh she made the sound again, less controlled this time, and said his name, and he said yes against her skin, which was not an answer to a question but an acknowledgment — yes, I'm here, yes, I have you — and she felt the specific care in it, the intention in it, the fact that he was paying her the complete attention she had felt from him since the arts event and which, here, in this room, in this context, was almost overwhelming in its completeness.

She came the first time with her hands in his hair and his name in her mouth, and the orgasm arrived with the quality of something long-dammed releasing — not sharp but deep, moving through her in long, slow waves that left her breathing hard against the grey cover with the low lamp light on the ceiling and the December morning outside and the full, devastating reality of what she was doing and the simultaneous full, devastating reality that she did not regret it, not in this moment, not with his hand on her hip and his cheek against her thigh and the studio quiet around them.

The guilt was there. She wanted to be precise about this — it did not disappear during the wanting, it existed alongside it, present and specific, a full awareness of Daniel and the marriage and the rules in the journal and Maya's voice saying I just want you to be happy, genuinely. The guilt was real and present and it did not stop what was happening. The coexistence of those two things — the guilt and the want, both full, neither cancelling the other — was the most honest thing about the morning.

She pulled him up to her and he came and she felt the full weight of him and she said yes and he moved into her slowly, watching her face in the low light, and she held his gaze without looking away, which was harder than she'd expected — not because of shyness but because his eyes in this moment were more than she'd prepared for, present and dark and seeing her completely, the annotated version and the original underneath it, the managed woman and the one that had been there the whole time, and being seen that completely was its own form of arriving somewhere she had not been in a long time.

She pulled him down to her and held him and moved with him in the instinctive, collaborative way of two people whose bodies were discovering they understood each other, and the understanding was better than she'd imagined, which was saying something because she had imagined it with reasonable specificity on several occasions she was not going to enumerate.

"You're extraordinary," he said against her hair, and she tightened her arms around him in response because she didn't have a word for what she was feeling that was adequate and the tightening was more honest.

They moved together toward the second time with the ease of people whose bodies have found their accord, and she felt it build from further back than the first, slower and more complete, and when it arrived it took her entirely — she said something into his shoulder that might have been his name and might have been something else and he held her through it with the full, present attention of a man who was paying complete care to the person he was with rather than to his own experience of her, which was, she thought distantly, the thing she had been missing without knowing she was missing it.

Afterward — the specific, suspended quality of afterward — they lay in the low lamp light with the December morning outside and her head on his chest and his hand in her hair and neither of them said anything for a long time, which was the right thing.

She was thinking. The annotator had come back online, which was inevitable, and what it was producing was not recrimination — or not only that — but something more complex: the clear, unflinching accounting of a woman who had just done the thing she had been trying not to do for three months and who found that the thing had been real, that it had been what she had known it would be, that it had given her something she had been without and that the giving of it did not simplify anything, did not resolve anything, did not make the marriage less true or Daniel less present or the cost less certain.

It made everything more true simultaneously, which was worse and more honest.

"I need to tell you something," she said.

His hand in her hair stilled. He waited.

"I don't regret this," she said. "I need to say that clearly because I'm going to leave soon and when I leave I'm going to spend a significant amount of time feeling like I should regret it, and I want you to know that in this room, right now, I don't."

A pause. His chest rose and fell. "I know," he said.

"I don't know what this is," she said. "I don't know what it can be."

"I know that too," he said. "I'm not asking you for anything you haven't chosen to give."

She lay with this for a moment. "That might be the most generous thing anyone has said to me."

"It's not generosity," he said. "It's how this works or it doesn't work at all."

She sat up. She sat on the edge of the bed with her back to him and looked at the half-lowered blind and the band of grey December light and felt the room around her — his room, his warmth behind her, the low lamp, the specific intimacy of a space that had been private and was now private in a different way.

She could not look at him. Not because she was ashamed — the shame was there, present and real, but it was not what prevented the looking. She couldn't look at him because she was afraid that if she looked at him she would see that she was not done, that the morning was not the whole of it, that she would want to stay, and she could not stay.

He did not ask her to look at him. He did not fill the silence. He lay behind her and let her have the edge of the bed and the band of grey light and the necessary time, which was what he always did — gave her the room she needed without making the giving a condition.

She dressed. He lay and watched her, not invasively, simply present, and she found she did not mind being watched by him even now — especially now, perhaps, the intimacy of the watching more complete for what had happened between the watching and the last time he had watched her in this room.

She picked up her bag. She put her coat on. She turned to him.

He was lying on his side, his head on his hand, watching her with the steady dark eyes. He looked, in the low lamp light with the grey morning behind the blind, like the figure in one of his own paintings — a person fully in a room, at home in the room, the light finding him correctly.

"Next time," she said, and did not know she was going to say it until it was said.

He smiled — not the brief private one, something fuller, and it changed his face in the way she had catalogued and could not stop cataloguing. "Next time," he agreed.

She went down the steep stairs with her hand on the worn banister and out through the red door into the December morning. The cold hit her face with the clean indifference of weather that did not know or care what had happened in the room above. She walked to her car. She sat in it.

She did not cry in the car. She drove home first, across the bridge, through the Kitsilano streets, into the driveway, and then she sat in the driveway for a moment and then went upstairs to the spare room and closed the door and sat on the edge of the narrow spare-room bed with her coat still on and her bag still on her shoulder and cried — quietly, completely, in the way you cry when you are crying about more than one thing and none of the things are simple.

She cried for perhaps ten minutes. Then she stopped, with the clean decisiveness with which she did most things, and took her coat off and hung it on the door hook and washed her face at the bathroom sink and looked at herself in the mirror.

The face looked back. Dark eyes, slightly red at the rims. The same face. The same woman.

Not the same, a voice said, from somewhere below the mirror's evidence. Not the same at all.

She dried her face on the good towel. She went downstairs and made Helen's lunch and called Daniel at twelve-thirty and talked about the Lonsdale project and Kieran's football and Maya's Tobias, and her voice was the voice of a woman who was entirely herself, and it was — that was the thing that would take the longest to metabolise — entirely true.

She was entirely herself. She had been entirely herself in the studio and she was entirely herself in Helen's kitchen and the self was the same self and it contained everything, the marriage and the morning and the cost and the desire and the guilt and the fullness of being known — completely, for a few hours, by another person — and she was going to have to carry all of it, all at once, for as long as this lasted.

She made Helen's soup.

She set the table.

She called them in for lunch.



Chapter 17 — Retreat

Priya 



She did not message him.

This was the first thing, the foundational thing, the thing all the other things depended on. She did not message him the evening she came home from the studio, which was the hardest evening, when the memory was still entirely physical — still in her skin, still specific, the warmth of his hands and the low lamp light and the way he had said her name during and after and at the door. She lay in the spare-room bed that night and held the not-messaging with both hands like something that required physical effort to keep still, and in the morning it was still true that she had not messaged, and the morning was easier than the night because mornings had structure and structure was what she needed.

She was very good at structure.

She taught her nine o'clock seminar on Ondaatje — a different week of the course, the novel's second half, the body's memory and what it kept against the mind's instruction — and she was present in the seminar in the way that mattered, fully inhabiting the room and the text and the students' thinking, and if there was a layer underneath the teaching that was doing something else she kept it entirely below the visible surface where it belonged and where it remained.

She marked forty-two student papers over three days, which was the kind of work that required total attention and rewarded it with the specific, clean satisfaction of a task with clear parameters and a defined end. She marked with the red pen she had used for fifteen years, her comments precise and specific, the good things named as clearly as the problems, and when she finished the stack she set it squarely on the corner of the desk and felt the accomplishment of it, which was real.

She called Daniel every evening at seven. The calls were warm and specific — she asked about the Lonsdale project and he told her, she told him about the seminar and the papers, they talked about Kieran's upcoming winter concert at school, about Maya's latest message, about Christmas plans which were still unresolved in the pleasant, procrastinating way of families who had enough goodwill to leave logistics late. She heard his voice and felt the specific, real warmth of it — the warmth she had always felt, that had not gone anywhere — and said goodnight with the genuine tenderness she had for him and for the life they had built, and then sat in the spare-room quiet for a while after the call ended and did not examine what sat alongside the tenderness.

She took Helen to two medical appointments, which involved the particular combination of competence and patience that Helen required — the waiting rooms managed, the questions asked correctly, the results translated from clinical language into the reassuring vernacular that made Helen feel in command of her own situation rather than subject to it. Helen was improving. The blood pressure had stabilised, the new medication was working, she was steadier on her feet. She told Priya, on the drive home from the second appointment, that she was thinking of getting a cat. Priya said she thought that was an excellent idea. Helen said she would call it Gerald after the Prime Minister she had most disliked, as a form of manageable aggression. Priya laughed for longer than the joke required and felt, for the duration of the laugh, entirely uncomplicated.

She walked every day. The seawall, the Kits Beach arc, the Vanier Park path, always west into the weather which was full winter now, the December rain steady and salt-smelling, the mountains invisible behind cloud for weeks at a stretch with the occasional clear morning when they reappeared with the faint shock of things that have always been there and keep surprising you. She walked with her hood up and her hands in her pockets and the specific physical purpose of someone using her body to manage her mind, which she had done since her twenties when the PhD had taught her that her best thinking was ambulative rather than sedentary. She thought about the return essay on these walks, about Gallant and Ondaatje and the literature of the life lived at an angle to itself, and the thinking was good, productive, the essay assembling itself in the marine air with a clarity it sometimes lacked at the desk.

She did not think about Weir Lane. She was very deliberate about not thinking about Weir Lane, and the deliberateness was exhausting in the way of all sustained effort that goes against a natural gradient, but it was maintainable, she found, if she kept moving.



The first week was the hardest. This was simple physics — the memory at its most recent and specific, the sensory detail still current, available in the way that recent experiences were available before time began its selective editing. She managed it through schedule — the teaching, the marking, the appointments, the calls — and through the exercise and through the occasional glass of wine at Helen's kitchen table in the evening with something she was reading, the glass permitted and deliberate and not the beginning of three.

At the end of the first week she allowed herself one accounting, which she conducted in the journal with the same honest, unsentimental attention she had brought to the rules. She wrote: It happened and it was real and it was everything I knew it would be and more and I am not going to pretend it wasn't or that I am not changed by it. I am changed by it. The question is what kind of change, and what I do with it, and whether I am going to let it be the one time that I understand and carry and do not repeat.

She sat with that last phrase — do not repeat — and felt its weight, which was considerable, and wrote underneath it: I don't know.

Then she closed the journal and put it away and made tea.

The second week was different — not easier exactly, but differently textured. The sensory memory began its inevitable softening, the specific physical details giving way to the emotional ones, which were in some ways harder to manage but more amenable to the tools she had. She could argue with emotions. She had spent her professional life on the proposition that emotional experience was legible, interpretable, available to close reading. She applied close reading to herself with the same rigour she applied to Gallant and found, as Gallant had suggested she would find, that the reading did not simplify the text. It clarified it. The difference between simplification and clarification was the difference between a problem solved and a problem understood, and understanding was what she had.

She understood that she had made a choice that could not be unmade. She understood that the choice had been made with full consciousness and that the consciousness had not prevented it and would not prevent a repetition if she allowed the conditions for a repetition to exist. She understood that she loved her husband with the full, complex, seventeen-year love that their marriage contained, and that this love coexisted with what she felt in Nico's studio without cancelling it or being cancelled by it, which was the most uncomfortable understanding of all — not the either/or she might have managed but the both/and that required an entirely different architecture.

She understood all of this with the precision of a scholar and she kept walking and she did not message him.



Daniel came for a weekend in the middle of the second week. He was in better form than the previous visit — the coordination issue resolved, the Lonsdale elevation signed off by the client, the specific relief of a professional obstacle cleared that she recognised in him the way she recognised all his moods, with the practiced ease of long knowledge. He was warm and present and he brought flowers again — tulips this time, early forcing-house ones, white and slightly stiff, the winter version of optimism — and she put them in the vase and made dinner and they ate and talked and she looked at him across the kitchen table and felt the love, real and specific, and underneath it the thing she was carrying that he could not see.

She was very good at this. She found, to her own horror, that she was very good at it — at holding the two things simultaneously without the seams showing, at being entirely present with Daniel while the other thing existed in its own sealed compartment, and the facility with which she managed this disturbed her more than the managing itself. She had not known she was capable of such clean compartmentalisation. She was not sure whether this was a survival skill or a character flaw and suspected it was both.

They made love on the Saturday evening — the same register as the previous visit, warm and familiar and fond, and she was present in it with the genuineness she always brought to this part of their marriage, which had not changed, which was still real, and which she was beginning to understand she could no longer use as evidence that everything was essentially alright. It was real and it was not enough and both of those things were true and the gap between them was the space in which everything difficult lived.

Afterward Daniel fell asleep with his hand on her hip, and she lay in the dark and did not think about the studio, and the not-thinking was the most strenuous exercise of the entire retreat.



The third week she began to believe it might be possible.

Not the never — she was not going to insult her own intelligence with the never. But the stopping, the managed distance, the professional acquaintance and the interesting conversations and the life that returned to its previous shape. She began to believe this was a possible future, not the inevitable one but one that was available to her if she kept choosing it, and the believing was sustaining in the way of beliefs that have been worked for rather than given.

She drafted a message to him once. On a Thursday evening, the third week, after a glass of wine and a particularly good session on the return essay in which the Gallant argument had finally found its structural spine. She typed: The essay has found its shape. Gallant opens, as you suggested. She held the phone. The message was entirely innocent — a colleague sharing good news about her research with another person who had been part of the thinking. She could send this. She could send this and it would be fine and professional and it would mean nothing except what it said.

She deleted it.

She deleted it because she knew, with the honesty that had become her internal standard, that sending it had nothing to do with the essay and everything to do with the fact that she had not spoken to him in three weeks and the three weeks had been the longest three weeks she had spent inside her own head in years, and she was not going to dress that up as professional correspondence.

She put the phone away. She finished the wine. She went to bed and read Gallant and felt, as she read, the specific quality of a woman who is holding a line and knows it is the right line and holds it anyway despite the holding being difficult, which was perhaps its own form of integrity and perhaps simply stubbornness and was, in either case, what she had.



On the last day of the third week Helen asked her, over the morning crossword, whether she was alright.

Priya looked up. Helen was watching her with the clear, unhurried gaze she had turned on Priya once before — the witnessing gaze, the one that did not ask a question so much as offer the space for an honest answer.

"I'm well," Priya said.

"That's not what I asked," Helen said, which was the second time the women in her life had made this correction and which landed with accumulated force.

Priya looked at the crossword. Seven down: state of inward conflict (nine letters). She almost laughed. "I have something on my mind," she said. "Nothing that needs managing. Just — something I'm working through."

Helen nodded. She did not press. She wrote in seven down — TURMOIL — with her pencil and the sure hand of someone who did not need to check her answer.

"You know," Helen said, in the tone of someone beginning a sentence they had been considering for a while, "I was very much in love with a man who was not Daniel's father. When I was thirty-nine. For about a year."

Priya went very still.

"Nothing happened," Helen said. "Or nothing much. But the nothing much cost me considerably and the not-happening cost me in a different way and I have thought about it periodically for thirty-five years." She looked at the crossword. "I'm not telling you this for any reason. I'm just — telling you."

Priya looked at her. The old woman's profile, sharp and certain, the pencil resting in her fingers. "Why now?" Priya said.

"Because you have the look," Helen said. "And because you're here, and you're good, and I trust you. And because women our age — well. Your age. The age I was." She paused. "We are so good at managing things that we sometimes manage ourselves right past the things that needed to happen."

The kitchen was very quiet. The December rain on the window.

"What would you do differently?" Priya said. Her voice was even.

Helen was quiet for a long moment. "I would have been more honest," she said. "With myself, first. And then with whoever needed the honesty." She tapped the crossword with the pencil. "What's eight across? Deliberate withholding of truth. Six letters."

Priya looked at the grid.

"Denial," she said.

Helen wrote it in.

Priya sat at Helen's kitchen table with the morning crossword and the December rain on the window and the last day of the third week of her retreat, and felt the careful structure of the past twenty-one days shift very slightly on its foundations, the way a building shifts when something below it moves — not collapsing, not visibly changed, but different in a way that the instruments would show if the instruments were sensitive enough.

She picked up her phone that evening. She looked at his name in the message thread. The last message was his — three weeks ago, the night of the exchange that had tipped past friendship: I'm here when you want to talk.

She put the phone down.

She picked it up again.

She typed: The essay found its shape. I've been thinking about what you said. About the original being still there.

She held the phone. Read it back. Her thumb over the send button.

She sent it.

She set the phone face-down on the desk and sat in the spare-room quiet and waited, and the waiting was not the tense, effortful waiting of the three weeks past but something different, something that had released the pressure of the holding and replaced it with the simpler, more honest feeling of a person who has stopped pretending and is simply present in what is real.

His reply came in six minutes.

It's still there, he wrote. I could tell. I was waiting.

She read this twice. Then she wrote: I know you were.

Are you alright?

She thought about this. She thought about Helen's crossword and the thirty-five years of periodic thinking and the honest answer to are you alright which was neither yes nor no but something that required more room than either.

No, she wrote. But I'm more honest than I was three weeks ago. That might be the same thing.

A pause. Then: It might be better.

She smiled. Set the phone down. Looked at the December rain on the skylight and felt the retreat conclude itself — not with a decision, not with a crossing of any line, but with the quiet, inevitable recognition of a woman who had held a position for three weeks with everything she had and had found, at the end of the holding, that the position was not where she lived.

She lived somewhere else.

She was going back.



Chapter 18 — What the Body Keeps

Priya 



The body, she had taught for fifteen years, was the site of everything literature pretended to be about. The mind constructed the narrative — the clean arc from wound to understanding, from ignorance to knowledge, from before to after — but the body kept the actual record, unedited and non-negotiable, in the specific register of sensation that predated language and would outlast it. She had said this in seminars, written it in journal articles, built an entire chapter of the Rushdie book around the proposition. She had been right about it in the way of someone who understands a thing from the outside.

She understood it from the inside now.

It began in the mornings, which was when she was least defended — the gap between sleep and full waking when the mind's editorial function was not yet running and the body was simply present in itself, warm and specific and possessed of its own detailed memory. She would surface into consciousness with the physical sense of him already there — not thought, not recalled in the deliberate way of a person choosing to remember, but simply present the way warmth is present when you move from a cold room into a heated one, before you have registered the change consciously. The warmth of his hands. The specific weight of him. The sound he made when she pulled him closer.

Then the mind would arrive, with its full critical apparatus, and she would be in Helen's spare room in the December morning with the rain on the skylight and Daniel's voice on the phone from last evening still in her recent memory and the ordinary day assembled and waiting.

The body did not care about the ordinary day. This was the thing she had not adequately theorised in fifteen years of teaching about the body — its profound, democratic indifference to the mind's priorities. The body wanted what it wanted with the patient, non-argumentative insistence of an appetite that had been correctly identified and not fed. It did not make the case for itself. It did not argue or justify or contextualise within the larger ethical framework. It simply registered, throughout the day, in the most inconvenient available moments, the specific physical fact of what it had had and what it was no longer having.

She noticed it in seminar. A student used the word longing in the context of a Dionne Brand poem and she felt the word land in her chest before she could intercept it, and spent four seconds recovering her composure that felt like considerably longer. She noticed it in the supermarket, in the produce aisle, buying the persimmons Helen liked, when the particular quality of the late-afternoon light through the market's glass roof did something warm and amber that she was not going to describe and she stood with a persimmon in her hand for a moment too long and the woman beside her reached across to take one of her own and Priya moved and said sorry and was normal again immediately.

She noticed it most acutely at her desk in the evenings — the spare room, the lamp, the journal open or closed in the drawer, the work she was doing that was real and good and that required her full concentration and that received it, mostly, and that failed to receive it in the small hours when the concentration thinned and the space that had been occupied by Gallant or by student papers or by the return essay was suddenly, helplessly occupied by the studio on Weir Lane in the low lamp light.

She did not message him. She had sent the one message — the essay found its shape — and his reply had confirmed what the reply always confirmed, that he was there, that he was waiting, that the patience he brought to everything extended to this. She had not sent anything further. She was not going to send anything further until she understood what she was going to do, and she did not yet understand what she was going to do, and the not-understanding was legitimate and she was going to respect it rather than resolve it prematurely in the direction of whichever want was loudest.

She understood, as an intellectual matter, that what her body was experiencing was the specific chemistry of early desire — the dopaminergic circuitry of wanting, the neurological record of pleasure associating itself with a specific stimulus and registering its absence. She had read enough neuroscience adjacent to her literary research to have the framework. The framework was accurate and entirely useless. Knowing the mechanism did not interrupt it any more than knowing the mechanism of a headache removed the headache. The body kept its record regardless of the mind's commentary on the record-keeping.



On a Tuesday she woke at three in the morning.

Not gradually, not from a dream with traceable content, but sharply, fully, from a deep sleep directly into wakefulness with the specific quality of a person who has been returned to consciousness by something the conscious mind was not present for. She lay on her back in the spare-room dark and the rain was on the skylight and the house was quiet and she was entirely awake and her body was in a state she was going to describe precisely because precision was the point: she was aroused, fully, in the unambiguous physical sense, and the arousal had arrived from wherever sleep had taken her and was present and specific and associated — without her instruction, without her permission, without any narrative she had consciously constructed — with Weir Lane and the low lamp and the particular warmth of being with him in the room he had made.

She lay in the dark and took a slow breath and felt the specific frustration and embarrassment of a forty-three year old woman who had thought herself past the age of being ambushed by her own nervous system at three in the morning. She had not been past that age. Apparently there was no age past which the nervous system stopped its ambushes. She filed this as new data and lay with the dark and the rain and the inconvenient, specific, wide-awake fact of herself.

She thought about him with the deliberate intention of someone who has decided that the managed approach has failed and that direct examination might accomplish what avoidance had not. She thought about the studio, the morning, the slow unhurrying of it — his hands, his mouth, his specific quality of attention that had made her feel, throughout, that she was the only thing in the room worth attending to. She thought about the way he had watched her face when she listened to the music with her eyes closed. She thought about the warmth of him along the full length of her.

The thinking did not resolve the arousal. It deepened it, which she had perhaps expected, and she lay in the dark with the deepened, specific, unmanageable physical reality of wanting someone who was two neighbourhoods away and asleep in his own bed and unavailable by any definition of the word that she was willing to apply to herself at this hour.

She was not going to contact him at three in the morning. She had rules. The rules were compromised but they were not entirely dissolved and this one remained: she was not going to be the person who sent a 3am message to a man who was not her husband. She had some lines remaining and she was going to hold them.

She got up. She put on the heavy cardigan she kept on the chair and she went to the kitchen and made chamomile tea, which she did not particularly like but which was the correct beverage for 3am in someone else's house, and she stood at Helen's kitchen window and looked at the rain on the December garden — the mulched beds, the bare fence, the outdoor table with its upturned chairs, the small orange gleam of the neighbour's security light two gardens over.

She held the mug with both hands and thought about Helen's crossword — deliberate withholding of truth, six letters — and about what Helen had said about being more honest, first with herself and then with whoever needed the honesty. She was being honest with herself. She was being ferociously, exhaustingly honest with herself, here in the kitchen at three in the morning in the way of a person who had removed every comfortable self-deception and was standing in what remained.

What remained was this: she wanted Nico Reyes with a specificity and consistency that had survived three weeks of managed retreat and a Tuesday night ambush and the full application of her considerable intellectual resources. The wanting was not diminishing. It was, if anything, more precise than it had been before the studio — no longer the wanting of something imagined but the wanting of something known, which was different, which was harder, which was the wanting that had teeth.

She also loved her husband. She thought about Daniel with the same honest, undefended attention she had been giving herself, and the love was real and present and specific — not the wanting kind but the knowing kind, the seventeen-year accumulation of a shared life with a person she had chosen and continued to choose — and the love did not make the wanting smaller, and the wanting did not make the love smaller, and she was at three in the morning in her mother-in-law's kitchen confronting the fact that these two things were going to have to coexist indefinitely or she was going to have to make a different kind of decision.

She was not making a different kind of decision.

She was not leaving Daniel. She was not ending the marriage. She was not constructing a future in which Weir Lane and the low lamp light were the main story rather than the other one. She understood this with the same clarity she understood everything difficult — looking at it directly, naming it precisely, accepting what the naming produced.

She was going to see Nico again. She was going to go back to the studio because the alternative was a version of herself that was technically intact and actually less true than the version that had crossed eight feet on a Wednesday morning and chosen and was prepared to choose again. She was going to hold both things — the marriage and this — for as long as both things could be held, and she was going to be honest with herself about the cost at every stage, and she was going to refuse the comfort of pretending the cost was smaller than it was.

This was the decision she made at three in the morning in Helen's kitchen with the chamomile tea she didn't like and the rain on the December garden and the neighbour's security light making its small orange point in the dark.

It was not a good decision in the moral sense. She knew this without qualification. It was the decision she was making.



She went back to bed at half three and lay in the dark for a while longer and the arousal had converted itself, through the thinking, into something else — not gone, but different, the sharp physical edge of it softened into a deeper, more settled ache that she recognised as the body's acknowledgment of a decision made. As though the body had been waiting for the mind to catch up and having caught up had allowed itself a different kind of rest.

She slept at four.

She woke at seven with the alarm and the rain still going and Helen's muffled movement in the next room and the ordinary day beginning its assembly. She showered, dressed, made Helen's breakfast, answered two student emails, took the bus to UBC because the rain was heavy enough to make parking more effort than it was worth.

She sat on the bus and watched the December city slide past the rain-blurred window — the Kitsilano streets giving way to the Burrard slope, the bridge with the inlet grey and wide below, the Fairview blocks and then the university's edge — and felt, underneath the ordinary texture of the morning, the specific quality of a person who has looked at a thing clearly in the night and has not looked away.

She taught the ten o'clock seminar on Brand — longing appearing in the student discussion again, the word wearing its weight evenly, she receiving it this time without the chest-landing of the previous week, which was evidence of something she was going to call progress.

She had office hours at two. Three students came. She was good with all of them.

She walked to the bus stop at five through the rain and stood under the shelter and took her phone out of her bag and opened the message thread.

Are you painting tonight? she wrote.

His reply came before she had put the phone back in her bag: I can be. Or I can not be. Whichever is better.

She stood under the bus shelter in the December rain and the city going home around her and felt something in her chest that was not complicated — or that was complicated and warm simultaneously — and wrote: Not painting. I'll come Thursday.

Thursday, he wrote. And then, after a moment: I'll make good coffee.

She smiled at the phone in the way she had been smiling at it for months and put it in her bag and got on the bus and rode it back across the bridge into the Kitsilano evening and went to Helen's and made dinner and called Daniel and was entirely, warmly, genuinely herself — all of herself, the whole complicated truth of her — and when Helen asked how the seminar had gone she said very well and meant it, and when Helen asked whether she had resolved the thing on her mind she said mostly and met the old woman's clear gaze and held it.

Helen nodded. She asked nothing further.

She poured them both a small glass of Oloroso sherry — her evening ritual, a thing she did alone and now shared — and they sat at the kitchen table with the sherry and the December rain and the quiet house, and Priya sat with the decision she had made at three in the morning and felt it settle further into its final shape, which was the shape of something she was going to carry and had chosen to carry, and which was heavy and warm and entirely hers.



Chapter 19 — The Second Time

Priya & Nico 



She drove to Weir Lane on Thursday morning with the specific, deliberate calm of someone who has made a decision and is executing it without the drama of re-deciding at every junction. This was different from the first time, when each traffic light had been a potential turning back, when the drive had been conducted in the subjunctive — I could still go home, I have not yet done the thing, the thing is still not done. That subjunctive was gone. She had closed it herself at three in the morning in Helen's kitchen and she was not going to reopen it because reopening it served no one, least of all the honesty she had committed to.

The December morning was clear — one of Vancouver's occasional winter gifts, the cloud system that had sat on the city for two weeks finally pushed east by an overnight wind, the mountains reappearing with their full, startling presence, snow to the mid-slopes now, the sky behind them a cold clean blue that had no softness in it. She drove across the bridge with the mountains ahead of her and the inlet glittering below and felt the morning as a physical fact — the light, the cold, the specific aliveness of a clear day after a long grey stretch — and did not try to make it a metaphor.

She was going because she wanted to. That was the whole of it. Three months of accumulation and three weeks of retreat and a 3am kitchen decision and a Thursday morning drive, and the reason was simple and had always been simple and the simplicity of it was the most honest thing she had.

She parked on Weir Lane at ten past ten.

She sat in the car for thirty seconds — not hesitation, just the breath before — and got out.



The red door opened before she reached it, which meant he had been watching for her car, which meant he had been waiting with the same quality of attention he brought to everything, and she felt this register in her chest in the way his attentions always registered and went inside without pausing on the step.

He was in paint clothes again — the dark jeans, a different shirt today, deep blue, already pushed to the elbows. He looked at her in the particular way he had, the full direct look that did not perform its looking, and she looked back and neither of them said anything for a moment that was not uncomfortable but was very full.

"You came back," he said.

"I said I would," she said.

"I know." A pause. "I'm glad."

She set her bag down on the studio couch and did not take her coat off immediately because the coat was the last management, the last pretextual thing, and she wanted to be in the room for a moment before she stopped pretending there was any other reason she was here. She looked at the canvas on the easel — the empty room had changed again. The chair in the corner now had something on it: a coat, folded, placed there deliberately rather than abandoned. The room was no longer waiting. The room had been returned to.

She took her coat off.

She turned to him. He was standing across the studio watching her with the stillness she had come to understand as the opposite of passivity — active stillness, the stillness of a person who was fully present and not filling the presence with movement. She looked at him and felt the full, clean weight of the wanting — not the managed, annotated version, not the neuroscientific framework, just the plain fact of it, present and specific and located in her body with the precision of something that knew exactly what it was.

She crossed the studio.

This time she did not stop in front of him. She came to him and he met her and the kiss was different from the first time — not soft and questioning but immediate, the two of them already knowing each other's mouths, the question already answered and the answer being stated again with the directness of confirmation rather than discovery. She felt his hands in her hair and pressed into him and felt the full, warm, solid fact of him and made a sound against his mouth that was not managed and not quiet.

"God," he said, and it was not performance — it was the involuntary sound of a person receiving something they had been waiting for, and she heard it and felt it land and kissed him harder.

They did not make it to the bedroom immediately. They stayed in the studio — against the worktable, her hands gripping the edge of it behind her, his mouth on her throat and the particular line where her neck met her shoulder, which he had found the first time and which she had thought about at three in the morning with a specificity she was now grateful for because the thinking had been correct, the specificity had been accurate, it was exactly that and his mouth was there now and she said yes in the tone of someone confirming an address.

"I've thought about this," she said, not as a confession but as information, I've been thinking about this for three weeks, and he said against her skin I know, I could tell, and she laughed — a short, real, slightly undone laugh — and pulled him up to her mouth.

He undressed her at the worktable with the same unhurried attention as the first time but different in quality — where the first time had been discovery, this was knowledge, his hands moving over her with the specific confidence of someone who knew where the attention was most welcome and went there with the directness of certainty rather than exploration. Her blouse on the worktable. His hands on her waist, her ribs, the clasp of her bra opening with the practised ease she had been grateful for the first time and was grateful for again, his mouth immediately at her breast, and she held the back of his head and tipped her own back and breathed through the specific, deep pleasure of being attended to by someone who was paying complete attention.

"You're extraordinary," he said against her skin, the same word as the first time but landing differently now, less surprising, more settled — a statement of an established fact rather than a discovery.

"You said that before," she said.

"It was true before." He looked up at her. "It's truer now."

She pulled him up. She worked his shirt over his head and her hands were on his chest and she felt his heartbeat, which was fast again, which moved her again in the same way — the evidence of his wanting, undeniable and specific, the heart not under the same management as the rest of him. She put her palm flat over it and held it for a moment and he covered her hand with his and they stood like that for one breath — her hand on his heart, his hand over hers, the studio quiet around them — and it was the most intimate moment of the morning and it had not been planned.

"Come here," she said, which was what he had said to her the first time, and she felt him hear the returning of it, and he smiled — the full one, the one that changed his face — and she took his hand and led him to the bedroom.



The bedroom in December morning light was different from the first time's low lamp — brighter, the blind drawn but the cold blue of the clear day coming through it, the room in a cleaner, more honest light that showed everything without the lamp's golden softening. She lay on the bed and looked up at him and he looked at her with the full, direct attention that she no longer needed to look away from, and she thought: this is what being seen actually feels like, not the social version, the actual version.

He kissed her with a thoroughness that was its own form of conversation — her mouth, her throat, her collarbone, the curve of her breast, the soft skin of her stomach with a care that made her breath come faster, and she held his hair and let him and felt herself arrive at the specific, unguarded physical openness of someone who had spent three weeks holding this particular door shut and had let go of the handle.

His mouth reached the inside of her thigh and she said his name — not softly, with the specific directness of someone saying a name because it is the right word for the moment — and he answered by attending to her with the complete, specific attention of someone for whom this was not a performance and not a means to an end but the thing he wanted to be doing, and she felt the difference, she had always felt the difference, and the difference was the most affecting thing about him.

"Look at me," she said, which surprised her, and he raised his eyes to her face while he continued and the specific intimacy of that — being seen in that moment, fully, by someone who was watching her with nothing but attention and care — arrived in her chest and her body simultaneously and she came with her back arched and his name in her mouth and her hands gripping the grey cover and the December morning blue through the half-drawn blind.

She pulled him up. She was not ready to stop — the first time there had been a pause, a gathering, a moment of aftermath before continuation. This time she pulled him up immediately because she wanted him with the full, unmanaged urgency of three weeks of retreat and a 3am kitchen and a body that had kept its record with meticulous accuracy and was done waiting.

He came to her and she guided him and felt the specific, full sensation of him and said yes with her whole body — the arch of her back, her hands pulling him deeper, the sound she made that was not language but was entirely specific, entirely his. He moved with her in the unhurried, deeply attentive way of a person for whom this was not a race and she felt the quality of the attention in every movement — the way he watched her face, the way he adjusted to the information her body gave, the way he was with her rather than on her, which was the distinction she had been trying to articulate to herself for three weeks and which she now understood was not articulable and only knowable this way, through the body's own immediate knowledge.

"Tell me what you want," he said, as he had said before, and she told him — she told him specifically, without the management, with the honest directness that this room and this man had produced in her from the beginning — and he listened and did exactly what she'd said and she felt the doing of it with a specificity she was going to carry for a long time.

She came again with his body against hers, deeper now, the orgasm different in quality from the first — less sharp, more complete, a longer wave that moved through her from her centre outward and left her breathing hard against his shoulder with her hands on his back and the December morning entirely irrelevant outside.

She heard him follow her — felt it, the specific, involuntary quality of his release, and held him through it with the particular tenderness of someone receiving something that is not performed and cannot be, and he said something into her hair that was not quite words and she held him closer.

They lay without speaking for a while. The room was very quiet. The blue December light through the blind. His hand on the small of her back. Her face against his chest.

She was not going to cry this time. She noted this with the same honest attention she gave everything — not because the emotion was smaller but because the decision was different. The first time she had cried for the crossing of a line. This time she had not crossed a line; she had confirmed a direction, which was a different act and produced a different aftermath. The aftermath this time was something more like clarity. The terrible, warm, costly clarity of a person who has stopped pretending.

"You stayed," he said, after a while.

"I said I would," she said.

"Last time you left quickly."

"Last time I was frightened."

"And now?"

She considered this. His chest warm under her cheek, his hand on her back. "Now I'm frightened and present simultaneously," she said. "That's the best I can do."

"It's enough," he said. Which was the thing he always found — the right word, the accurate one, the one that did not demand more than was available.

She sat up. She looked at him in the December light — the specific, real face of him, his hair slightly disordered, his eyes watching her with the steadiness she had come to rely on without meaning to. She looked at him the way she looked at the things she had decided to know: directly, without the editorial adjustment, taking in what was actually there.

"I'm going to ask you something," she said.

"Ask."

"Do you want this to be more than it is?" She said it simply, without the performance of casualness — a real question, asked because the answer mattered and she was done with indirect information. "I'm not asking what it can be. I know what it can be. I'm asking what you want."

He looked at her for a moment with the considering expression — not buying time, genuinely thinking, the way he genuinely thought about things. "I want you," he said. "The whole of you, the way you are, which includes everything you are when you're not here. I'm not trying to extract you from your life. I'm not—" He paused. "I want what's actually available. Which is you, here, honestly. That's what I want."

She held this. It was the right answer and the difficult answer and the only honest one and it contained within it the precise shape of what this was and what it would not be, and she sat with the shape of it in the December light and found that she could hold it — not easily, not without cost, but actually, in the real sense of holding a thing that has weight.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay," he said.

She got up and dressed. He lay and watched, as before, and she moved through the dressing with the ease of someone who was no longer performing anything — no self-consciousness, no management — simply herself in his room doing the ordinary act of dressing, which was its own form of intimacy, the post-intimacy ordinary, the dailiness of it, which she found more affecting than she'd expected.

She stood at the bedroom door and looked back at him. "I'll stay longer next time," she said.

"You stayed two hours longer than last time," he said.

"Is that true?" She had lost track of the time entirely, which she realised was itself a kind of information — she had not checked her watch once, not once in four hours, which was the most present she had been in a room since she could not remember when.

"It's true," he said. "It's twenty minutes past two."

She looked at the ceiling briefly. "I need to pick up Helen's prescription by four."

"You'll make it."

She went down the steep stairs with her hand on the worn banister and out through the red door into the December afternoon. The clear morning had held. The mountains were still out, the snow on their upper slopes catching the afternoon light at a low angle that turned it briefly gold, and she stood on the Weir Lane pavement in the cold clear air and looked at them for a moment with the full, unguarded attention of someone who had decided to stop managing what she saw and simply look at it.

Beautiful. They were simply, unreservedly beautiful, and she was going to let them be.

She drove to the pharmacy. She collected Helen's prescription. She drove back to Clement Road and made tea and sat with Helen over the afternoon quiz show and was warm and present and attentive — genuinely, not performed — and when Daniel called at seven she told him about the mountains being out, which was true, and the clear day, which was true, and the fact that she was well, which was also true in the way of a woman who has stopped pretending and finds the not-pretending, however costly, lighter than what it replaced.

She sat in the spare room that evening with the journal and wrote one sentence: I am not the person I was three months ago and I am not going to pretend to be.

She closed the journal.

She looked at the December dark on the skylight and thought about the canvas in the studio — the coat folded on the chair, the room returned to, the book on the floor still open, still mid-sentence, the figure not yet added. She thought about what he had said — I want what's actually available — and felt it settle into the architecture of what this was, which was real and costly and hers, and which she was going to carry with the same honest attention she had promised herself at three in the morning.

She had promised herself honesty.

She was being honest.

She turned off the lamp.



Chapter 20 — The Double Life

Priya 



She had become, without planning to become it, a person who checked her calendar the way a project manager checked a schedule — not for what was in it but for what the gaps between things might accommodate. Tuesday mornings when Helen had her physio at nine-thirty and wouldn't be back until eleven-thirty. Thursday afternoons when the gap between office hours and the four o'clock seminar was either a grading hour or a drive to Weir Lane depending on which version of herself was making the decision. The occasional Wednesday when Daniel's work kept him at the office until eight and Kieran had football training until six and the house on Calder Street was empty in the specific, available way of a house whose occupants were accounted for elsewhere.

She had not planned to become this person. She had not sat down and constructed the architecture of a double life with deliberate intention. It had assembled itself, the way most things assembled themselves — one small accommodation at a time, each one individually reasonable, the total of them arriving at a structure she had not designed but now inhabited with a fluency that was, she continued to find, the most disturbing thing about it.

She was good at it. She had been good at it from the second time and had become better with practice, which was the nature of things practised. She knew which messages to delete immediately and which to keep in a folder he would not think to look for, though Daniel did not look through her phone — his trust was not the vigilant kind, it was the kind that did not occur to itself as trust because it had never been tested and therefore never felt the need to monitor. She knew how to answer the question how was your day with the complete, specific truth of her day up to the point at which the truth became unavailable, and she had found that the available portion of any given day was usually sufficient to constitute a full and convincing account, because the unavailable portion — the studio, the hours, the specific warmth of Weir Lane in the December afternoon — was not a thing Daniel had a category for and therefore not a thing he would notice the absence of.

This was the part she had not expected: how much of the double life was simply the single life, conducted as it had always been conducted, with one additional element that existed in its own compartment and did not leak into the other compartments unless she allowed it to. She had expected the guilt to be more corrosive, more visibly disruptive. She had expected to feel the seams. Instead she felt the seams only in the quiet hours — the spare-room desk at eleven, the 3am waking that had become less frequent but not entirely absent, the occasional moment in the middle of an ordinary interaction with Daniel when the awareness arrived with its full weight and she received it and filed it and returned to the interaction, which was one of the things she was least proud of in the entire inventory of things she was not proud of.

She continued to be good at her work, which she had half-expected the affair to disrupt and which it had not — if anything the opposite, the essay advancing with a clarity and momentum she had not felt in two years, the seminars more alive, her engagement with the students more fully present. She had a theory about this that she did not examine too closely because it was a theory that justified things she did not want to justify: that the affair had returned her to herself in a way that made everything she did more fully inhabited, and that the quality of her presence in rooms — any room, the seminar room, Helen's kitchen, the dinner table on Calder Street — had improved because she was no longer the partially managed, partially withheld version of herself that had apparently been operating for longer than she had known.

She did not examine this theory closely because it was probably partly true and that was worse than if it were simply self-serving.




Daniel came home on a Friday in the third week of December with the specific relief of a man who had reached the end of a long professional push and was ready to be a person rather than a partner at a firm. The Lonsdale project had reached its pre-construction milestone — drawings submitted, structural sign-off received, client satisfied — and she could see the release of it in his body from the moment he came through the door, the particular loosening of someone who has been carrying a weight and has set it down.

He was good company that weekend. The best version of himself — attentive, funny, the dry precise wit she had always loved, the quality of presence that the work sometimes absorbed entirely and sometimes released. They went to the Kits Beach walk on Saturday morning in the December cold, the mountains out again, and he held her hand and they walked in the easy way of people who knew how to be in the same physical space without managing it, and she was genuinely happy walking with him, which was both true and not simple.

"The client wants a site visit in January," he said, watching a cormorant on a piling. "Possibly overnight. I'd drive up Thursday, back Friday."

"Lonsdale?" she said.

"North Van. Easier to stay." He looked at her. "You'll be back by then. If you want to come — "

"You don't need me on a site visit," she said.

"I never need you. I generally want you."

She squeezed his hand. "Let me know the dates. Kieran will need covering."

"He's sixteen."

"He's sixteen and he will eat exclusively cereal and leave every light in the house on."

Daniel laughed. "Fair." He looked at the cormorant, which had adopted its habitual posture of spread wings and philosophical resignation. "Kieran's got the Whistler trip in January too. The school one. Both overnight."

"When?"

"Second week, I think. He mentioned it at dinner Tuesday. You'd need to check with him on the dates."

She filed this without expression. The site visit. Kieran's Whistler trip. The specific potential of two absences coinciding, or nearly coinciding, which she was noting with the project-manager part of her brain that had been running quietly since October and which she was not going to be dishonest about — she had noted it, it had registered, she had filed it.

"I'll ask him," she said.

The cormorant extended its wings fully and held them, the December wind moving through the flight feathers, the posture that was not despair but maintenance, the necessary business of a creature doing what its nature required.

She watched it and said nothing further.



That week she saw Nico twice.

Tuesday morning, the studio. Two hours that she was not going to describe in full because she had described them to herself in the journal with the honesty that the journal demanded and the description was private in the way that the most true things were private — not shameful, simply belonging to the interior record rather than the analysable surface. She would say: it was different from the second time, which had been different from the first, which was the pattern she was discovering — each time its own complete thing, nothing repeated, the repetition being only the choosing and the presence and the quality of his attention which remained consistent in the way that a person's fundamental character remained consistent across different moods and different lights. She had three times now. She had a small, private collection of specific memories that she carried with her through the ordinary days with the care of someone transporting something valuable and fragile.

Thursday afternoon, a walk — not the seawall, a different route, the quieter paths through Trout Lake Park in East Vancouver, the December light thin and low and the park nearly empty, the lake surface grey and still. They walked for ninety minutes and talked about the essay — she had sent him the first full draft of the Gallant section and he had read it, actually read it, with the quality of attention he gave everything, and his response was the response of someone who had understood what she was doing and could say specifically where it worked and specifically where it was resisting its own argument. She had not expected this — she had not expected a musician and painter to read literary academic prose with this quality of engagement — and finding it continued to surprise her in the way of a gift that kept being more than anticipated.

She had not told Cass. She thought about this on the Thursday walk — the omission, its shape, what it said. Cass was her closest friend and had been for eleven years and she had not told Cass, and the not-telling was a different category of withholding from the not-telling Daniel because Cass would not be hurt by it in the same structural way but would be changed by it, her understanding of Priya would be changed, and Priya was not yet ready for her understanding of herself to be someone else's to hold.

Maybe soon. Maybe when she understood it better herself.



On a Wednesday that fell in the last week of December, Ray Kowalski stood at his upstairs window at ten in the morning and watched the green Civic park on Calder Street for the seventh time.

He watched the young man go to the door. He watched the door open and close.

He went to the kitchen drawer. He took out the notebook. He opened it to the back section and wrote the date and: Seven. Consistent. January.

He closed the notebook. He made coffee. He stood at the kitchen window and looked at number 27 with the patient, cold satisfaction of a man who had decided on a month and was watching it approach.

January.

He put the notebook away.



Christmas arrived with its particular Vancouver weather — not white, never white, but the city's own version: the strings of lights on the wet streets multiplied by the puddles below them, the decorated shop fronts, the particular warmth of a city doing its best against the dark and the rain. Priya drove back to Calder Street on the twenty-third, her car loaded with the careful accumulation of six weeks at Helen's — the books she'd been reading, the good coat, the jar of face cream, the journal in the bottom of the bag — and Helen stood in the doorway of the Clement Road bungalow and looked smaller than she had in October, not diminished but concentrated, the way people look when they have been given back some of what was threatening to take them.

"You'll come for Christmas lunch," Priya said.

"I'll come for Christmas lunch and not for Christmas dinner," Helen said. "I require my own bed by seven."

"Understood."

"You've been good to me," Helen said, in the tone of someone making a formal acknowledgment. "I want you to know I see it."

Priya hugged her — a proper hug, both arms, the old woman's specific smallness and solidity in her arms — and said she would see her on the twenty-fifth and drove home through the lit December streets with the rain on the windscreen and the radio playing something orchestral and the particular quality of the end of a chapter, which was not quite loss and not quite relief but the specific mixture of both that came when something real had ended and the next thing had not yet declared its shape.

Kieran was home, home properly, the school term ended, and the house on Calder Street had the full, specific warmth of a family reassembled — his shoes in the hall in the exact position most likely to cause a tripping incident, his music from upstairs, the fridge raided and the cereal population reduced and the general evidence of a sixteen-year-old who had been managing and was glad to be managed again. She stood in her own kitchen for the first time in six weeks and felt the house receive her — the familiar weight of the rooms, the specific smell of the place, the garden through the window with the Japanese maple's bare branches and the raised beds with their winter mulch — and felt it as home, which was what it was, which it had always been.

Daniel came home at six with a bottle of wine and a warmth that was the holiday arriving in him — the work year ending, the house full, the specific pleasure of a man who loved his family and was glad to be in a room with them. He cooked dinner, actually cooked it, something involved that involved the good cast-iron pan and the fresh herbs he bought with the seasonal optimism of a person who kept forgetting he only cooked properly three times a year. It was good. She told him so and meant it.

They sat at the kitchen table — she and Daniel and Kieran, the family at the kitchen table, the table she had sat at for fifteen years with the people she had chosen and continued to choose — and the dinner was warm and particular and Kieran was funny in the specific dry way he had, and Daniel was present in the way the end of a difficult work push made him present, and she was there, fully, in the room, with all of herself — the wife and the mother and the professor and the woman who had driven to Weir Lane twice that week and who would drive there again in January, when Daniel was at the site visit and Kieran was on the Whistler trip, and who carried this knowledge in the sealed compartment that held it, alongside the table and the meal and the family and the Christmas lights on the wet street outside.

She poured more wine.

She passed the bread.

She was entirely, genuinely, actually there — all of her, the whole complicated true weight of her — and the table held it without knowing what it held, and the lights on the street held their cheerful, indifferent vigil against the December dark, and the year moved toward its end with the patient, unhurried momentum of a thing that had been going on long before any of them arrived at the table and would continue long after they left it.

She looked at Daniel laughing at something Kieran said.

She looked at Kieran laughing back, surprised his own joke had landed.

She looked at the table, the wine, the bread, the kitchen she had made into what it was over fifteen years of daily, accumulated, unglamorous love.

She held it all — every last true and costly piece of it.

And somewhere across the city, two neighbourhoods east, the heron on the Mount Pleasant mural held its patient gold watch in the December rain, and a man in a studio above a red door had an open notebook on his desk and an empty room on his easel and a folded coat on a painted chair, and the book on the painted floor was still open, still mid-sentence, the figure not yet added, the room still waiting for what it already knew was coming.



Chapter 21 — Ray Knocks

Ray & Priya 



He knocked at two-fifteen on a Tuesday afternoon in the second week of January.

She knew it was him before she opened the door. She did not know she knew — there was no logical basis for the knowing, he had never knocked before, she had no reason to expect him — but there was something in the quality of the knock itself, three measured raps, unhurried, the knock of someone who was entirely certain of what they were doing and required no second attempt, that arrived in her chest with the specific, cold quality of something she had not prepared for and could not name.

Helen was at her sister's for the afternoon. Daniel was in North Vancouver at the site visit. Kieran was at school. The house was as empty as it had been on the Wednesday mornings she had given over to the other thing, which was a coincidence she was going to understand later as not quite coincidence — he had been watching long enough to know the configuration of her available hours.

She opened the door.

Ray Kowalski from number 34 stood on her step with his hands in the pockets of a dark coat, his expression the expression of a man making a routine call — neighbourly, civil, entirely without the register of threat that she would have expected from the thing she understood immediately that this was. He was a compact, broad-shouldered man with the particular physical confidence of someone who had spent thirty years using his body for work, grey at the temples, pale eyes that were doing something she did not have a word for yet but would find one for later: assessing. He was assessing her with the calm, precise attention of a contractor examining a structure he intended to work on.

"Mrs. Walsh," he said. "Do you have a minute?"

She did not say yes or no. She stepped back from the door, which was its own kind of answer, and he came inside.



He sat at her kitchen table without being invited to sit, which established something immediately. He placed the phone on the table between them, face-up, the photograph already on the screen — the green Civic, the front door of number 27 open, the young man with the canvas bag, and herself in the doorway, clear and unambiguous and identifiable without question.

She looked at the photograph.

She felt the fear arrive — not the sharp, cinematic fear of a sudden shock but the deeper, colder fear of a person who sees a thing they cannot unsee and understands in the first second all of what it means. She felt it move through her from the chest downward, a cold current, and she held it with everything she had and did not let it reach her face.

"How long?" she said. Her voice was level. She was proud of this, in the distant, detached way you are proud of things that don't matter.

"Since October," he said.

He placed the notebook on the table beside the phone and opened it to the back section and turned it toward her. She read the entries — the dates, the times, the observations, the photograph noted, the hardware store walk, the blind angle. Six entries. Seven if she counted the most recent, which she could see was dated the previous Wednesday. She read them with the same close attention she gave to texts she intended to understand fully, which was either a reflex or a survival mechanism and was at this moment both.

She looked up at him. "What do you want?"

He looked at her for a moment with the pale, assessing eyes. "I think you know," he said.

She felt the fear sharpen into something with more edges — not fear exactly, but fear and fury simultaneously, the fury at the specific, cold presumptuousness of the man sitting at her kitchen table with his notebook and his photograph and his certainty, the fury of a woman who had been watched and recorded without her knowledge and was now being presented with the results as though the watching were reasonable and the recording were legitimate and the certainty were earned.

"I want you to leave," she said.

"I'll leave," he said. He did not move. "After we've had a conversation."

"We're having a conversation."

"A different kind," he said.

She looked at him. She was doing the calculation — she could see herself doing it, the cold, clear calculation of a person who has been given a problem with specific parameters and is determining the solution space. The photograph was clear. The notebook was documented. He had six months of patient observation behind him and she had nothing — no counter-narrative, no alternative explanation for the green Civic and the Wednesday mornings and the open door — and the nothing was the whole of her position.

"What exactly are you proposing?" she said.

He told her.

He told her in the flat, direct language of someone who had rehearsed this conversation and had decided that plain speech was the most efficient register for it, and she listened with the same flat, direct attention, and when he finished she was quiet for a moment and then she said: "You understand what you're describing."

"Yes," he said.

"You understand that what you're describing has a name."

"Several," he said. "None of them concern me."

She looked at him. At the pale eyes, the compact certainty of him, the coat he had not taken off as though he did not intend to stay long for this part and intended to stay longer for the next. She was frightened and furious and she was also, with the cold clarity of her best thinking, doing the complete calculation of what refusal would cost versus what compliance would cost and finding that the calculation was more complicated than she had expected, which was its own form of horror.

She thought about Daniel. About Maya. About the university. About the marriage and the career and the life and the specific, structural cost of the photograph becoming something other than a thing on this man's phone.

She thought about Nico, which was the worst part of the calculation — not what compliance would cost her in relation to Nico but what refusal would cost him, the way the photograph implicated him in something he had not chosen to be implicated in.

"Once," she said.

"We'll see," he said.



She had expected — she did not know what she had expected. Something brutal and perfunctory, perhaps. Something that would be survived as an ordeal is survived — by going somewhere else inside yourself, by letting the body be subject while the mind removed itself to a safer distance. She had prepared herself for that. She had not prepared herself for what it actually was.

He was unhurried. This was the first thing that dismantled her preparation — the specific, cold patience of a man who had waited months for this and was not going to waste it on haste. He moved through her house with the ease of someone who had decided it was his to move through, and she followed with the specific quality of a woman who had made a calculation and was executing it, and the executing was cold and controlled and she was going to maintain the cold and the control for as long as they were available.

The spare room. He had not specified and she had led him there rather than to the room she shared with Daniel, which was a line she was drawing with everything that remained of her available lines, and he had not objected, which meant the line had been seen and accepted, which meant he was capable of distinctions, which meant this was not going to be as simple as she had prepared for.

He took his coat off. He looked at her in the spare room afternoon light — the December light, grey and cold through the window — with the assessing quality she had identified at the door, and she stood in the middle of the room and looked back at him because looking away would have been a form of surrender she was not going to offer.

"You're angry," he said.

"Yes," she said.

"That's fine," he said, which was the most infuriating thing he could have said and which he said with a calmness that suggested he had expected it and found it neither interesting nor inconvenient.

He came to her. He was larger than she had registered at the door — the coat had softened him but without it he was broad-shouldered and solid in the way of a man whose body was built from actual labour rather than performed exercise, and his hands when they came to her face were the rough, certain hands of someone who had been using them for thirty years and knew their capacity. She held very still and his hands were on her jaw and he tipped her face up and looked at her for a moment with the pale eyes that were doing their assessing thing and she met his gaze and kept her face in the expression of a woman who was present and controlled and not afraid.

He kissed her.

It was nothing like Nico. She was aware of this immediately and with a specificity she had not expected — not because she was making the comparison deliberately but because the difference was so complete that the comparison arrived on its own, unbidden, precise. Where Nico's kiss was attentive and specific and built from genuine wanting, this was something else: an act of possession, certain and unhurried, the kiss of a man who had decided he was going to do this and was doing it with the flat, deliberate confidence of the decided. There was no question in it. There was no space for her to be known. There was only the fact of it.

She kissed him back. She was going to be precise about this — she kissed him back, she was not passive, she did not remove herself to a distance from her own body. She had made a calculation and the calculation required her presence and she was present, in the cold, determined way of someone present under compulsion rather than desire.

Or that was how it began.



He undressed her with the same unhurried certainty he brought to everything — not rough, not careless, but deliberate in the way of someone who was attending to the thing entirely on his own terms, which were not negotiated and not shared and not subject to her input. She felt the difference from Nico's undressing — which had always been collaborative, attentive, built around her responses — and the difference was total and she was going to be honest about what the difference produced in her, which was not what she had expected.

She had expected the coldness of it to produce coldness in herself. She had expected to be separate from her own body, observing from a distance, enduring. She had not expected what her body, entirely without consultation with her, actually produced — which was a response, specific and unmistakeable, that arrived in the context of the power of him, the certainty of him, the specific quality of a man who was not asking and was not adjusting and was simply, entirely, taking what he had decided to take.

She hated this. She wanted to be clear about that — she hated it with a precise, intellectual fury that coexisted with the physical response in the same way that her desire for Nico coexisted with her guilt, two real things simultaneously, neither cancelling the other. Her body was responding to the power of it and her mind was observing the response with a horror that was also, underneath the horror, a grudging and unwilling form of self-knowledge. She was learning something about herself she had not asked to learn and would have preferred not to know.

He was big. This too she had not prepared for — not in the way of something she had anticipated and underestimated but in the way of a fact that arrived without preamble and required immediate, physical renegotiation. She said — she did not plan to say it, it came from the body rather than the mind — wait, and he did, briefly, the first and only time he moderated his pace for her, and she took the breath she needed and said alright and he continued with the same flat, certain patience he had brought to everything else.

She felt herself adjust to him — the body's necessary accommodation, which it performed with the biological pragmatism that preceded and outlasted all her intellectual frameworks — and felt, underneath the accommodation, the specific, unwanted complexity of what her body was producing. Not desire in the way she desired Nico — nothing that resembled that, nothing that had warmth or choice in it. Something rawer and more shameful, the arousal of total loss of control, the specific and appalling response of a nervous system to a power it had not agreed to and could not refuse.

She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling of her own spare room and felt everything — not divided from it, not at a distance, present in all of it, the fear and the fury and the shame and the unwanted response and the calculation still running underneath all of it, the cold part of her mind that was noting and filing and would spend weeks processing what the body was sending it.

He moved over her with the unhurried, certain rhythm of a man who knew what he was doing and had no interest in disguising the fact, and she felt the size of him throughout, impossible to abstract from, impossible to manage into something smaller than it was, and her body responded with the specific treachery she was going to spend months not forgiving it for.

"Look at me," he said. Not as Nico had said it — not with the intimacy of a person wanting to be with her in a moment — but with the flat authority of a man who was used to being looked at when he spoke.

She looked at him.

The pale eyes were doing something she still did not have a word for. Not pleasure in any warm sense. Satisfaction — the specific, cold satisfaction of a person receiving something they had decided they were going to receive. She held his gaze with everything she had because looking away would have been another surrender and she had no more surrenders to offer.

He said nothing. He continued.

She came the first time with the specific, humiliating quality of something her body did entirely against her will — without warning, without the building sense of approach she associated with her own desire, simply arriving like a system failure, unmistakeable and unwanted, and she turned her face to the side and said nothing and held the ceiling in her peripheral vision and felt the shame of it move through her like cold water.

He noticed. Of course he noticed. "There," he said, in a tone that was neither warm nor cruel but possessed of a cold, proprietary satisfaction that was worse than either, and she kept her face turned and said nothing.



He was not finished.

This too she had not prepared for — the specific, extended quality of the afternoon, the way he moved through it with the same patient, unhurried certainty he brought to everything, as though he had been given a space of time and intended to fill it completely. He was not using protection. She had registered this from the beginning with the cold, clear attention of a woman who understood what it meant — the specific power of it, the claim of it, the way it removed from her the last physical autonomy she might have asserted — and she had registered it and said nothing and hated herself briefly for the saying nothing and then returned to the calculation, which was still running.

Between the first and second time he moved her — not roughly, with the same deliberate certainty — to a different position, and she went with a compliance that was not submission in the emotional sense but was submission in the physical one, and she felt the difference between those two things as a distinction she was going to need and was going to have to find language for.

She found she had language. She had always had language.

She thought, lying on her stomach with his weight over her and his hands on her hips and the afternoon light grey through the window of her own spare room: this is a thing being done to me that I have permitted in the calculation of the cost of refusal. This is not desire. This is not intimacy. This is a transaction with coercion at its foundation and I am executing it because the alternative cost is higher, and I am going to be honest about every part of it including the parts my body is producing that I did not choose and do not endorse.

She was honest about all of it. She had always been honest about all of it. It was the only practice she had that held.

He moved over her with the patient, extended certainty of a man with stamina and intention in equal measure, and she was present throughout — not abstracted, not removed — and her body continued its shameful, independent accounting, the second orgasm arriving with the same unwanted quality as the first, produced by the specific relentlessness of him, the size and the pace and the loss of control that her nervous system had apparently filed in a register she had not previously known she had.

She said nothing. He said there again, in the same tone, and she felt it as a mark of ownership and hated it and hated her body's response to it.



Afterward he was matter-of-fact in the way he had been throughout — no warmth, no aftermath of tenderness, but also no cruelty. He dressed with the same certain efficiency with which he had undressed. She lay on the spare-room bed and did not look at him and looked at the ceiling and waited for the room to return to itself.

"January," he said, which was a statement of future intention and not a question, and she understood it as both a plan and a condition and said nothing, which he accepted as confirmation.

He picked up his coat from the chair and put it on.

"The notebook and the photograph," she said. Her voice was entirely level. She was going to be proud of this too.

"Remain where they are," he said. "Provided January happens."

"And after January?"

"We'll see," he said, again, which was the same answer he had given before and which told her everything about the shape of what she had agreed to, which was not a transaction with a terminus but a leverage held indefinitely, and the knowing of this was the coldest thing in a very cold afternoon.

He went downstairs. She heard the front door close — not slammed, closed, with the same measured certainty as everything else.

She lay on the spare-room bed in the January afternoon light.

She lay there for a long time.

She thought about the calculation. She thought about the cost. She thought about the photograph and the notebook and the name he had given to what had just happened by not giving it a name, by simply presenting the facts and the terms and the expectation and proceeding on her compliance, which had been given.

She thought about her body's responses with the cold, honest attention they deserved. She was going to examine them. She was going to understand them. She was not going to pretend they had not occurred or convert them into something more bearable than what they were. Her body had responded to the power of a situation it had not chosen and she was going to name that clearly and without self-forgiveness and carry the naming without allowing it to become a story she told herself that made the afternoon into something other than what it was.

What it was: a thing she had not chosen that she had permitted. A thing that had cost her something specific and real. A thing her body had responded to in ways that did not constitute consent and did not constitute desire and did not constitute anything she was going to allow herself to process as anything other than the specific, physiological response of a nervous system to an extreme of physical experience.

She got up. She stripped the spare-room bed with the clean, thorough efficiency of someone removing evidence, and she put the sheets in the wash and she stood in the shower for a long time under water that was as hot as she could make it and she washed herself with the methodical attention of a person performing a necessary task.

She stood at the bathroom mirror afterward. Her face looked back — dark eyes, the specific quality of someone who has been somewhere difficult and has come back and is taking stock.

She was back. She was taking stock. She was going to be alright.

She went downstairs. She made tea. She sat at the kitchen table — her kitchen table, hers and Daniel's, the table of her actual life — and held the mug with both hands and looked at the garden through the window.

The Japanese maple's bare branches. The raised beds. The ordinary January garden waiting for whatever came next.

She was going to be alright.

She drank her tea.



Chapter 22 — After Ray

Priya 



She stood in the shower until the water began to cool, which in Helen's house took approximately twelve minutes and in her own house took longer, and she was aware of the difference — she was in her own house, her own shower, the shower she had stood in every morning for fifteen years, and the familiarity of it was both a comfort and the specific, precise opposite of a comfort because familiar things had a memory and she was going to have to stand in this shower tomorrow morning and the morning after that and every morning until the mornings had accumulated enough distance from this one to make it simply a thing that had happened rather than a thing that was still happening.

She turned the water off.

She dried herself with the towel she always used — her towel, the good one, the one she had bought herself rather than the household towels they had accumulated through years of domestic acquisition — and she performed this act with a care that was partly ordinary and partly the specific, deliberate reclamation of herself, the towel on the body that was hers and remained hers regardless of what the afternoon had required of it.

She dressed in clothes that had not been in the room — she had gone to the bedroom for these, fresh jeans and a soft dark sweater, the clothes she put on when she needed to feel that she had changed something — and she went downstairs and made the tea she had already made and drank it standing at the kitchen window because the chair at the kitchen table was where Ray had sat and she was not ready to sit in the same geography as that yet.

She looked at the garden. The Japanese maple. The raised beds. The ordinary January afternoon giving way to the early dark, the sky thickening toward dusk at four o'clock the way it did in the deep of the Vancouver winter, the light leaving without ceremony.

She held the mug.

She thought.



The thinking was what she did. It had always been what she did — not the avoidant, circling thinking of someone trying to escape a conclusion but the direct, penetrating thinking of someone who believed that clarity was available to anyone willing to look at a thing without flinching. She had believed this her whole adult life. She still believed it. She applied it now to the afternoon with the same rigour she had applied it to Gallant and Coetzee and the return essay and the moral inventory of the journal, and she found — as she always found when she looked at difficult things directly — that the looking was better than the not-looking, even when what the looking revealed was not what she would have chosen to find.

What she found was this:

She had been coerced. She was not going to qualify this or soften it or place it in a framework that made it more comfortable — she had been coerced by a man with evidence she could not counter and a willingness to use it, and the coercion had been executed with a civil, patient certainty that was in some ways more disturbing than violence would have been, because violence she could have named simply and violence left no ambiguity about what it was. What Ray had done was in the grey zone that the law and the culture had not yet finished arguing about, the zone where the absence of physical force was used as evidence of the absence of coercion, and she knew the argument and she rejected it and she named what had happened with the precise word it deserved: coercion. She held this word and did not allow it to become something else.

She had also — and this was the part she was going to look at directly now, in the kitchen, before she did anything else — responded. Her body had responded. Twice. With the specific, unwanted quality of responses she had not generated and had not chosen and had not, in any sense that the word wanted meant, wanted.

She applied the neuroscience framework she had used in Chapter 18 and found it more useful here than it had been in the context of Nico — the autonomic nervous system operating independently of conscious volition, the body's physical responses to stimulation existing in a register entirely separate from desire or consent or any volitional state, the orgasm as a physiological event rather than an emotional one, producible in contexts where the emotional state was the direct opposite of what the physiological event might be assumed to indicate. She knew this. She had read this. The reading had not prepared her for the specific, personal reality of knowing it from the inside, but now that she was inside it she was going to use every framework available.

The body's response did not mean consent. The body's response did not mean desire. The body's response did not mean anything except that the body had a nervous system that operated according to its own rules and that those rules were not subject to the mind's editorial control in the way she had always, until very recently, assumed they were.

She named this clearly. She filed it. She was not going to return to it more than necessary because returning to it was a form of self-punishment that served no purpose and she was not going to punish herself for the behaviour of her own autonomic nervous system.

What she was going to do was the other thing — the harder thing, the thing underneath the self-examination that the self-examination had been building toward.

She was going to decide what to do next.



The options were clear. She was good at clear options.

She could tell Daniel. She sat with this option with the seriousness it deserved — the full scenario, his face, the conversation, the structural consequences — and she found that she could not. Not because she was a coward, though cowardice was probably also present, but because telling Daniel would require telling him everything, the whole architecture, the studio and Weir Lane and the Strathcona coffee and the seawall and the first time and the second time and the journal in the drawer, and the telling of that would not be an act of honesty so much as an act of destruction, and she was not yet ready to decide that destruction was what the situation required.

She could tell Nico. She held this option carefully, turning it over, feeling its weight. He would — she knew what he would do, she knew him well enough now to know. He would listen without interrupting. He would not try to solve it. He would be angry in the quiet, specific way of someone whose anger was located in the right place — at Ray, at the situation — rather than at her. He would want to protect her in whatever way was available to him, which was not very much, which was the problem. Telling Nico would give her the relief of being known in this too, but it would also give him a weight she had not asked him to carry, and it would change the quality of what existed between them in a way she was not willing to risk.

She was not going to tell Nico. This decision arrived with a clarity she examined for self-interest and found it was not primarily self-interested — it was protective, of him, of what they were, of the specific quality of what existed between them which was the one thing in her current life that was entirely chosen and entirely real and which she was going to preserve.

She could go to the police. She considered this with the same direct attention. The notebook. The photograph. The civil language of the negotiation. The way he had said we'll see twice, which was the language of ongoing leverage. She thought about what a report would require — the full account, the affair as context, the specific complication of a situation in which the coercion was predicated on evidence of her own wrongdoing, the way the law would handle the grey zone she had already identified. She thought about Daniel. About the university. About Maya and Kieran.

She was not going to the police. Not yet. She was holding it as an option — she was not removing it from the table — but she was not going yet, not until she had exhausted the options that did not require the demolition of everything else.

Which left the final option, which was the one she had arrived at in the kitchen that afternoon and which was the option she was going to pursue: she was going to manage Ray with the same cold, calculated patience he had brought to managing her. She was going to comply with the minimum necessary to neutralise the leverage, she was going to document everything with the same precision he had brought to his own documentation, and she was going to find the moment at which the balance of the situation shifted — at which she had enough of her own information about him to make the leverage mutual — and at that moment she was going to end it.

This was not a good plan in the moral sense. She knew this without qualification. It was the plan she had.

She was going to continue. She was going to continue with Nico and continue her marriage and manage Ray and carry all of it with the same honest, unflinching attention she was giving it now, in the January dusk in her kitchen, which was not what she had chosen for her life and was what her life had become.

She held this. She did not convert it into something smaller or more manageable than it was. She let it be exactly as large and exactly as costly as it was.

And then she washed her mug and put it on the rack to dry and took out the things for dinner.



Daniel called at six-thirty from North Vancouver. He had finished at the site — good visit, the structural work holding, the contractor solid — and was staying at the hotel on the Lonsdale waterfront, the one with the view of the inlet and the Vancouver skyline across the water. He sounded pleased, the professional pleasure of a man who had inspected his own work and found it standing correctly.

"How was your day?" he said.

She was chopping onions for the pasta sauce she was making for Kieran, the knife moving with the automatic precision of something her hands knew without her attention, and she held the phone between her ear and her shoulder and said: "Quiet. Helen was at her sister's. I did some reading. Got ahead on the essay."

"Good day, then," he said.

"Good enough," she said.

They talked for twenty minutes — the site visit, Kieran's football, a book Daniel had downloaded for the hotel room, Maya's latest message which had contained the information that Tobias from Winnipeg had cooked her dinner in his flat, which Daniel found significant and which Priya said they should not read too much into and which they both read everything into. She laughed at something he said about Tobias and the laugh was real, which she noted — the laugh was real because Daniel was funny and she loved him and those two things were also real, sitting in the same kitchen as the afternoon, the same hands that had chopped the onions.

She said goodnight with the warmth she had for him and meant it, and when the call ended she stood for a moment with the phone in her hand and the onions on the board and the pasta water beginning to boil and she thought: I am doing this. I am still doing this. I have assessed the situation and I have made a decision and I am still here, in this kitchen, making dinner for my son, and I am going to keep being here.

Kieran came down at seven with the after-football hunger and the towel around his neck and the specific unselfconscious ease of a teenager in his own home, and she gave him the pasta and asked about training and listened to the account of a drill that had gone well and a teammate who was apparently completely useless at set pieces, Mum, it's embarrassing for everyone, and she laughed and said be kind and he said I am kind, I'm kind about it to his face and she shook her head and was warm and genuinely present and entirely herself, the mother and the wife and the woman and all of it true, all of it carried.

She sent one message that evening. Not to Nico — she had decided about Nico and she held the decision — but to herself, typed into the notes application on her phone and not sent anywhere, which was the closest thing to the journal she had available in the kitchen with Kieran still at the island.

Today happened. I am naming it clearly and I am not allowing it to be named as anything other than what it was. I was coerced. My body responded in ways I did not choose. I have made decisions about what comes next. I am carrying all of it. I am still here.

She read it back. Then she deleted it — not because she wanted to erase it but because a phone note was not the journal and the journal was the right place and she would write it there later, properly, in the spare room with the door closed and the good pen.

She washed the pasta pot. She wiped the counter. She folded the cloth on the oven handle with the neat, deliberate care of someone who understood that small domestic acts done correctly were their own form of holding the world in its right shape.

She turned off the kitchen light.

She went upstairs.

She wrote in the journal for forty minutes — the full account, precise and unflinching, every part of it named with the honesty she had promised herself and kept — and when she had written everything she sat for a moment with the pen in her hand and looked at what was on the page, which was true and difficult and entirely hers.

She wrote one final line: I am not going to let him make me smaller. He does not get that.

She closed the journal.

She put it in the drawer.

She turned off the lamp.

She lay in the dark of her own bedroom — her bed, Daniel's pillow beside her with the slight indentation of his habitual shape, the room that was hers and had been hers for fifteen years — and she breathed, steadily, deliberately, in the way she breathed when she needed to come back to herself from a long way away, and she came back, fully, to the dark and the room and the ordinary night sounds of the Kitsilano house, and she was there, and she was intact, and she was going to remain both.

She was not going to let him make her smaller.

She slept.



Chapter 23 — Third and Fourth

Priya & Nico 



The third time was a Thursday in late January, three weeks after Ray's Tuesday afternoon, and she drove to Weir Lane in the specific, deliberate way she had driven there twice before — present, decided, not re-deciding at the junctions — but with something underneath the decision that had not been there before. A weight. Not guilt in its familiar form, which she had developed a working relationship with over the preceding months, but something denser and more structural, the weight of a person carrying something she has not shared and cannot share and is going to have to carry alone for an indefinite period.

She had not told Nico. She had held this decision through three weeks of messages and one walk and the ordinary texture of their contact — which had resumed after Christmas with the ease of something returning to its level — and she had held the not-telling with the same honest attention she gave everything. She was not protecting herself. She was protecting what they were. She had said this to herself clearly and had examined it for self-deception and found it was not primarily that, though it was also that, and she was carrying the also-that along with everything else.

She parked on Weir Lane at ten past eleven. She had a later start on Thursdays this term — the nine o'clock seminar had moved to eleven, which gave her the morning, which she had used twice for the essay and once for Helen's appointment and now for this, and she did not examine the reallocation of the morning too closely because the examination would produce a conclusion she was not ready to act on.

He opened the door. He looked at her with the full, specific attention she had come to need in a way that was no longer new or surprising but was still, every time, more than she had fully prepared for. He looked at her for one moment in the doorway and said: "Something happened."

Not a question. He had read her face in the way he read everything — with the close, honest attention of someone for whom looking was a form of knowing — and she felt the specific quality of being seen clearly by a person she trusted, which was both a relief and a reopening of something she had been keeping closed.

"I'm alright," she said.

"I know you are," he said. "Come in."



The studio was warm — he had the heat on, which she noted as a small, specific care, the kind of care that did not announce itself. She took her coat off and sat on the studio couch and he made coffee with the pour-over and brought it to her and sat in the chair across from her rather than beside her, which she understood was deliberate — giving her space, not pressing the proximity, reading correctly that she needed room before she needed closeness.

They talked first. She had not expected to need this — she had driven to Weir Lane for the physical reason, the specific, honest physical reason she had been driving to Weir Lane for months — but sitting in the warm studio with the good coffee she found she needed to be in conversation with him before anything else, and the conversation came easily in the way their conversations always came easily, because he did not require her to perform and did not fill the silences she needed to think in.

She told him about the essay — the Gallant section was finished, the Ondaatje reading was giving her something she hadn't expected, a new angle on the return-as-the-body's-memory argument that she was going to need another two thousand words to accommodate. He asked about the Ondaatje angle and she explained it and he listened and offered something from his painting — the way a canvas returned to after a long absence was different from a new canvas, the body's memory of the particular surface, the specific resistance of previously worked ground — and she said yes, exactly that, exactly and felt the specific pleasure of a mind meeting hers in the right register.

After a while the conversation found its natural pause and she set the coffee cup down and looked at him across the studio and the weight she had been carrying was still there but it had shifted slightly — redistributed, maybe, by the talking, by the quality of his presence — and she felt the wanting arrive in its full, uncomplicated form, which was different from the weighted complicated form she had driven here with, and she was glad of the difference.

She stood up. She crossed the studio.



He brought her to the bedroom with the same quality he brought everything — present, attending, no haste. He undressed her slowly and she let him, and she was aware of the difference from Ray's undressing — she was always going to be aware of the difference, she understood this now, Ray had installed himself as a permanent counter-reference whether she wanted him there or not — and she felt the awareness and used it, deliberately, as a form of contrast that clarified rather than contaminated. This was the chosen thing. This was what chosen felt like. She was going to feel it fully.

He kissed her with the specific, building attention she knew now — the mouth, the throat, the careful progress down her body that treated each place it arrived at as its own destination rather than a station toward somewhere else. His mouth at her breast and she held his head and breathed and the warmth of it moved through her cleanly, without the complicated register of the January Tuesday, simply warmth and wanting and the specific intimacy of a body she knew and that knew hers.

His mouth moved lower — the stomach, the hip, the inside of her thigh — and she made the sound she made when he went there and felt his response to it, the same quality as always: attentive, glad, the gladness of someone doing something they genuinely want to do rather than performing it. She put her hands in his hair and felt the specific luxury of being attended to by someone for whom attendance was not a means but the thing itself and she let herself receive it fully, which she had been getting better at — the receiving, the not-managing, the allowing herself to be in it without the annotator running commentary.

She came with the specific quality of the third time — deeper than the first, different from the second, longer and more complete, her whole body involved in it, her hands gripping his hair and his name in her mouth and the January light through the window cold and clean.

He came up to her. She pulled him close — immediately, no pause, no gathering — and guided him and felt the full, familiar warmth of him and said yes in the way she always said it and moved with him in the way she had been moving with him for months, the bodies' accumulated knowledge of each other producing something that had its own specific quality, a quality unavailable to strangers, available only to people who had been paying this kind of attention to each other for long enough.

She was crying.

She did not know when it started. She became aware of it gradually — the wetness on her face, the specific quality of breath that had changed without her noticing — and it was not distress in the sharp sense, not the crying of someone who was in pain, but something more structural: the release of something held under pressure for too long. The three weeks. The January Tuesday. The weight she was carrying alone. The specific, unavoidable grief of a woman who was holding too many things simultaneously and whose body had found its own exit for the excess.

She did not stop. She held him and moved with him and cried quietly and felt both things at once — the pleasure and the grief — and found that they were not incompatible, that the body was large enough to hold both, which was something she was going to need to know and was learning now.

He felt it. She knew he felt it — his arms around her tightened, a specific adjustment, the holding becoming something more deliberate without becoming something different. He did not stop. He did not ask. He held her more completely and continued with the same quality of attention and she understood that this was the right thing, the exactly right thing, and felt something in her chest open that had been closed since January.

She came again with his arms around her, the grief and the pleasure arriving together in the same wave, and she pressed her face into his shoulder and let it be both things because both things were true and she was a woman who had committed to the truth of things even when the truth was this complicated.

Afterward he held her.

He did not ask. He lay with her in the January light and held her with the full, present warmth of someone who understood that sometimes the right response to another person's distress was not a question but a body, present and warm, without condition. She lay in his arms and breathed and felt the crying finish itself in the way of things that have been given room to complete.

"I'm alright," she said, eventually.

"I know," he said. He had said this at the door too. She was beginning to understand that when he said I know you are he meant something more specific than reassurance — he meant I see that you are managing something difficult and I trust your ability to manage it. The trust was the thing. Being trusted with your own difficulty rather than rescued from it.

She lay for a while longer. The studio quiet. His hand in her hair.

"Thank you," she said.

"For what?" he said.

"For not asking," she said.

A pause. "You'll tell me when you want to," he said.

"I will," she said. And she meant it — she was going to tell him, not today, not yet, but eventually, when she had more of the shape of it, when she understood it better herself. For now she was going to lie in the January light and let herself be held.



The fourth time was a February Wednesday, ten days later, and it was entirely different.

She had woken that morning from a dream she couldn't hold — it dissolved on waking, leaving only a residue of feeling, which was anger. Not the cold, managed fury she had applied to Ray's Tuesday with the precision of a tool correctly used, but something rawer and less directed, the anger of a person who has been carrying a weight long enough that the carrying itself has become intolerable regardless of the weight's origin. She had lain in the dark of the Kitsilano bedroom — Daniel sleeping beside her, his solid familiar warmth, entirely unaware — and felt the anger moving through her like a current, and she had thought: I am going to Weir Lane today and I am going to stop being careful.

She messaged him at eight: Today? This morning.

His reply: Yes. Come.

She drove across the bridge in the February rain with the anger still running its current and the clarity of someone who has decided to stop managing something and see what it actually is. She was angry at Ray — at the cold presumption of him, the notebook, the January Tuesday, the ongoing we'll see that hung over her calendar like a weather system. She was angry at herself — at the calculation that had led to compliance, at the parts of her body she had not forgiven for their independent accounting. She was angry at the situation, which was not a person and could not be confronted, which was the most frustrating kind of anger.

And underneath the anger at those things — she was honest enough to find it — she was angry at the wanting. At how much she wanted him. At the specific, unmanageable fact that she was driving across the Burrard Bridge at eight-forty in the morning in the February rain because she needed to be in a room with Nico Reyes in the way that she needed water and sleep and the work that made her feel like herself, and the needing was not manageable and had not been manageable since October and she was done pretending it was going to become manageable with sufficient time and discipline.

She wanted him.

She was furious about it.

She was going anyway.



He opened the door and she came in and she did not sit on the couch and she did not want coffee.

She came to him immediately — the eight feet crossed without the pause of the first time, without the deliberation of the second, with the specific urgency of a person who has been waiting since they woke up and is done waiting. She kissed him with the full force of the morning's anger and wanting and he received it with the specific attentiveness of someone who could read a register and adjusted to it without requiring explanation.

"Okay," he said, against her mouth, which was not a question.

"Stop being careful," she said.

He looked at her — the brief, reading look. "Are you sure?"

"Stop asking," she said, and kissed him again.

He stopped asking.

He took her coat off with less ceremony than usual and she took his shirt off with the direct efficiency of someone who had been thinking about this since six in the morning and had run out of patience with the approach. His hands on her were different from the third time — responding to her register, the urgency she had brought, the specific quality of a woman who was done with being gentle about what she wanted.

She pushed him toward the bedroom and he went and she followed and it was different from every previous time in the specific way that urgency differs from patience — not worse, not less, but rawer, closer to the thing itself without the ceremony that usually surrounded it.

She pushed him onto the bed and he pulled her down with him and she was on top of him in the way she had not been before and she felt the specific freedom of the position — the being above, the choosing of the pace, the control she was taking which was partly what the morning's anger needed — and she looked down at him and he looked up at her with the steady, dark, attentive eyes and she moved and he said her name and she said don't talk and he said Priya again, specifically, deliberately, in the way that meant he was not going to pretend she wasn't here and he was not going to be a surface for her anger but a person with her in it, and she felt this and stopped trying to use him as an instrument and let him be what he was, which was someone who was with her.

She moved over him with the full, unguarded physicality of someone who had stopped managing and the sensation was different for it — more complete, more present, the pleasure arriving without the layer of self-consciousness that she had always maintained to some degree in every previous encounter. She heard herself making sounds she had not previously made in this room and did not moderate them and felt the specific, uncomplicated freedom of that.

He sat up — she was still above him, he sat up to meet her — and his arms came around her and his mouth was at her throat and she held his head and moved and felt the full, warm closeness of the position, the two of them upright together with no distance between them anywhere, and the anger was still there but it had been converted into something that was using the same energy differently, the current running through the wanting instead of against it.

His mouth moved to her breast and she made the sound and he held her closer and she came with her arms around his neck and her face pressed into his hair, sudden and complete and more present than she had been in any previous time, all of herself in it, the anger and the wanting and the grief and the genuine, uncomplicated pleasure of a body that had finally stopped arguing with itself.

She held him afterward — still upright, his arms around her, her face in his hair — and they stayed like that for a while without moving, both of them breathing, the February rain on the studio windows.

"Better," he said, after a while.

"Better," she agreed.

She felt him smile against her shoulder. "I wasn't going to ask."

"I know," she said. "Thank you for asking anyway."

She pulled back and looked at him — the dishevelled, warm, present face of him, the eyes that were always entirely there — and she felt the full weight of what he was to her, which she had been carrying for months without naming it as a weight, and she thought: I am going to have to name this eventually. Not today. Not yet. But the eventually was coming.

He brushed her hair back from her face with the specific, careful tenderness of the gesture — one of his hands, the painter's hand, the warmth of it against her cheek — and she held it there for a moment.

She lay back and he lay beside her and they were quiet together in the February morning with the rain and the grey light and the studio's working smell and the heron outside on the mural holding its patient gold watch in the wet.

"I need to tell you something," she said. "Not today. But soon."

"I'll be here," he said.

"I know," she said. And she did know — she knew it with the specific, settled certainty of someone who has tested a thing repeatedly and found it holding. He was here. He was going to be here.

She lay with that for a moment.

Then: "The Gallant section. I want you to read the final version."

"Send it tonight," he said.

"I will." She looked at the ceiling — the studio ceiling, the specific texture of it, the thing she had been looking at in this room for months and which had accumulated a significance entirely disproportionate to what it was, which was a ceiling. "It's the best thing I've written," she said. "I want you to know that. It came from this. From here, from the conversations, from — all of it."

A pause. His hand found hers on the grey cover and held it.

"Good," he said. Not I'm glad or thank you — just good, in the tone of someone for whom this information was right and correct and required no elaboration.

She squeezed his hand.

She looked at the ceiling.

Outside the February rain kept on, steady and indifferent and entirely itself, and the city went about its morning, and in a studio on Weir Lane two people lay in the grey light with their hands together and the essay and the anger and the grief and the third and fourth times all present in the room around them, none of it resolved, all of it real, the weight of it distributed between them without a word being said about the distribution.



Chapter 24 — Maya Visits

Priya & Maya 



Maya arrived on a Friday afternoon in the third week of February with a rolling suitcase she had owned since sixth grade and which had accumulated over eight years of travel a constellation of stickers — band logos, city names, a small enamel pin of a feminist fist that she had attached at fifteen and which had survived four continents and three airlines without detaching — and the specific, propulsive energy of a person who has been away long enough to miss a place and has arrived with the full intention of being in it completely.

She came through the arrivals door at YVR and found Priya immediately in the way she had always found her in crowds — some calibration of height and posture and the specific quality of her mother's stillness among the moving people — and crossed the distance between them at a pace that was not quite running but had running's intention, and the hug was the hug it always was: complete, both arms, the specific physical grammar of two people who had been close since before the daughter had language and who had maintained the closeness through the daughter's growing into a person with her own gravity.

Priya held her.

She held her and felt the specific, full weight of it — Maya's height now, the same as hers within an inch, the familiar smell of her hair, the warmth and solidity of her — and felt the love arrive in its complete, uncomplicated form, which was different from every other kind of love in her current life in that it required nothing from her except to be there and was given back in full measure simply for the being there.

"Mum," Maya said into her shoulder.

"Hi, love," Priya said.

They held on for a moment longer than necessary and then separated and Maya looked at her with the direct, bright-eyed attention she had had since childhood — the look of someone who was actually looking, who had inherited her mother's quality of seeing rather than surveying — and said: "You look really good."

"You say that every time," Priya said.

"Because it keeps being true." Maya took the handle of the suitcase and fell into step beside her toward the parking structure. "But different this time. You look — I don't know. More like yourself."

Priya felt this land but kept her pace even and her expression the expression of a mother receiving a compliment. "I've been sleeping well," she said.

"Sure," Maya said, in the tone that meant she was filing the answer and not necessarily accepting it, which was her father's tone applied to her mother's subjects, and which Priya found, as she often found things that were precisely aimed, both admirable and uncomfortable.



The weekend had the specific quality of the best visits — not the managed, performative visits of people who needed things to go well, but the easy, accumulated visits of people who knew how to be together and were glad to be. They went to the Saturday market on Granville Island — Maya's request, she had been dreaming about the cheese vendor's aged cheddar since October — and walked the covered hall with coffee from the Portuguese bakery and Maya's running commentary on everything she was seeing and smelling and considering buying, which was extensive and specific and frequently funny. Priya walked beside her and listened and interjected and laughed and was entirely present in the way Maya had identified at the airport — more present than she had been, perhaps, in some time.

She was aware of the irony. She was always aware of the ironies now. She had become a person who carried a double life and the double life had, as she had theorised with the discomfort of a true theory, made her more present in the single one — more attentive, more alive to the specific texture of moments because she was no longer taking them for granted, because she knew their cost.

She was not going to explain this to Maya.

They bought the aged cheddar and a small jar of wildflower honey and a bunch of ranunculus in the deep, saturated pink of flowers that knew they were temporary and had decided to be entirely themselves about it. Maya held the ranunculus and said they were obscene in the best way and Priya said she was going to have to look up the etymology of ranunculus for the essay she was working on and Maya said she was going to have to look up what she was working on full stop because her mother had been mysteriously coy about the return essay for months now.

Priya told her about the return essay. She told her the real version — the Gallant argument, the Ondaatje angle, the thing she had been trying to say about the body's memory of a place and the person's changed relationship to it after absence — and Maya listened with the quality of attention she had inherited or absorbed, the close, genuine attention of someone who found ideas interesting on their own terms. She asked a question about whether return could be distinguished from repetition — whether you could return to a thing or whether you could only ever repeat it, the original being unrepeatable — and Priya said that is a better question than most of my graduate students ask and Maya said I'm going to put that on my CV and they laughed and the market moved around them.



Saturday dinner was the kitchen table — all four of them, Daniel having come home at six with the specific Friday relief of a man who had worked a full week and was glad to be in a room with his family. He and Maya had the warmth of a father and daughter who had a genuine friendship underneath the familial structure — they argued about things they both cared about with the specific pleasure of people who disagreed well — and Kieran was more present than he usually was at the table, performing his best social self in the way teenagers sometimes did when a sibling returned and reminded them that the family was a more interesting configuration than it was on ordinary evenings.

Priya cooked — the lamb she made on special occasions, the marinade her mother's recipe, the roasted vegetables that required two hours and rewarded them — and the kitchen had the warmth of a house doing what houses were built for, and she moved through the cooking with the practiced ease of someone in complete command of her own space and felt, alongside the warmth, the complicated, layered quality of her current life: the kitchen and the table and the people at it and the other thing, the other world, the Weir Lane studio and the February mornings and Ray's January Tuesday and all of it carried simultaneously in the body of the woman making the lamb at the stove.

She served dinner. She sat down.

She was there — entirely, genuinely there, in the warmth of the meal and the conversation and the family she had built — and she was also the woman who had driven to Weir Lane twice that week and who would open the spare-room journal later tonight and write something true. Both things at the kitchen table. All of it real.

Maya talked about Tobias. Not the offhand mention this time — a fuller account, the meals cooked and the evenings spent and the particular quality of someone who was becoming important without having been formally designated important. She talked about him with the careful, slightly self-conscious precision of someone who was not yet ready to commit to the full statement of what something was but could no longer pretend the thing was smaller than it was. Priya listened and Daniel asked questions and Kieran said is he a good footballer which was his metric for most things and which Maya said she had not yet established and which Kieran took as a genuine gap in her information.

"He sounds good for you," Priya said, when there was a pause.

Maya looked at her. The direct, bright-eyed look. "He is," she said simply, and in the simplicity there was the whole of it — the certainty of someone who knew what something was when they were inside it, which was its own form of seeing.

Priya looked at her plate.

She thought about seeing clearly. About the things you knew when you were inside them and the things that required distance. She thought about what Maya was inside and what she herself was inside and the difference between them, which was not simply the difference in their ages but the difference between a thing in its uncomplicated beginning and a thing deep in its complicated middle.

She refilled the wine glasses. She passed the bread.



On Sunday morning Maya came downstairs to find Priya already in the kitchen with coffee made and the newspapers on the table — the physical papers, Sunday ritual, the one indulgence she maintained against the screen's encroachment — and she sat across from her mother in the Sunday quiet with her hands wrapped around a mug and they were together in the specific, comfortable silence of people who did not need to fill space.

After a while Maya said, without looking up from the section she was reading: "Can I ask you something?"

"You can ask me anything," Priya said.

"Are you happy?"

She looked up. Maya was looking at the newspaper still, which meant she was being careful — giving Priya the option of a surface answer, not pressing for eye contact. The question was the same question Maya had asked on the phone in October — I just want you to be happy, genuinely, not managed-happy — but different in the asking because they were in the same room now and the same room made everything more specific.

"I'm — " She paused. She considered what she was going to say with the honest attention she had committed to and found that the honest answer was more complex than any single word and that Maya deserved the complexity. "I'm more fully alive than I've been in a while," she said. "That's not the same as happy in the simple sense. It's more like — I know what I want, finally. And knowing is harder than not knowing and better than not knowing simultaneously."

Maya looked up. The direct, bright-eyed look, fully deployed. "That's a very careful answer," she said.

"It's a very honest one," Priya said.

A pause. Maya looked at her for a long moment with the specific, reading quality of her attention — the quality Priya had helped build in her through fifteen years of asking her to look carefully at things — and Priya held the look without looking away.

"You seem different," Maya said. "Since October. Since Gran's, maybe earlier. You seem — " She paused, finding the word with the care she brought to words. "Present. Like you're actually in the room instead of running the room. Does that make sense?"

"It makes sense," Priya said.

"Is it good different?"

Priya held the question. She thought about what good meant in the context of her current life, which required a more nuanced taxonomy of good than the question assumed. She thought about the essay and the seminars and the quality of her attention in rooms since October and the conversations on the seawall and in the café and the studio and the mornings on Weir Lane and the January Tuesday and the February rain. She thought about all of it, the whole complicated weight of it, and she said:

"It's real different. I think that's the version of good I trust."

Maya looked at her for a moment longer. Something moved across her face — not suspicion, not the narrowing of someone who is detecting a lie, but something more subtle, the expression of a person who is choosing to accept an answer that they understand is partial because they trust the person giving it and because some truths are the teller's to keep until they are ready to give them.

She looked back at the newspaper.

"Okay," she said. In the tone that meant: I see you. I'm not going to press. I'm here when you're ready.

Priya looked at her daughter — twenty years old, the dark hair and the sticker-covered suitcase and the Bourdieu-lending Tobias from Winnipeg and the mind that asked can return be distinguished from repetition in a covered market and the absolute, unguarded, unearned, unconditional trust of a person who had never been given a reason not to trust — and felt the love arrive in its full, unqualified weight and felt, directly beneath it, the full, specific weight of what the love cost in this moment.

Not grief exactly. Not guilt in its familiar form. Something that was both of those things and was also, underneath them, the specific resolution of a woman who was looking at the best thing she had made — this person, this clear-eyed, careful, trusting person at her kitchen table — and understanding that she was going to protect this trust with everything available to her, which required, among other things, that this trust never know what it was protecting.

She was going to carry it.

She was going to carry all of it — the studio and the January Tuesday and the essay and the marriage and the journal in the drawer and the ongoing we'll see that hung over her calendar — and she was going to carry it without letting it touch this: the Sunday morning kitchen and the newspapers and the daughter reading across the table with her hands wrapped around a mug.

She was not going to let it touch this.

"More coffee?" she said.

"Please," Maya said, and pushed her mug across.

Priya filled it. She set the pot back. She sat down and picked up her section of the newspaper and they read together in the Sunday quiet, two women at a kitchen table, the Kitsilano morning grey and wet outside and the ranunculus from the market in the tall glass vase on the counter, deep pink, entirely themselves, temporary and fully present.



Maya left on Monday at noon. She hugged Priya at the arrivals drop-off — the same hug as the arrival, both arms, complete — and said I love you, Mum with the same simple directness she had always had, and Priya said it back and meant it in the full, uncomplicated way that coexisted with everything else without cancelling it.

She watched Maya disappear through the sliding doors with the sticker-covered suitcase and the ranunculus she had insisted on taking with her — they'll last till Edinburgh, Mum, I'll put them in my carry-on, they'll be fine — and they would not be fine, they would be slightly crushed by Birmingham and properly wilted by Edinburgh, and Maya would put them in a glass anyway and they would last three more days because flowers that had decided to be entirely themselves about their temporariness were generally good for longer than expected.

Priya drove home.

She drove across the bridge and through the Kitsilano streets and into the driveway and sat in the car for a moment in the specific, quiet aftermath of a love that had come and gone in its concentrated weekend form and had left its mark in the way that concentrated things left their marks.

She sat with it. The love and the cost and the resolution — she was not going to let it touch this — and the specific, cold, clarifying weight of knowing exactly what she was protecting and why and what it required of her.

She got out of the car.

She went inside.

She was going to be alright.

She was, in fact, already alright — in the complicated, weighted, fully-inhabited sense of alright that she had decided was the only version of the word she trusted anymore.



Chapter 24b — One Day

Priya 



She knew, when she woke at six on the Thursday morning in the last week of February, that the day was going to be what it was going to be. Not with dread — or not only with dread — but with the specific, clear-eyed awareness of someone who has looked at a timetable and understood that the timetable is going to require everything available and has decided to meet it fully rather than manage it from a distance.

Kieran had left Tuesday for the Whistler school trip — three days, supervised, the permission slip signed and the spending money counted and the specific maternal combination of missing him already and enjoying the house's particular quality of quiet that arrived when teenagers were absent. Daniel had driven him to the school at six Tuesday morning and was due back from a client dinner in Seattle on Thursday evening — he had extended what was supposed to be a same-day trip when the client had proposed dinner and he had said yes in the way he sometimes said yes to client things, the yes of a man who understood that the relationship was worth the overnight.

She had noted the configuration on Tuesday evening when Kieran left and Daniel called from Seattle to say he'd be back Thursday rather than Wednesday. She had noted it with the project-manager part of her brain that had been running since October and had filed it without drama and had messaged Nico: Thursday. All day. If you want.

His reply had come in four minutes: I want.

She had also received, on Wednesday morning, a message from Ray. Not a long message — he was not a man who used more words than the purpose required. It said: Thursday afternoon. Two o'clock. Which was not a question and not a request. Which was the ongoing we'll see that had been running since January, its second iteration, and which she had been expecting and had been preparing for with the cold, calculated patience she had decided was the only available response.

She had replied: Yes. One word. The minimum necessary.

So Thursday was what Thursday was: Nico in the morning. Ray in the afternoon. Daniel in the evening.

She lay in the dark at six o'clock and looked at the ceiling of her bedroom and held the day's shape in her mind with the direct, unflinching attention she had committed to and which she was not going to abandon now, not even for this. She was going to be honest about all of it — every encounter, every response, every thing her body did and every thing her mind said about what her body did — and she was going to carry the whole day with the integrity of someone who had looked at it clearly rather than the false comfort of someone who had looked away.

She got up. She showered. She dressed with the deliberate attention of someone performing a ritual — the good jeans, the dark green sweater she had bought in January, the gold earrings she wore when she felt like herself. She made coffee and stood at the kitchen window and looked at the February garden and drank the coffee and felt the morning as a physical fact.

This is the day, she thought. I am going to be in it completely.



Morning

She drove to Weir Lane at nine and he opened the red door and she came inside and they stood in the studio in the February morning light and looked at each other with the full, settled quality of people who had been looking at each other long enough to have accumulated a shared language.

"All day," he said.

"All day," she said.

He took her coat. He hung it on the hook. He made coffee — the pour-over, the careful process, the two ceramic cups — and they sat with it for a while in the studio, not talking much, the companionable quiet of people who had long since passed the point of needing to fill silence, and she felt the morning settle around her in the warm, specific way it settled when she was in this room.

She looked at the canvas on the easel. The empty room had been transformed over the past weeks — the warm afternoon light was still there, the chair still held the folded coat, the book was still open on the floor — but he had added something in the past week. Not a figure — not yet — but a second source of light: a lamp in the corner, switched on, warm and amber, the room lit from two directions now, the quality of light in it different from before. No longer waiting. Already inhabited.

"You added the lamp," she said.

"Last week," he said.

"The room knows something," she said.

"It knows someone's coming back," he said. "It's been getting ready."

She set the coffee cup down. She stood up. She crossed to him.



They had hours, which was a luxury they had not previously had — the studio visits had always been contained, the time bounded by the external life pressing its claims from either end. Today there was no pressing. Today the hours were theirs with the specific, rare quality of time that has been given rather than taken, and she felt this in the quality of how they moved — slower than the urgency of the fourth time, more present than the careful approach of the first, something that had the ease of people who knew each other and the aliveness of people who had not yet had enough of each other.

He undressed her in the studio first — not taking her to the bedroom immediately, wanting, she understood, to be in the full light of the room they had been in together for months, the room where all the talking had happened, the room with the canvas and the recording setup and the accumulated history of their being together in it. She stood in the studio in the February morning light and let him and felt the specific quality of being in a known place being known by a known person, which was different from every other kind of knowing.

His hands on her were the hands she had memorised over months — the warmth of them, the span of them, the painter's specific quality of touch that attended to surface as a form of knowledge. His mouth at her throat and she tipped her head back and breathed the studio's familiar smell — linseed, cedar, the faint cold of the February air that the heating had not quite vanquished — and felt the wanting arrive in its complete, uncomplicated form, the form it took when she was with him, which was different from every other form.

She undressed him. She took her time. She looked at him in the studio morning light with the full attention she gave to things she had decided to know, and he held still and let her look in the way he always held still for things that required genuine attention.

"Come here," she said.

They went to the bedroom.



She wanted to go slowly. She had hours and she wanted to use them — not with the urgency of the fourth time or the tender grief of the third, but with the specific, luxurious attention of someone who has been given time and intends to inhabit every minute of it honestly.

His mouth moved over her body with the thoroughness she associated with him — unhurried, attending to each place as its own purpose — and she let herself receive it without the management she had slowly been dismantling over the months, without the layer of self-consciousness that she had shed incrementally with each visit. She was fully in it, fully present, the annotator running only the minimum required for consciousness and the rest of her simply there, in the room, in his hands, in the specific warm weight of what they were.

When his mouth reached the inside of her thighs she said his name and he responded and she felt the complete, attended quality of it — not hurried, not a means, the thing itself, done with the genuine desire of someone for whom this was as much pleasure as anything else, and she felt it throughout her body, the warmth moving upward in the long, building way of something that had been given enough time to arrive fully rather than being rushed to its conclusion.

She came the first time with the full, complete quality of a well-made thing — not sudden, not sharp, but deep and thorough, moving through her from the centre in slow, full waves, and she lay with her hands in his hair and her back arched and the February light on the ceiling and felt it arrive in every part of her and held it for as long as it lasted, which was longer than usual because they had time, because he gave it time, because time was the gift of the morning.

He came up to her and she pulled him close and felt the warmth of him along her length and said I want you in the specific, direct way that was available to her in this room with this man that was not available elsewhere, and he said I know in the way that meant I want you too, I have wanted you since October, I want you every day and she felt all of this in the two words and pulled him to her.

They moved together with the ease of people whose bodies had found their accord and had been refining it with each visit, and she felt the specific luxury of the unhurried — the long, slow movement, the full presence of it, neither of them managing toward an end but inhabiting the whole of what was between the beginning and the ending.

"Tell me something," she said.

"Now?" he said, with the real laugh, low and warm.

"Now," she said.

He was quiet for a moment, moving with her, and then he said: "I've been painting you for months without knowing it. Every canvas since October has been looking for something and the thing it was looking for was you in a room."

She held this. She felt it in the same place she felt all his true things.

"Is that too much?" he said.

"No," she said. "It's exactly right."

She pulled him deeper and felt his response and moved with him until the second time arrived — different from the first, sharper and more urgent, the long building of the slow movement releasing all at once, and she said his name and held him and felt him follow her and they lay afterward in the full, warm, unguarded stillness of people who had been given a morning and had used it completely.

They lay for a long time. His hand in her hair. Her face against his chest. The studio quiet around them and the February morning doing its patient work outside.

"I'm going to need to leave by one," she said.

His hand in her hair stilled for a moment, then resumed. "I know," he said. He did not ask why. She had not told him about Thursday afternoons and he had not pressed, though she had felt him feel the pattern of her specific availabilities and make the calculation with the quiet intelligence he brought to everything.

"Nico," she said.

"I know," he said again, in the tone that meant: whatever it is, I know it's complicated, I'm here.

She held him and said nothing and the morning held them both and she was entirely present in it — not managing toward the afternoon, not dreading what the afternoon was, simply here, in this room, with this man, in the warmth of a morning that had been everything it was supposed to be and more.

She dressed at twelve-thirty. He made more coffee. They sat in the studio with it and looked at the canvas — the empty room with its two light sources, the coat on the chair, the book on the floor — and she thought: I will tell him soon. After the last time with Ray. I will tell him and he will hold it the way he holds everything I give him, without condition.

She put her coat on.

He walked her to the door.

At the door she turned and looked at him — the full look, the one she had stopped managing — and he looked back and she said: "This morning was — "

"I know," he said. Softly. With the complete, present quality of someone who did know, who had been there for every minute of it and needed no summary.

She kissed him. Brief, complete.

She walked to her car.



Afternoon

She sat in her car on Weir Lane for ten minutes after leaving him. She did not drive immediately to Calder Street. She sat and allowed the transition — the specific, necessary transition between the morning and the afternoon, between the chosen thing and the other thing, which required a kind of internal reorganisation she had become practised at but which never became effortless.

She thought about what the afternoon was. She thought about it directly, without softening. It was the second time with Ray. It was the leverage that had been running since January, the ongoing we'll see executed on its second iteration. It was the thing she had decided to manage with cold patience until she had enough to end it. It was not desire. It was not choice in any meaningful sense of the word. It was the cost of the photograph in the notebook in the kitchen drawer at number 34.

She also thought, with the honest attention she had committed to, about the body's independent accounting from the first time. The unwanted responses. The shame of them. She had spent three weeks since January examining those responses with the neuroscience framework and the philosophical framework and the literary framework and every other framework available to her, and the examination had produced the following conclusion: her body had a nervous system that operated on its own rules, and those rules included, apparently, a register she had not previously known she had, and the register had been activated by the extremity of the first encounter, and she was going to encounter it again this afternoon and she was going to observe it with the same honest, unflinching attention and she was not going to be ambushed by it.

She noted, sitting in the car on Weir Lane, that her body had already begun its own preparation — the specific, low, unwanted warmth that had been building since she had read Ray's Wednesday message, the warmth she had identified with shame and had been carrying since alongside the morning's genuine desire, the two things entirely distinct in origin and identical in their physiological expression.

She hated this. She named the hating clearly. She hated it and she was going to acknowledge it and carry it and not pretend it was something other than what it was: the body's response to an anticipated extreme, independent of her will, irrelevant to her consent.

She drove home.



He knocked at two o'clock exactly. She had expected no less — he was a precise man and precision was part of what he was.

She opened the door. He came inside with the same civil, unhurried certainty as January, the coat, the pale assessing eyes, the quality of a man who had decided something and found it confirmed.

"Good afternoon," he said.

"Ray," she said. Just his name, in the flat tone of a woman conducting a transaction she had decided to conduct.

He sat at her kitchen table again. She stood.

"Sit down," he said.

"I'd prefer to stand."

He looked at her for a moment with the pale eyes. Something shifted in them — not warmth, but a recalibration, the recognition of a woman who had found some footing since January and was standing on it. He nodded, fractionally.

"January worked," he said.

"January happened," she said. "Those are different things."

He almost smiled. It did not reach the pale eyes. "Fair," he said, which was what Daniel said when she corrected him and which arriving in Ray's mouth was the most disorienting thing that could have happened and which she filed and would examine later.

She led him to the spare room. Her line — her bedroom remained hers and Daniel's, inviolable, the one thing she had held since the first time. He had respected it without comment and he respected it again.

This time was different from January in the specific way she had prepared for: she was not passive. She had decided before he arrived that passivity was not available to her today, that she was going to be present and active in a way that was not consent and not desire but was a form of agency — the agency of someone who was in a situation not of their choosing and was navigating it with everything available rather than simply enduring it.

She undressed with the efficient directness of someone managing a situation, and he watched with the assessing, proprietary attention she had learned to receive without flinching. He was as she had known him in January — the size of him, the certainty of him, the absence of any pretence that this was something other than what it was — and she had prepared herself for the reality of him and the preparation helped, a little, in the way that accurate expectations always helped a little even when the thing was still the thing.

His mouth came to her and she felt the specific, complex quality of his attention, which was different from Nico's in every register — where Nico attended to her pleasure as a genuine end, Ray attended to her pleasure as a form of demonstration, a proof of his capability, the satisfaction proprietary rather than mutual — and she felt the difference and noted it and felt her body beginning its independent accounting, the warmth building despite the noting, despite the naming, the nervous system doing its separate work.

She came the first time with the specific, complicated quality she had come to associate with Ray — the orgasm arriving without the warmth that preceded it with Nico, more mechanical, produced by the specific relentlessness of him rather than by desire or connection, and arriving with the shame that she had decided to observe rather than suppress, the shame named and held and not allowed to become punishment.

He moved over her with the extended patience of a man with stamina and intention — different positions than January, which she noted as its own form of information, the way he moved her with the flat, certain authority of someone who knew what he wanted and took it — and she was present throughout, not abstracted, the cold analytical part of her mind maintaining its running commentary alongside the body's separate experience.

This is happening, the analytical mind said. I am here. I have made the calculation. I am carrying this.

She came again with the specific quality of the second time — the same unwanted quality as the first, the body's independent production, and she turned her face to the side and received it and did not perform either distress or pleasure and he said there in the flat proprietary tone and she felt the fury arrive cleanly, which she found, unexpectedly, useful — the fury was clarifying, it was hers, it belonged entirely to her and not to the nervous system's independent accounting, and she held it like a warm coal in the chest.

Afterward he dressed with the same matter-of-fact efficiency as January. She lay on the spare-room bed and looked at the ceiling.

"March," he said.

She looked at him. "No," she said.

He looked at her. The pale eyes, the recalibrating look.

"We're approaching the end of this arrangement," she said, in the tone she used for seminars when she wanted students to understand that the subject was not open for debate. "I want you to understand that clearly."

He looked at her for a long moment. "We'll see," he said, for the third time.

"Yes," she said. "We will."

He left. She heard the front door close with its measured certainty.

She lay on the spare-room bed and breathed. She performed the internal accounting with the same rigour as January — the coercion named, the body's responses named and separated from consent, the fury held and acknowledged. She was not broken. She was carrying something difficult and she was not broken.

She stripped the bed. She showered — the hot, methodical shower, the reclamation — and dressed in fresh clothes and went downstairs and stood at the kitchen window and looked at the February garden.

The Japanese maple's bare branches. The raised beds.

Not much longer, she thought. I am going to find the way to end it.

She made tea. She drank it standing at the window. She gave herself twenty minutes to complete the transition — from the afternoon back to herself, back to the woman who was going to be in this kitchen when Daniel came home, who was going to be warm and present and genuine, all of which she was — and at the end of twenty minutes she put the mug on the rack and went upstairs and sat at the spare-room desk and wrote in the journal and named everything, precisely, the morning and the afternoon and the specific, honest accounting of both.

She read it back. She wrote one more line: Two down. One more to go today. I am going to be alright. I am going to give Daniel everything I have left and it will be real and it will be enough and I will mean every second of it.

She closed the journal.

She went to make dinner.



Evening

Daniel came home at seven-thirty with the specific, tired warmth of a man returning from a trip, dropping the overnight bag in the hall and coming directly to the kitchen where she was at the stove, and he came up behind her and put his arms around her from behind and rested his chin on her shoulder and said: "I missed this."

She leaned back into him.

"The kitchen?" she said.

"The kitchen. You in it." He kissed her temple. "Kieran's home tomorrow?"

"Four o'clock."

"Good." He moved to the counter and opened the wine — the Friday Pinot Noir, because even though it was Thursday the return from a trip earned the good bottle — and poured two glasses and brought hers to her at the stove and stood beside her and looked at what she was cooking. "That smells extraordinary."

"It should. It's been on since four."

He tasted the sauce when she offered the spoon and said that's it, that's the one in the way he always said it and she felt the warmth of him beside her in the kitchen — his specific, familiar warmth, the warmth of seventeen years of standing in kitchens together — and she was glad he was home, which was true, which required no management.

They ate at the kitchen table with the good wine and the slow-cooked dinner and the easy conversation of two people who had been apart for two nights and were glad to be in the same room. He told her about the Seattle client — the project expanding, a possible second phase, the specific professional pleasure of work that grew because it was good. She told him about the essay — the final section was writing itself now, which was the sign that the essay had found its shape and trusted her to finish it — and he listened with the genuine interest he had always had in her work, and asked the question about the architecture parallel that he had asked at the Granville Island market and she answered differently this time, the answer better for the months that had passed since, and he said that's the book, isn't it, that's what comes after the essay and she looked at him and felt the specific pleasure of being correctly seen by someone who had known her for twenty years.

After dinner they sat on the sofa — the documentary habit, the comfortable arrangement of his arm around her and her legs across his lap — and she was aware, as she sometimes was now, of the quality of his holding: fond and habitual and genuinely warm, the holding of a man who loved her with the settled confidence of long knowledge. She felt it clearly and without the layer of management she had once used to complicate her feelings about it. It was what it was. It was real.

She turned to him. He looked at her with the slight surprise of someone who had been settling into the evening and found it moving in a different direction.

"Hey," he said.

"Come to bed," she said.

He looked at her for a moment — the reading look, less precise than Nico's but genuine, the look of a man who was attending — and something in what he read made him set the remote down without checking what was on.



In the bedroom — their bedroom, their bed, the room that was entirely theirs and had been for fifteen years — she came to him with the full, genuine desire of a woman who loved her husband and wanted him and was aware of both things without qualification. Not performing. Not managing. The desire was real and she was going to be honest about the reality of it, which did not require explanation and did not require the morning or the afternoon as context — it stood alone, it had always stood alone, it was simply the specific, real wanting of a person for someone she had loved for two decades.

He was tender with her — tender in the specific way he was tender when he felt that she was present in a way she was not always present, when the fullness of her attention was on him rather than distributed across the management of everything else. He undressed her with the care of someone receiving something he valued and she felt this and let herself be received.

His mouth was warm on her skin — familiar, knowing, the knowledge of long practice that was different from Nico's knowing but not lesser, the knowing of someone who had been paying attention for seventeen years and knew where the attention was welcomed. She felt the specific warmth of that knowledge and responded to it with the genuine, unhurried desire of someone who was here, entirely here, in this bed with this man.

"I love you," he said against her skin, the specific, unselfconscious declaration of a man who said it when he felt it rather than as a formula.

"I love you," she said, and she meant it in the full, complete, seventeen-year sense of the word — not the diminished love of someone going through motions, not the guilty love of someone performing normalcy, but the actual love, the one that had been there since before any of this and would be there after, the love that coexisted with everything else and was not made smaller by the coexistence.

She came to him and they made love with the quality she had always loved most about this: the ease of it, the genuine mutuality, the bodies that knew each other so well that the knowing itself was a form of intimacy unavailable to people who were still learning. She felt him with the complete, warm attention of someone who was not anywhere else — not Weir Lane, not the spare room, not the afternoon — simply here, with him, in the warmth of the specific love she had for this specific man.

His mouth came to her and she held his head and felt the warmth of it and said his name — Daniel — in the way she said his name when she meant it completely, which she did, which she always had, and she came with the quiet, complete quality of the well-known thing, the orgasm warm and full and unhurried, entirely different from the morning's thorough luxury and entirely different from the afternoon's coerced complexity — its own thing, the third thing, the thing that belonged to this room and this man and the seventeen years of daily, unglamorous, genuine love.

He held her afterward in the familiar way — her head on his chest, his hand in her hair — and she listened to his heartbeat slow and felt the room settle around her in its nighttime configuration.

"I missed you," he said. "Properly. Not just the house."

"I know," she said.

"Good trip though," he said.

"Good," she said.

He was asleep within ten minutes. She lay with his arm around her and listened to the Kitsilano night — the occasional car, the rain that had started again, the specific quality of the house at night which she had known for fifteen years and which held, in its ordinary darkness, the whole of what she had built and chosen and continued to choose.

She was not going to sleep immediately. She lay with the full weight of the day — the morning and the afternoon and the evening, the three encounters with their three distinct textures, the love and the shame and the coercion and the desire and the guilt and the genuine warmth of the evening's end — and she held them all with the honest, direct attention she had promised herself, not converting any of them into something more comfortable than they were.

The morning had been the fullest expression of something real and chosen and mutual.

The afternoon had been the ongoing cost of a situation not of her choosing, navigated with the cold patience of someone who was going to find the exit.

The evening had been love. The actual, real, specific, seventeen-year love that she had for this man whose heartbeat she could feel under her cheek.

Three true things. All of them hers. All of them costing something. All of them real.

She lay in the dark and held them and breathed and outside the rain kept on, steady and indifferent and entirely itself, and the city held its ordinary dark, and somewhere across two neighbourhoods the Weir Lane studio held its working quiet, and somewhere three streets over a man slept with the cold, patient satisfaction of someone who did not yet know that his leverage was running out.

She was going to end it.

Not tomorrow. Not this week. But soon, with the same cold patience he had brought to its beginning. She was going to find the exit and she was going to take it and she was going to come back to this room and this man and this ordinary, irreplaceable life and she was going to carry what she had done — all of it, the whole day, every day since October — with the honest, unglamorous integrity of a woman who had looked at everything clearly and had not once looked away.

She was going to be alright.

She already was.

Daniel slept. The rain fell. The dark held.

She closed her eyes.



Chapter 25 — Ray Again

Ray & Priya

She had three weeks between the Thursday of the three-encounter day and the next time Ray knocked, and she used them with the specific, methodical purpose of someone who had decided on an exit strategy and was building the infrastructure for it.

The infrastructure was information.

She had begun in January, the week after the first time, with the same patient precision he had brought to his own documentation. She had opened a new folder on her laptop — password protected, the password a sixteen-character string she had not written down anywhere — and she had begun to record. Dates. Times. The exact words of his messages, screenshotted and filed. The specific language of the negotiation — we'll see, provided this happens, January, March — each instance documented with the date and the context. She had written, in the folder, a clear factual account of the first encounter: what had been said at the kitchen table, the notebook and photograph presented as leverage, the specific terms of the arrangement as he had stated them. She had written it in the precise, unembellished language of someone who understood that the most powerful record was the one that required no interpretation.

She had also, over the three weeks since the Thursday, done research. Not the literary research she conducted in her professional life but a different kind — careful, anonymous, using the university library's database access rather than her home browser. She had read about coercion and leverage and the specific legal categories that applied to situations of this nature. She had read about documentation and what constituted sufficient evidence for various purposes. She had read about the specific vulnerabilities of men who conducted themselves as Ray conducted himself — the overconfidence of the certain, the specific blindness of someone who believed the power arrangement was stable and permanent and had not considered that the person they were leveraging might be smarter and more patient than they had assumed.

She had found several things useful. She was not going to specify them until she needed them. She was going to hold them with the same patient, precise attention he had brought to his own waiting.

By the time his March message arrived — two weeks before the Thursday of the three-encounter day, its timing confirming that he had been watching the calendar with the same attention he had been watching the street — she had enough. Not everything she wanted, but enough to change the balance of what she was walking into. Enough to walk in differently.



She was aware of her body's preparation on the day itself and she addressed it directly, in the journal, at nine in the morning: My body is doing what it did before the second time. The low warmth that I associate with anticipated extremity rather than anticipated desire. I am naming it clearly: this is not desire. This is the nervous system's advance response to a stimulus it has encountered before and has filed in a register I did not know I had and have not consented to having. I am not going to be ambushed by it. I am going to observe it and I am going to be in the room with it and I am going to use the energy of it — converted, redirected — for the thing I am actually here to do, which is to begin the ending of this.

She closed the journal. She dressed. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and said, quietly, to the face that looked back: You are not the same woman he sat across from in January. He doesn't know that yet. That's the advantage.

She went downstairs and made coffee and sat at the kitchen table — her kitchen table, the place he had claimed in January and which she was reclaiming simply by sitting at it with her coffee and her folder and her research and the specific, cold patience she had been building for six weeks.

She was ready when he knocked.



He came in with the same civil certainty as before — the coat, the pale eyes, the quality of a man arriving at an appointment he had scheduled and expected to be kept. He sat at the kitchen table. She sat across from him. This was different from January, when she had stood — she had decided to sit today, to occupy her own table with the full authority of the woman who owned it.

He noticed. She saw him notice. The pale eyes did their assessing work and found something different from what they had found in January and adjusted, fractionally.

"March," he said.

"Before we go upstairs," she said, "I want to have a conversation."

He looked at her. "We can talk after."

"We'll talk now," she said, in the tone she used for seminars when she wanted students to understand that the framing was not negotiable.

A pause. He held her gaze with the pale eyes. Then he settled back in the chair, fractionally, which was its own acknowledgement.

"I've been documenting," she said. "Since January. A record of every message you've sent, every conversation we've had, the specific language you used when you presented your — terms. Dated, timestamped, filed." She paused. "I've also written a detailed account of the first encounter. What you said, what the arrangement was, how it was established." She kept her voice entirely level. "I want you to know that this documentation exists. I want you to know where it is kept and I want you to understand that the existence of it changes the calculation you've been making."

He looked at her for a long moment. The pale eyes were doing something she could read now — she had had months to read him, the same months he had spent reading her, and she was not, it turned out, the less accurate reader. What she saw was not fear — he was not afraid yet — but the specific, cold recalibration of a man who had encountered something he had not accounted for.

"You have a photograph," he said.

"You have a photograph," she agreed. "I have a record of coercion. We can discuss which of those is more actionable, if you'd like."

A longer pause. The kitchen was very quiet. Outside the February — March now, barely — rain moved through the Kitsilano street with its usual patient indifference.

"You won't use it," he said. "The record. You won't use it because using it requires explaining the photograph."

"Possibly," she said. "But I want you to consider something." She leaned forward slightly. "I am a forty-three year old woman with a career, a marriage, and children. The photograph damages all of those things. You're a fifty-six year old man living alone whose primary asset is a house on a street where he has been documenting his neighbours." She paused. "Consider which of us has more to lose from a complete accounting."

He looked at her. She looked at him. The kitchen held them both in its ordinary morning light.

He did not say we'll see this time.

"This is the last time," she said. "After today, the arrangement ends. You keep the photograph — I can't prevent that. I keep my documentation. We return to being neighbours who acknowledge each other on the street and nothing more." She kept her gaze direct and her voice level. "I want to hear you say you understand this."

A very long pause.

"I understand," he said. Not agreement — she was not naive enough to believe this was agreement — but the acknowledgement of a man who had recalibrated and was deciding whether his current position was worth defending. She could see him doing the calculation, which was the same calculation she had done in January but with different variables now, the variables having shifted over six weeks of patient, precise preparation.

She stood. She led him to the spare room.




This time she was different in the room and he felt it.

She was not passive and she was not the cold, enduring woman of January and she was not the slightly less passive woman of the Thursday three weeks ago. She was present with the specific quality of someone who had decided to take up space — not submission, not performance, but the active, deliberate presence of a woman who was in a situation not of her choosing and was navigating it from the strongest available position.

She undressed with the direct, unhurried efficiency of someone who was not going to give him the power of watching her hesitate, and she saw him register this — the recalibration again, the pale eyes adjusting to the version of her he was encountering today.

She came to him. She was the one who moved first, which was a form of claiming — not desire, never desire, but the specific agency of someone who was directing the encounter rather than receiving it. She kissed him with the flat, determined quality of a woman conducting a transaction on her own terms, and felt his response — the same certain, proprietary attention as before but with something added to it now, something that was not quite respect but was adjacent to it, the recognition of a person who had underestimated and was revising.

He was as he always was — the size, the unhurried certainty, the specific quality of his physical presence that required bodily renegotiation — and she felt her body's independent accounting beginning its work, the warmth building without her instruction, the nervous system doing its separate thing. She named it and held it and used the energy of it — converted, as she had written in the journal — for the presence she was maintaining, the cold, directed engagement of a woman who was here with full consciousness and was going to come out of this room with more than she had gone in with.

She moved over him — she chose this position, as she had chosen it with Nico in fury three weeks ago, and the choice was different in meaning but identical in function: the being above, the partial control of the pace, the form of agency available in a situation where full agency was not. She felt the size of him throughout and felt her body's response to the size and named the response and did not allow it to be anything other than what it was.

She looked down at him. The pale eyes looked up with the assessing quality she had been reading for months.

"You underestimated me," she said. Not angrily — flatly, as a statement of fact.

He looked at her for a moment. "Yes," he said, which she had not expected and which she filed as the most significant thing he had said in three encounters.

She moved with the specific, directed energy of the converted fury and felt the warmth building and felt the orgasm approaching with the same complicated, unwanted quality as before, the nervous system's independent production, and she let it arrive without turning her face away this time — she looked at him when it came, directly, with the pale eyes meeting hers, and she felt the arriving of it with her eyes open and her face forward and it was a form of refusal to be ashamed of her own body's responses, which was the closest thing to reclamation available in this room.

She said nothing. He said nothing.

Afterward she moved and he moved and the encounter continued into its second stage with the same flat, certain quality he always brought — different from the first stage, the position changed, his weight over her now, the relentlessness of him that her body had learned and responded to and which she observed with the running commentary of the analytical mind that did not switch off.

This is the last time, she thought, with the full, cold certainty of a woman who had decided this and meant it. After today I am going to walk out of this room and I am going to close this door permanently and I am going to rebuild whatever this has cost me with the same patient, methodical attention he brought to its beginning.

She came again with the flat, complicated quality of the second time — the body's production, the shame held and acknowledged and not allowed to become punishment — and she held the cold certainty alongside it and found that the certainty was stronger.

She turned her face to the side.

She looked at the spare-room wall — the familiar wall, the ordinary plaster, the room that was hers and had been used against her and was going to be hers again after today simply and completely.

Last time.



Afterward she dressed with the same direct efficiency as before and he dressed with the same matter-of-fact certainty and they stood in the spare room in the March afternoon light and looked at each other with the pale eyes and the grey-green eyes and the full, mutual knowledge of people who understood exactly what had happened between them and what it was.

"The documentation," he said.

"Remains where it is," she said. "Provided our agreement holds."

"And if it doesn't?"

"Then you find out whether I meant what I said at the kitchen table," she said. "I'd recommend not finding out."

A pause. He looked at her with the assessing eyes and she held the gaze with everything she had, which was more than it had been in January and more than it had been three weeks ago and was, today, sufficient.

He nodded. Once. The fractional nod of a man who had recalibrated and reached a conclusion he was not going to announce but was going to act on.

He picked up his coat. He put it on.

"You're a more difficult woman than I thought," he said, at the bedroom door. Not a complaint — an assessment, delivered with the flat accuracy he brought to all his assessments.

"I know," she said.

He left. She heard the front door close with its measured certainty for — she counted — the third and final time.

She stood in the spare room for a moment.

She breathed.

She did not strip the bed immediately this time. She sat on the edge of it and she held the afternoon with the full, honest attention it deserved and she felt the cold certainty settle into something more permanent — not triumph, which would have been wrong, but the specific, quiet, earned satisfaction of someone who has done a hard thing correctly and is finished with it.

She had been afraid in January. She had been less afraid at the Thursday. Today she had not been afraid at all, which was not because the situation had become safe — it had not become safe, Ray was still Ray and the photograph still existed and the calculation was still running — but because she had done the work and the work had changed the calculation and the changed calculation had changed what she was walking into.

She had done the work.

She allowed herself this. One moment of acknowledgment, sitting on the edge of the spare-room bed in the March afternoon light, that she had done the work and it had been sufficient.

Then she got up. She stripped the bed. She showered. She dressed.

She went to her laptop and opened the folder and added today's entry — date, time, brief factual account of the conversation at the kitchen table, the specific language of his acknowledgement — and saved it and closed it and did not look at it again.

She went downstairs.

She made tea.

She stood at the kitchen window and looked at the March garden — the first signs of it now, the raised beds beginning to stir, the Japanese maple with the first small suggestion of red at the tips of its bare branches, the garden beginning its slow, patient return.

She thought: almost.

Not finished. Not yet — Ray was still at number 34, the photograph still on his phone, the calculation still capable of being reopened. She was not naive about this. She was not going to tell herself the story of a woman who had solved a problem cleanly when the problem had only been managed into a different configuration.

But almost. The leverage was diminished. The exit was visible. She was going to get there.

She drank her tea.

She looked at the maple's first red tips.

Almost.



Chapter 26 — What Nico Senses

Nico 



He noticed it first in the messages.

Not the content — the content was what it had always been, the specific, alive exchange of two people whose minds worked in compatible registers, the essay and the music and the occasional piece of reading she sent him with a line or two that told him why. The content was unchanged. It was the timing — the slight irregularity that had developed since January, the messages that came in clusters rather than the easy, organic flow of someone messaging when the thought arrived. As though she were composing the messages and holding them and releasing them in considered batches rather than sending them as they occurred.

He noticed this and said nothing about it. He was not going to press a pattern he could only infer. He was going to observe and wait and let her bring whatever it was when she was ready to bring it, which was what he had always done and what he continued to believe was the right thing.

But he noted it. He noted it with the same close, honest attention he gave everything she did, which had become, over the months since October, the quality of attention he gave to very few things and which he was not going to pretend to himself was anything other than what it was.

He had fallen for her. He had known this for some time — since the seawall, probably, in the honest accounting, since the afternoon when she had said I've been very careful for a very long time and he had understood that what she meant was: I am tired of the carefulness and being seen by you is making me more tired of it. He had known it since then and had proceeded with the full consciousness of what he knew and the full acceptance of what the knowing meant in the context of her actual life, which was a life with another person in it, a marriage of seventeen years, a family, a career, a whole complex architecture that was not going to be dismantled by wanting and which he had never asked her to dismantle.

He wanted her. He had her, in the way that was available — the studio mornings, the conversations, the specific quality of being in a room with her that had no equivalent in any other room he spent time in. He was not going to ask for more than was available. He had said this to her and he had meant it and he continued to mean it, and the meaning of it had not been made easier by the months of accumulation but it had been made more certain. He was a person who understood the difference between what he wanted and what was right to want, and what was right to want was what she was able to give, freely and completely, which was what she gave and which was, on most days, more than enough.

On the other days he played the guitar until two in the morning and did not send the messages he composed in his head and cleaned the studio and went to bed and slept and woke and made the good coffee and started again.

He was human. He was not pretending otherwise.



The residency had come through in February — the six-month artist-in-residence position at UBC, the studio and the stipend and the print lab access, beginning in September. Grace had celebrated with a bottle of wine at the gallery and Augusto had made a feast in the downstairs kitchen and invited four neighbours and his sister from Richmond, and Nico had sat at the crowded table in the warm, loud, specific warmth of a man who had people around him who were glad for him and had felt the genuine, uncomplicated pleasure of a good thing happening.

He had told Priya by message, which was the appropriate register for news that was professional in its origin even if nothing between them was purely professional anymore. She had replied with three sentences that were warm and specific and exactly right — not effusive, not managed, simply glad in the direct way she was glad about things that deserved gladness. He had read the three sentences twice and put his phone down and gone back to the canvas.

The canvas. He had been living with the empty room for five months now and it had changed so gradually that he sometimes had to look at the early photographs to remember what it had been — the photographs he took at each significant stage of a painting, the visual record of how a thing became what it was. The first photograph: an empty room with neutral grey light, a window on the left, nothing else. The most recent: the same room, warmer now, the afternoon light amber through the window, the coat on the chair, the book open on the floor, the lamp in the corner switched on, two sources of warmth where there had been none.

He stood in front of it on a Tuesday morning in March and looked at it with the close, honest attention of an artist assessing his own work after sufficient distance, which required three things: time, honesty, and the willingness to see what was actually there rather than what he had intended.

What was actually there was a room that was waiting to be finished.

Not the figure — he was not going to add a figure. The room was better without a figure, he had understood this for months. The figure had always been the wrong solution to the room's incompleteness. What the room needed was not a body but the quality of presence — the sense that someone had been here, that someone would return, that the room held the memory of a specific person the way rooms sometimes held such memories when you stood in them and paid attention.

He had been circling what that meant technically — how to render presence through absence, how to make the room feel inhabited by the trace of someone rather than the fact of them — and he had not found it yet. He had been trying things and removing them, which was the correct process. The correct process was often slow.

He made a note in the sketchbook. He cleaned his brush. He made more coffee.



She came on Thursday morning at ten-thirty — the regular Thursday, the rhythm they had established — and he opened the door and she came in and he looked at her in the way he always looked at her, the full, direct look that did not perform its looking, and he saw the thing he had been seeing since January.

She was different. Not in the obvious way of someone who was distressed or diminished — she was not distressed, she was not diminished, she was if anything more present than she had been in October, more fully inhabited in the way he had been watching develop since the beginning. But there was something else alongside the presence — a layer he could not read, something she was carrying that she had not put down and had not offered him.

He had been watching this layer since January. He had felt it in the messages' changed timing and in the quality of her silence during certain moments in the studio — the silences that had always been communicative between them, the pauses that meant she was thinking, and the new kind of pause that meant she was not thinking but holding.

He knew the difference.

He was not going to ask.

He made coffee. She sat on the studio couch and looked at the canvas and said: "You've done something to the light."

"Last week," he said. "I changed the angle of the window light. It was coming from too high. I lowered it."

She looked at it for a long moment. "It's more honest now," she said. "The higher angle was too clean. This one has weather in it."

He looked at the canvas from her position. She was right — the lower light angle had introduced a quality of late afternoon that the cleaner higher light had not had, a warmth that was also a kind of reckoning, the light of a day that was ending rather than continuing.

"Weather," he said. "I'll use that."

She looked at him. The direct, grey-green look that he had been cataloguing since October and which continued to be more than he had fully prepared for. "How are you?" she said. Not the social version. The real version, the one she used with him because she had established early that the social version was not what they did.

"Good," he said. "The residency prep is starting to feel real. I've been thinking about what I want to do with the studio access — the print lab specifically. There's a series of photographic prints I've been considering for years that requires equipment I've never had."

"What's the series?"

"Buildings after people have left them," he said. "Not abandoned — recently vacated. The specific quality of a space in the hours after it's been inhabited. The residual warmth, the disturbed air. Whether you can photograph the trace of presence."

She looked at him with the full attention. "That's what the canvas is doing," she said. "The empty room."

"Yes," he said. "I think the painting and the photographs are the same inquiry from different directions."

"You've been working on this since October," she said slowly. "The room. The trace of presence. All of it."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a moment. He watched her sitting with something — the layer, the held thing — and he let her sit with it and did not move toward it.

"You've been patient with me," she said. Not as a non-sequitur — he understood the connection she was making, the way the conversation had arrived at something adjacent to the thing she was carrying, and she had let herself approach it sideways rather than directly.

"I've been here," he said. Which was the distinction he always made, the one that mattered to him: patience implied waiting for something specific, implied a condition being endured until it resolved. Being here was different. Being here was the thing itself, not a waiting for a thing.

She looked at him for a long moment. Something moved across her face — the thing she was carrying, shifting slightly, the way a burden shifts when the person carrying it adjusts their grip. She did not put it down. But she adjusted.

"I'm going to tell you something," she said. "Not now. Soon. There's something I've been carrying that you should know. I've been deciding when and I think it's almost when."

"Okay," he said. Simply. Without pressing for the what or the when or the why it had taken this long.

She looked at him. "You're not going to ask."

"No," he said.

"Why not?"

He considered this honestly. "Because you'll tell me when it's ready to be told," he said. "And because the not-telling isn't about me. I know that much."

She held his gaze for a moment with the full, grey-green directness of it and he held it back and the studio was very quiet and the March morning came through the north windows with its clean, pale light.

"Come and look at the canvas," he said.

She got up. They stood in front of it — the room, the two light sources, the coat, the book — and looked at it together in the way they had been looking at things together since October, side by side, the six inches of space between them that had been the novel's most constant measurement and which had never stopped being charged.

"What does it still need?" she asked.

He looked at it for a long time. He had been asking himself this for weeks and arriving at different answers depending on the day, the light, his own state. Today he had an answer he had not had before.

"The trace," he said. "Not a figure. Not an object. Just — the quality of someone having been here. Warmth in the floor, maybe. The specific quality of light that a room has in the hour after a person has left it."

She looked at the painted floor. "The light would be slightly disturbed," she said. "If someone had been moving through it. The way air is disturbed by movement — you can't see it but you can feel it when you walk into a room someone has just left."

"Yes," he said. "That."

"Can you paint that?"

"I don't know yet," he said. "I'm going to try."

She turned to look at him. He was looking at the canvas and she was looking at him, which was the inversion of their usual arrangement in front of the paintings, and he felt her looking and turned to meet it.

She reached up and touched his face — the painter's hand, her hand, the brief specific warmth of it against his jaw — and said nothing, which was the right thing, and he held still and received it and said nothing, which was also the right thing, and the moment lasted exactly as long as it needed to and then she lowered her hand.

They stood in front of the canvas.

The March light came through the north windows.

The room in the painting held its two sources of warmth, the coat on the chair, the book mid-sentence on the floor, the quality of a space that was ready for whoever had been here to return.



After she left he sat for a long time on the studio couch with his phone in his hand. He did not open his messages. He sat and he thought about what she had said — there's something I've been carrying that you should know — and he thought about the layer he had been watching since January with the honest, direct attention of someone who did not want to see it and was going to see it anyway.

He had known, in the way you know things you have not been told, that something had happened in January that she had not shared. The messages' changed timing. The quality of her silences. The specific, cold determination he had felt in her since the third time — the crying, the fury — something that was being managed with a precision that had a source he had not been given access to.

He was not a naive person. He was not going to dress his intuitions in innocence they didn't have.

He thought about what it might be. He thought about it with the same honest, unsparing attention he gave the canvas — not looking for the answer he preferred, looking for the one that was true.

He arrived at something in the neighbourhood of understanding without confirmation, which was the most he could have without the conversation she had said was coming. He sat with it. He felt the specific quality of caring about someone in a situation you cannot see clearly and cannot enter and cannot fix — the specific helplessness of that, which was not the helplessness of passivity but the helplessness of respect, of understanding that some things belonged to the person they were happening to and could not be helped until they were offered.

He was going to wait.

He was going to be here.

He opened the phone and found the voice memo folder and played the rough recording from October — the song he had written and not released, his voice and the guitar in the midnight studio, the melody that kept approaching resolution and declining it. He listened to it all the way through for the first time in months and heard it differently than he had heard it then — not the longing of someone wanting something they didn't have, but something more complex, the specific music of a person who was in something real and understood the real-ness of it and was not going to reduce it to a simpler register because simpler was easier.

He listened to the end. The suspended chord. The question asked at a different register and left open.

He saved it.

He put the phone down.

He picked up the brush.

He stood in front of the canvas and looked at the empty room with its two light sources and its coat and its book and he thought about the trace of presence, the warmth in the floor, the disturbed air of a room that a person had just left and to which they were going to return, and he made one mark on the canvas — a single long horizontal stroke of warm amber across the painted floor, slightly irregular, the quality of light that has been moving through a space recently vacated.

He stepped back.

He looked at it.

Yes, he thought. That.

He kept working.



Chapter 27 — Daniel Asks

Daniel & Priya 



It was a Saturday in late March and it had been raining since Thursday and the rain had settled into the specific, committed quality of Vancouver rain that had decided it was going to be here for a while and had stopped making apologies for it. Kieran was at a friend's house for the afternoon and the evening, the particular social saturation of a sixteen-year-old who had been home for three consecutive weekends and was owed the city. The house was quiet in the way it was quiet when both children were absent — larger, slightly formal, the rooms returning to themselves rather than to the purposes teenagers imposed on them.

Daniel had been home since noon. He had not gone into the office, which he sometimes did on Saturdays when the week's momentum carried him there, and he had not had calls, which was the other thing that sometimes claimed him on weekends, the phone pulling him back into the work world while his body occupied the domestic one. He had cooked lunch — properly, the cast-iron pan, fresh herbs from the pot on the windowsill that Priya maintained with the patient, seasonal attention she gave the garden — and they had eaten at the kitchen table with the rain on the windows and the easy, unhurried conversation of a Saturday afternoon that had nowhere to be.

She had been aware of him, in the way she had been increasingly aware of him since October — not the managed awareness of someone performing presence but the honest awareness of someone who was seeing clearly. He was trying. She could see that he was trying in the specific, unannounced way of a man who did not make declarations about his intentions but quietly altered his behaviour and hoped the alteration would speak for itself. He had been home more in the past month. He had cooked three times in two weeks. He had come to Kieran's football match on a Wednesday evening in a February drizzle and stood on the touchline in his good coat with the focused, cold-faced attention of a man who was not going to check his phone even once, and he had not checked his phone even once.

She had seen all of this. She had received it with the genuine warmth it deserved because it was genuine and it deserved warmth and because she loved him, which remained true, which had been true through everything, which would continue to be true. She had received it and said nothing about noticing it because saying something would have been a form of management — the naming of his effort as a thing to be acknowledged rather than simply inhabited — and she was trying to be less managing of the things that deserved to be simply lived in.

She was reading on the sofa when he came and sat beside her — not at the other end, beside her, closer than the sofa's habitual configuration, and she felt the deliberateness of the proximity without looking up immediately, finishing the sentence she was in before she lowered the book.

He was looking at her in the way she had come to associate with his more present version — the attention fully directed, not the distracted half-attention of a man with three other things running in the background.

"What?" she said, mildly.

"Nothing," he said. "I'm just — looking at you."

She held the book in her lap and looked back at him. He was in his Saturday clothes — the worn flannel shirt she had bought him four years ago and which he wore with the specific, unconscious affection of a garment that had become a habit — and he looked tired in the way he had been looking for months, the tiredness of a man running at full capacity who had not recently examined whether the capacity was being directed correctly.

"You're thinking about something," she said.

"I'm thinking about a lot of things," he said. A pause. The rain on the windows. "I'm thinking about whether you're happy."

She looked at him. She kept her face the expression of a woman receiving a question from her husband on a rainy Saturday afternoon, which was what she was, which was entirely true.

"What's brought this on?" she said.

"Nothing specific," he said, which she believed was honest — it had not been one thing, she could see that, it had been the accumulation of something he had been noticing without being able to name, the same quality of attention she had been paying to him turned back on her with less precision but genuine intention. "You seem — different. Since Helen's, maybe earlier. I've been trying to identify what's different and I can't, exactly."

"Different how?" she said. Keeping her voice curious rather than careful, which required the precise amount of effort she was not going to let show.

He thought about it. She watched him think — the specific quality of his thinking, which was architectural, which moved from the general to the structural, looking for the load-bearing element. "More yourself," he said finally. "That's the only way I can put it. Like something — relaxed. Something I didn't know was held."

She sat with this. It was the same observation Maya had made, the same observation Cass had made in September with the phrase lit from somewhere, and its repetition across three people who loved her and knew her well was its own form of data that she was going to process later, not now.

"I think I've been happier in my work," she said. "The essay has been going well. Really well — better than anything I've written in years. I think when the work is alive everything else feels more alive."

"Is that all it is?" he said. Not suspiciously — gently, the genuine question of a man who was attending and wanted an accurate answer.

She looked at him. She thought about what she was going to say with the full, honest attention she had committed to, which meant she was not going to lie but she was also not going to confess and she was going to find the path between those two things that was actually honest rather than technically honest, which was a narrower path than it sounded.

"I think I've been more present with myself," she said. "I've been paying more attention to what I actually want, rather than what the schedule requires. It sounds simple when I say it out loud."

"It doesn't sound simple," he said. "It sounds like something I haven't been doing."

She looked at him. "What do you mean?"

He was quiet for a moment. He looked at his hands — the architect's hands, capable and slightly roughened at the knuckles from the site visits — and then he looked at her with the quality of attention that she understood cost him something, because he was not naturally a person of self-examination and the examination was not easy for him. "I think I've been — absent," he said. "Not physically, always, but — here without being here. I don't know when it started. I don't know if you noticed."

"I noticed," she said. Simply. Without accusation and without the softening that would have been dishonest.

He received this. He did not defend against it. "I'm sorry," he said, in the tone of someone who meant it specifically rather than as a formula.

She felt the apology land in the complicated place where his things landed now — the place that contained the genuine love and the genuine grief and the full, specific weight of what she was carrying alongside both. She felt it land and she felt the specific, familiar sorrow of receiving something she had needed for a long time and receiving it too late to be uncomplicated.

"Thank you," she said. Which was true. Which was all of what she could honestly say.

He reached for her hand. She gave it. His hand around hers — the warm, familiar weight of it, the specific texture she had known for twenty years — and she held it and looked at the rain on the windows and felt the marriage around her in its full, complex, real dimension.

"Are you happy?" he said again. The same question, more direct now, the preamble cleared away.

She turned to look at him. She was going to answer this honestly, which meant she was going to find the true thing rather than the comfortable one, and the true thing was not simple but it was available.

"I am more fully alive than I've been in a long time," she said. "That's different from happy in the way I used to understand happy. It's more complicated and more real." She paused. "There are things I'm carrying that are heavy. I don't think that's unusual for a person at this point in her life." Another pause. "I love you. I love this house and what we've made in it and I love our children. That's all true."

He looked at her for a long moment. She held his gaze with the full, direct quality of someone who was telling the truth and knew that the truth was insufficient and was telling it anyway.

"But?" he said.

"No but," she said. "It's all true simultaneously. That's the honest version."

He was quiet. She could see him receiving this — the architect's mind processing a structure that was more complex than he had asked for, trying to find the load-bearing element, the thing that would tell him what to do with the rest. She watched him process it with the patient, honest attention of a woman who had been processing the same structure for months from the inside.

"I feel like I missed something," he said. "I don't know what. A period of time, maybe — a few years — where I was building the work and assuming the rest would hold."

"It held," she said. "I held it."

"I know," he said. The specific, weighted acknowledgement of a man who had just heard something true about himself and was not going to look away from it. "I know you did."

She squeezed his hand.

"What do you want?" he said. "Not what we have — what do you want? If you could say it."

She looked at the rain on the windows for a long moment. She thought about the journal in the spare-room drawer, the rules written in it, the ones crossed out and the ones she had kept, the sentence she had written in February: I am not the person I was three months ago. She thought about the studio and the seawall and the essay and the Strathcona café and the Gallant story and the woman at the window who was not saying goodbye to the light but remembering it.

She thought about what she wanted. She let herself want it, fully, in the honest internal space she had been building since October, and then she translated the wanting into what was speakable, which was not the same as what was true but was the closest she could get to it across the specific distance of this conversation.

"I want to feel that the life I'm living is actually mine," she said. "Not the life I assembled correctly. The one that's actually mine." She paused. "I've been finding my way toward that. It's not finished. But I'm further along than I was."

He looked at her for a long time. His hand in hers was warm and still.

"Is there anything I can do?" he said. "To help with the finding."

She felt the question arrive with its full weight — the genuine, attending, slightly-too-late quality of it, the love in it that was real and insufficient and real nonetheless. She felt it and she held it and she said: "Be here. The way you've been in the past few weeks. That's what I need from you."

"I can do that," he said. With the simple, direct confidence of a man who had found something actionable in a conversation that had been asking for something beyond action, and who was going to hold onto the actionable thing because it was what he had to give.

"I know you can," she said.

They sat for a while in the Saturday quiet with their hands together and the rain on the windows and the house around them holding its fifteen years of accumulated, ordinary, irreplaceable life. She was aware of everything — the sofa, his hand, the flannel shirt, the rain, the essay upstairs on her laptop in its final shape, the studio on Weir Lane, the journal in the drawer, the maple in the garden beginning its slow March return — all of it present, all of it hers, all of it costing something.

She rested her head on his shoulder.

He put his arm around her.

"I love you," he said, into her hair.

"I love you," she said, into the flannel shirt.

Both true. Both complete. Both insufficient for the full weight of the moment and both the best available words for it, which was how language worked when it was honest — it got you to the edge of the thing and then it stopped and you had to feel the rest without it.

They sat like that while the rain decided to continue and the March afternoon went about its grey, patient business outside and the house held them in its ordinary, irreplaceable warmth, and she was entirely there — in his arms, in the marriage, in the love that had been there for twenty years and would be there after — and she was also, with the specific, simultaneous, unresolvable complexity of her current life, somewhere else entirely, and both things were true, and she was done pretending that truth was supposed to be simple.



Later, when Daniel had fallen asleep in front of the evening film and the rain had eased to the light, persistent version it settled into for the night, she went upstairs to the spare room and sat at the desk and opened the journal.

She wrote: He asked if I was happy. I told him the truest things I could tell him. I did not tell him everything. The not-telling is not going to last forever — I know this with the same certainty I know everything I have learned to know this year. At some point the weight of what I am carrying is going to require a different kind of honesty. Not today. Not this month, probably. But the eventually is closer than it was.

She paused. She looked at the March dark on the skylight.

She wrote: He said be here the way you've been in the past few weeks. He is trying. I am seeing him trying and I am receiving it and I love him for the trying and I am still going to Weir Lane on Thursday and both of those things are true and I am tired of the both and I am not yet done with either.

She closed the journal.

She put it in the drawer.

She went back downstairs and sat beside him on the sofa and watched the last of the film she had not been watching and felt his warmth beside her and did not move away from it and did not lean into it and simply sat in the specific, honest, unresolved middle of her own life, which was where she lived now and which she had decided, some time ago, was the only place worth living.



Chapter 28 — The Last Time with Ray

Priya 



She chose the day deliberately.

Not a Wednesday — she was not going to let him have the Wednesday, which had always been his day, the pattern he had observed and recorded and used as the architecture of his leverage. She chose a Tuesday morning in early April, the week after Daniel had taken Kieran to a Whitecaps game and come home with his arm around the boy's shoulders and the specific, uncomplicated warmth of a father and son who had spent three hours in the cold doing something they both loved, and she had watched them come through the door and felt the full, specific weight of what she was going to do the following Tuesday and why she was going to do it.

She had spent the preceding two weeks completing the infrastructure. The folder on the laptop was thorough — she had added the March encounter's documentation, the specific language of his I understand at the kitchen table, the precise account of the terms as she had stated them and his acknowledgement of them. She had also, in the final week, done something she had been considering for a month: she had sent the folder to herself at a private email account on a server she had created specifically for the purpose, using a laptop at the university library rather than her own machine. The folder existed in three places now — her laptop, the private email account, and a USB drive she kept in a zippered pocket of her work bag rather than in the house.

She had also written a letter. Not for use — not yet, possibly never — but as a document of record, addressed to no one, describing the arrangement from its beginning in October through its execution across three encounters, naming Ray Kowalski of 34 Calder Street by full name and address, describing the notebook and the photograph and the specific language of coercion, signed with her name and dated. She had printed it at the university library and put it in a sealed envelope in the work bag alongside the USB drive.

The letter was insurance. The letter was also the most honest thing she had written since the journal, which was saying something, and the writing of it had taken three hours and had produced at its conclusion the specific, clarifying relief of a person who has looked at a thing completely and set it down somewhere it could be found if it needed to be found.

She was ready.



She knocked on his door at ten on a Tuesday morning.

This was the inversion she had planned and which she had understood, when she planned it, would land with the specific weight of a deliberate reversal — she was at his door, not the other way around, which removed from him the initiating power he had held since January. She was on his step. She had chosen the time and the day and the terms and she was here because she had decided to be here, which was different from every previous encounter in the most fundamental way available.

He opened the door. He took her in with the pale, assessing eyes — registering the inversion, she could see the registration, the slight recalibration — and said nothing immediately.

"I'd like to have a conversation," she said. "At your kitchen table, if you don't mind."

A pause. The pale eyes assessed. He stepped back from the door.



His house was what she had expected: precise, maintained, the house of a man who did not permit deterioration on principle. The hallway clean, the floors unscuffed, the kitchen orderly in the specific way of someone who cleaned as a form of control rather than comfort. She sat at his kitchen table with the same composure with which she had sat at her own, and he sat across from her, and the configuration of two people at a kitchen table with something between them was familiar and was entirely different from every previous time it had been this configuration because this time she had called the meeting.

She placed her phone on the table between them — screen up, the documentation folder open, the first entry visible. The October Wednesday entry in his own handwriting that she had photographed at her kitchen table in January while he had still believed he was the one with the camera.

He looked at it. She saw him look at it.

"You photographed the notebook," he said.

"In January," she said. "While you were looking at the photograph on your phone."

A pause. She watched the recalibration happening — the specific, cold adjustment of a man who had discovered that the situation he had believed he controlled had been being managed from the other side for longer than he had known. She watched it without satisfaction and without anxiety, simply with the clear, level attention of someone who had arrived at a conversation prepared.

"The folder contains," she said, "a complete record of every message you have sent me since January. Dated and timestamped. A written account of each of our three encounters — what was said, the specific language of the leverage, the terms as you presented them. A copy of the first page of your notebook, photographed. And a letter, signed and dated, addressed to no one, which I have printed and stored separately from this device."

He looked at her. The pale eyes were doing the thing she had come to read accurately — the calculation, running, the same calculation she had been running since January but faster now, the variables newly changed.

"What do you want?" he said.

"The same thing I told you in March," she said. "The arrangement ends. Permanently. Not a pause — a conclusion. You keep the photograph. I keep the documentation. We return to being neighbours and nothing more for as long as we both live on this street, which I anticipate being a considerable time, so I want to be clear about what that means: no contact beyond the civil minimum, no messages, no knocking, no acknowledgement of anything that has happened between us in any context or to any person."

He was quiet. She let the quiet sit without filling it because she had learned from him, among other things, that silence was not an admission and did not need to be rushed.

"And if I don't agree," he said.

"Then we find out together what happens when the documentation goes to the people it would need to go to," she said. "Which would require me to explain the photograph, yes. I've done that calculation. I've been doing it since January. I've concluded that the photograph damages my marriage and my professional life in ways that are survivable. What your documentation damages is less recoverable."

She said this with the flat certainty of someone who had arrived at this conclusion through two months of honest examination and was not performing it. She had done the calculation. She had sat with the worst version of the photograph's exposure — Daniel, the university, the children — and she had held it with the direct, unflinching attention she gave to everything difficult, and she had found, at the bottom of the holding, that she could survive it. Not easily. Not without cost. But she could survive it and remain herself and rebuild from it, because she was the kind of person who rebuilt from things, who had been doing so quietly for years before any of this.

The knowing that she could survive it was the thing that had changed the balance. You could not be leveraged by a thing you had decided you could survive.

She watched him understand this.

It took approximately thirty seconds — she counted, not from anxiety, from the precise attention she was giving every moment of this conversation. Thirty seconds of the pale eyes assessing and recalculating and arriving at the place she had been waiting for them to arrive: the recognition that the leverage was no longer what it had been, that the woman across the table had done something between January and now that had changed the fundamental structure of what he had.

She had removed her fear of the worst outcome.

And without the fear, the leverage was a photograph on a man's phone, and a photograph on a man's phone was a thing with consequences on both sides of its existence, and he was a man who had lived alone for three years on a street where he had been watching his neighbours and documenting them and using the documentation to coerce a woman into sexual encounters, and whatever the photograph showed about her it showed considerably more about him.

She watched him do this calculation.

She waited.

"Alright," he said.

One word. The same acknowledgement he had given in January when she had presented her first piece of counter-leverage, but different now in the specific way that a word said from strength was different from the same word said from a recalculating position. He was not agreeing because he wanted to or because he had been persuaded that it was right. He was agreeing because the calculation had come out against him and he was a practical man who acted on calculations.

Which was, she thought, looking at him across the kitchen table in the April morning, exactly what she had expected and exactly what she had prepared for. She had not expected a man to become something other than what he was. She had prepared for the man he was.

"I'd like you to delete the photograph," she said.

A pause. "No," he said.

She had expected this too. "Then we have a mutual interest in the continued silence of both parties," she said. "Which is, I think, the most stable arrangement available to us."

He looked at her for a long moment. "You've thought about this carefully," he said.

"Since January," she said.

He nodded — the fractional nod, the recalibrator's acknowledgement. "You're a more formidable woman than I understood," he said, which was a variant of what he had said in March and which she received with the same flat non-response, because compliments from Ray Kowalski were a category of thing she was not going to find meaningful.

"The arrangement is concluded," she said. She stood. She picked up her phone. She put it in her bag. "Good morning, Ray."

She walked out of his kitchen and down his hallway and out through his front door and onto the Calder Street pavement in the April morning, which was cool and clean and smelled of the recent rain and the specific, green-edged smell of a city beginning to remember that it was capable of spring.

She stood on the pavement for a moment.

She did not feel triumphant. She had not expected to feel triumphant and she did not, which was correct — there was nothing triumphant about what had just happened or about the six months that had led to it. What she felt was something quieter and more structural: the specific, unglamorous relief of a weight partially set down. Not fully — Ray was still at number 34, the photograph still on his phone, the mutual interest in silence a thing that depended on his continued calculation rather than any change in his character. She knew this. She was not going to dress it as a clean resolution.

But the encounters were over. The Tuesday afternoons and the March meeting and the ongoing we'll see that had been sitting on her calendar like a weather system since January — those were over. She had walked into his house and she had changed the calculation and she had walked out, and the walking out was hers in a way that the previous encounters had not been.

She walked to her car.

She sat in it for a moment — not the ten minutes of the Weir Lane visits, not the driveway sitting of the return home, just a breath, one deliberate breath, the specific intake of someone marking a moment without dramatising it.

She had done the work.

She drove to UBC.



She taught the eleven o'clock seminar on Ondaatje — the novel's final section, the body's return, the question of whether the self that comes back to a place is the same self that left it or whether the return itself is a form of becoming — and she was fully present in the room in the way she had been fully present in rooms since October, the students receiving the version of her that was alive in the work, that found the questions genuinely open rather than settled.

A student — the second-year from Halifax, Brendan, who had said the true things all year — said: "Do you think Ondaatje believes the self is continuous? Or does he think each version of a person is essentially a different person who happens to share the same name?"

She looked at him. She thought about the question with the honest, direct attention it deserved, which was considerable. "I think he believes the self is a river," she said. "Continuous in the sense that it's the same river, different in the sense that the water in it is never the same water twice." She paused. "I think he believes you are changed by every significant thing that happens to you and that the change is not loss — it's accumulation. You become more rather than less."

Brendan looked at her. "That's optimistic," he said.

"It is," she agreed. "I think he earns it."

After the seminar she sat in her office for an hour with the door closed and the essay open on the screen — the final section, the last two thousand words she needed to write, the ending that had been approaching for months — and she wrote it, all of it, in one session, the words arriving with the specific, unimpeded quality of something that had been ready for a long time and had simply been waiting for the moment.

She wrote the ending of the essay about return and she felt, as she wrote it, that she was also writing something else — not the essay of her life, which would have been sentimental and insufficient, but something adjacent: the understanding that the woman who had arrived in Vancouver in September and the woman sitting in this office in April were the same river and not the same water, and that the difference between them was not loss and not failure and not the diminishment of a life that had gone wrong but the accumulation of a person who had been more fully alive than she had allowed herself to be in years.

She saved the essay.

She looked at the sliver of ocean visible from her window — blue today, the April light finding it — and she thought about Brendan's question. Do you think the self is continuous.

She thought about the answer she had given. A river. The same river. Different water.

She thought about October and the gallery terrace and nine minutes with a man she had not known and January and the notebook and March and I understand and the studio and the seawall and the Strathcona café and the morning of the three-encounter day and the journal in the drawer and Daniel asking are you happy and Maya with her sticker-covered suitcase and the ranunculus that had lasted three days longer than it should have.

She thought about the essay, which was done, which was the best thing she had written.

She thought about what came next.

She did not know what came next. She was done pretending to know, which was itself a form of knowing — the knowing that the future was open and charged and dependent on choices she had not yet made and could not make until she was inside the moments that required them.

She closed the laptop.

She put on her coat.

She went out into the April afternoon where the university was going about its bright, specific business and the ocean was blue in the distance and the mountains were fully out, the snowline retreating now, the high slopes beginning to show the dark rock beneath, and she walked to her car through the campus in the good spring air and felt, for the first time in months, something that was not the weight of carrying but the specific, quiet feeling of having set a thing down and being, for this moment, between the putting-down and the picking-up-of-the-next-thing.

Just this. Just the April afternoon and the essay finished and the mountains out and the river running, changed and continuous, entirely itself.



Chapter 29 — What She Tells Him

Priya & Nico 



She had been carrying the shape of the conversation for three weeks — not the words, she had not prepared the words, she had learned over the past months that prepared words arrived with the specific, managed quality of performance and that the truest things she had said in this room had arrived unannounced from somewhere below the level of preparation. But she had been carrying the shape of it: what she needed to tell him, what she owed him in the way of honesty, where the partial truth's boundary was and why the boundary was where it was.

She drove to Weir Lane on a Thursday morning in the second week of April with the cherry trees on the Kitsilano streets in full, brief, extravagant bloom — the specific Vancouver spring that arrived suddenly and lasted two weeks and demanded full attention in the way of things that were going to leave — and she drove through the pink and white of it with the window slightly open, the cool April air, and felt the morning as a physical fact the way she had learned to feel mornings since October.

He opened the door.

She came inside.

He looked at her in the way he always looked at her, the full, level, unhurried look, and she looked back and said: "I need to tell you something today. The thing I said was coming."

"Okay," he said. Not are you alright or what is it — simply the word that meant I'm here, I'm listening, take the time you need.

He made coffee. She sat on the studio couch and did not look at the canvas or the recording setup or the paintings on the shelving — she looked at her hands in her lap and waited for the coffee and for the quality of readiness that she had learned to recognise in herself, the specific interior stillness that preceded the truest things.

He brought the coffee and sat in the chair across from her and held his cup and looked at her and waited.

She began.



She told him about Ray in the way she had decided to tell him, which was the true version stripped of the physical detail she was not going to give him — not because the physical detail was unspeakable but because it belonged to her and to the accounting she had done in the journal and in the shower and in the document on the laptop, and giving it to him would have converted it from something she had processed and survived into something she was presenting for his response, and she did not want his response to the physical detail. She wanted him to understand the shape of what had happened without being burdened with the specific weight of what she had carried.

She told him: a neighbour had been watching since October. A photograph. A notebook. A leverage arrangement that had run from January through April. She told him she had been managing it — the documentation, the counter-leverage, the conversation at his kitchen table two weeks ago. She told him it was finished, or as finished as these things were.

She told him in the flat, precise language she used for things that needed to be said accurately rather than expressively, and she watched his face while she told it.

His face did what she had not expected.

It was very still.

Not the stillness of someone receiving a shock — not the pallor or the sharp intake or the visible rearrangement of a person who has been struck. Something different: the stillness of someone who had suspected something in the neighbourhood of this for a long time and was now receiving confirmation, and who was holding the confirmation with the full weight of his attention without moving toward any response until she had finished.

She finished.

The studio was quiet. The April morning came through the north windows with the particular clarity of a day that had decided to be entirely present.

He said nothing for a long moment. She watched him sit with what she had told him and she did not fill the silence because the silence was his and he was using it and she was going to let him use it.

Then he said: "Since January."

"Yes."

"You've been carrying this since January."

"Yes."

Another pause. She watched something move through him — not a visible thing, more like a weather event beneath the surface, the specific quality of a person processing a strong feeling through a body that had learned to contain strong feelings. She watched it move through him and arrive at wherever it settled.

"Are you alright?" he said. Not the social version. The real version, the one that meant: I am asking about the specific, actual state of you, the person I have been in rooms with for six months, not the version of you that manages things.

"Yes," she said. "I am now. I wasn't always."

He nodded. The confirming nod, the one that meant he had heard the distinction — now and wasn't always — and was holding both.

"Was it — " He stopped. She watched him find the right question, which took a moment because there were wrong versions of the question and he was not going to ask those. "Did he hurt you?" he said finally. Which was the right question, the one that went past the arrangement and the documentation and the counter-leverage and asked about the actual, physical thing.

She looked at him. "Not in the way that left marks," she said.

His jaw tightened. One brief, involuntary tension — the only physical tell she had seen from him in six months of close attention. He received it and controlled it and it passed.

"I'm sorry," he said. In the specific, full-weight way he said things that he meant entirely — not I'm sorry this happened as a formula but the genuine, directed sorrow of a person who wished they had known and was reckoning with the fact that they hadn't.

"You couldn't have known," she said. "I didn't tell you."

"Why not?" He asked it without accusation — genuinely curious, the question of someone who wanted to understand rather than to establish fault.

She had thought about this. She had thought about the answer to this question since February when she had first said I need to tell you something, not now, but soon, and she had the honest answer ready. "Because telling you would have changed what this is," she said. "And what this is — is the one thing in the past six months that has been entirely mine. Entirely chosen. Untouched by the other thing." She paused. "I needed to keep it clean."

He looked at her for a long time. She held the look.

"I understand," he said.

And he did — she could see that he understood, not the performing-understanding of someone who was being supportive but the actual comprehension of a person who had been listening with full attention and had followed the logic to its conclusion and found it sound. He understood why she had withheld it and he was not going to make her defend the withholding.

She felt something in her chest release that she had not known was held.



"Tell me what you need," he said. Not tell me what I can do — the distinction mattered, she received it with the precision it deserved. What you need rather than what I can do placed the knowledge of the need with her rather than with him, which was accurate.

"This," she said. "Just this. To be in this room and to have told you and to have you hear it without — " She stopped.

"Without trying to fix it," he said.

"Without trying to fix it," she agreed. "Without asking what we do now or what it means for us or — "

"I'm not going to ask those things," he said.

"I know," she said. "That's why I'm here."

He set his coffee cup down on the floor beside the chair. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his hands loosely clasped, and he looked at her with the full, level, unhurried attention she had been cataloguing since October and which she had never, in six months of close study, found to be anything other than what it appeared to be: genuine, complete, directed at her specifically rather than at the idea of her.

"Tell me how it ended," he said. "The arrangement. If you want to tell it."

She told it. She told him about the folder and the USB drive and the letter in the sealed envelope and the decision to survive the worst outcome and the Tuesday morning she had knocked on his door. She told it in the same flat, precise language and she watched him listen — not the half-listening of someone waiting for their turn, not the sympathetic-performance listening of someone constructing their response, but the real listening of someone for whom the account of another person's experience was the most important thing in the room.

She had been listened to before. She had been listened to by Cass, who listened with the sharp, attorney's attention of someone simultaneously tracking the facts and the feeling. She had been listened to by Daniel, who listened with the warm, slightly distracted attention of someone who loved her and was often slightly elsewhere. She had been listened to by students and colleagues and her mother and her daughter and everyone who had populated forty-three years of a life lived in conversation.

She had not been listened to like this.

She did not have, yet, the precise language for what made this different. She thought about it as she talked — the specific quality of his attention, what it was constituted of — and she arrived, by the time she had finished the account of the Tuesday morning, at something approximate: he listened as though what she was saying was going to matter to him permanently. Not instrumentally — not as information he was collecting for his own use — but in the way you listened to something you intended to keep. The way you listened to music you loved, to a passage of prose that had found something in you and lodged there.

She finished.

He was quiet for a moment.

Then he said: "You did something very hard and you did it entirely alone and you did it correctly."

She felt this land in the place where his things always landed, and she felt it land differently from the way things usually landed there — more deeply, with more weight, the specific weight of being seen in the thing she had been most afraid of being seen in.

"I had help," she said. "The journal. The library database. The — " She paused. "The knowledge that I could survive the worst outcome. I think I learned that here. In this room."

He looked at her. "How?"

"Because being here made me understand that I was more than the life I had assembled," she said. "That the assembled life was real and I loved it and it was not the whole of me. And if it wasn't the whole of me, then the worst outcome — the assembled life damaged, the structure cracked — was survivable. Because the rest would still be there."

He was quiet for a long time. The studio held its working silence around them. The April morning came through the north windows with its clean, particular light.

"What is the rest?" he said.

She looked at him. "Me," she said. "The actual me. The one that was still there under the assembly." A pause. "The essay. The work. The — " She stopped.

"Say it," he said. Gently, not pressing — simply the indication that there was room for the thing she had stopped before.

She looked at him. "You," she said. "This. Whatever this is."

He held her gaze and she held his and neither of them moved and the studio was very quiet and the morning did its patient April work outside.

"I need to tell you something," he said.

"Alright," she said.

"I'm not going to tell you what to do," he said. "About Daniel or the marriage or any of it. That's not — I'm not going to do that. But I need you to know what this is from my side. Not as a claim. Just as the truth."

"Tell me," she said.

"I love you," he said. In the flat, certain, unadorned way he said true things — not as a declaration designed to produce a response, not as a claim on her future, simply as the accurate description of his current state, offered as information rather than leverage. "I've known it since November and I haven't said it because saying it wasn't what you needed and isn't what I'm saying now for any reason except that you've just told me the truest thing and you deserve the true thing back."

She sat with this.

She let it be what it was — the full, real, specific weight of those three words said by this person in this room after six months of the most honest relationship she had ever been in — and she did not manage it and she did not immediately respond to it and she did not cry, which surprised her, because she had expected to cry and she did not.

What she felt was something she did not yet have the word for. Something that was larger than gladness and more complicated than relief and more honest than anything she had felt in a room in a very long time. Something that was simply the truth, received.

"I know," she said, eventually.

He almost smiled. "I know you know," he said.

"I — " She stopped. She looked at him with the full, direct, unmanaged look. "I'm not going to say it back today," she said. "Not because it isn't — not because there isn't — " She stopped again. "I'm not going to say it until I know what I'm going to do. And I don't know yet. And I'm not going to tell you what I don't know as though I did."

"I know," he said. "I'm not asking."

"You're never asking," she said. With the specific warmth and the specific grief of someone who had been on the receiving end of that quality of restraint for six months and knew its full cost.

"No," he said. "I'm just here."

She looked at him. The face she had been looking at since October — the dark eyes, the jaw, the painter's unhurried quality of presence — and she felt the full weight of what the looking had accumulated into, which was considerable, which was the kind of thing that did not reduce itself to a word or a category or a decision.

"Come here," she said.

He came to the couch and sat beside her and she leaned into him and his arm came around her and she put her head on his shoulder and they sat in the April morning in the studio with the north light and the canvases and the recording equipment and the empty room on the easel with its two warm light sources and its coat on the chair and its open book and the long amber stroke across the floor that was the trace of someone who had been here and was going to return.

They sat without speaking for a long time.

She was not going to resolve anything today. She was not going to make a decision or issue a declaration or move toward the next thing. She was going to sit in this room with this man who had said the true thing and had not asked for anything back and she was going to be entirely present in the specific, charged, irreducible reality of what this was, which she still did not have a single word for and which did not require one.

The April morning kept its patient vigil outside.

The canvas held its warm, waiting light.

She breathed.

He held her.

The studio was quiet in the way of rooms that contain something real.



She left at one o'clock. He walked her to the door — the red door, the Weir Lane pavement, the April city going about its business in the good spring light.

She turned to him at the door.

"Thank you," she said. "For listening."

"Thank you for telling me," he said.

She looked at him for a moment — the full, direct look, everything in it, nothing managed — and he looked back with the same quality and neither of them said anything further because there was nothing further that needed saying.

She walked to her car.

She sat in it for a moment with her hands in her lap and the April light coming through the windscreen and the cherry trees down the street in their extravagant, brief, entirely committed bloom.

She thought about the river. The same river, different water. What accumulated in the running rather than what was lost.

She thought about what he had said — I love you — and the way he had said it, as information rather than claim, and she sat with what it had produced in her, which she was still not going to name today, but which was present and specific and real and was going to require naming eventually, in the same way that everything real eventually required its word.

Not today.

She started the car.

She drove home through the cherry trees.



Chapter 30 — What Remains

Priya 



The house was empty on a Sunday.

Daniel had taken Kieran to the Whitecaps match — the proper one, the season opener, the two of them leaving at noon with the specific, purposeful energy of males going to a thing that required no justification — and she had stood at the kitchen window and watched the car reverse out of the drive and felt the house settle into its Sunday-without-them quality, which was different from the weekday-without-them quality, fuller somehow, the absence more deliberate.

She did not open her laptop.

She did not open the journal — it was upstairs in the drawer where it always was, and she was aware of it there, and she was not going to use it today. The journal had been essential — the discipline of it, the honest accounting it had required and produced — but today she did not want the mediation of the page. She wanted to think without the act of writing converting the thinking into a record, without the performance of honesty that even private writing sometimes produced. She wanted the thinking to stay inside, to be purely interior, the way the most fundamental decisions were interior — felt rather than articulated, arrived at through the body's knowledge rather than the mind's argument.

She made tea. She took it to the garden.

The April garden — the raised beds showing their first real growth, the Japanese maple in full leaf now, the deep red she had loved since she planted it seven years ago, the specific red of something that had wintered completely and was back in its full colour without apology. She sat on the garden bench — the wooden one she had bought the second summer in the house, slightly weathered now, the grain of it honest — and held the mug with both hands and looked at what she had made.

The garden. Fifteen years of it. The raised beds she had put in one summer when Kieran was small and Maya was pre-adolescent and the garden had felt like the thing she could make that was entirely hers in the way that children and career and marriage were hers but not entirely. She had made it from an indifferent patch of lawn and she had made it with patience and seasonal knowledge and the kind of sustained, unglamorous attention that produced things worth having. It was, she thought now as she had thought before, the work she was most straightforwardly proud of.

She looked at it and she thought about the essay and the garden in the same breath, which she had not done before and which arrived with the specific quality of a connection that had been waiting to be made.

Both were made from patient attention. Both had required the willingness to abandon what wasn't working. Both had produced something she could not have planned in advance, something that had found its shape through the doing rather than the designing. Both were better than what she had originally intended and had cost more than she had budgeted.

Both were hers.

She sat with this for a while. The April Sunday. The garden in its full April confidence. The tea cooling in her hands.

She thought about what she was going to do.



Not the grand version of the question — not what am I going to do with my life or what does my future look like — those questions were too large for a garden bench on a Sunday afternoon and were, in any case, questions she had decided she was no longer going to ask in their large form because the large form was a way of avoiding the small one. The small one was the only real one. The small one was: what am I going to do, specifically, about each of the things I am currently holding, and what is the order of the doing.

She held the things.

The marriage. She held it with the full, honest attention she had committed to and found it was what it had always been — real, imperfect, warm, insufficient in specific ways, sufficient in others, built from seventeen years of shared life with a person she had chosen and continued to choose in the daily, unspectacular way of long love. Daniel was trying. He had been trying since January in the quiet, unannounced way of a man who had understood something without being told and was adjusting without making a performance of the adjustment. She had seen the trying and she had received it and she had continued to love him with the specific, complex, seventeen-year love that was not going to be simplified by anything that had happened.

She was not going to leave Daniel. She was going to say this to herself clearly and hold it as a real decision rather than a default: she was choosing to stay. Not because she was afraid of leaving, not because she had decided the marriage was sufficient and the other thing was not, but because she loved him and because the marriage was real and because the children were real and because the life on Calder Street was a life she had built with intention and she was going to honour the building by not abandoning it for a wanting that was also real but was not, in the full accounting, the foundation of a life she could stand in.

This was the decision. She held it and examined it for self-deception and found it was not primarily that — it was not the decision of someone too afraid to change but the decision of someone who had looked clearly at what she had and what she would be trading and had found that the trading was not the right arithmetic for her specific life.

She was going to stay.

The marriage was going to require honesty that she had not yet given it. Not the full accounting — she was not going to tell Daniel about Nico or about Ray in the confessional sense of a person unburdening themselves at the cost of the person they were confessing to. But something. Some version of the truth that the marriage could hold and that would allow her to be more fully present in it than she had been in the years before October. She did not know yet what that version looked like. She was going to find out by moving toward it rather than by planning it in advance.

She drank the tea. It was cooler than she preferred. She held it anyway.



Nico.

She held this with the same honest attention, which required more of her than the marriage had because the marriage was a known architecture and Nico was the thing that had no established form, the thing that had been making itself as it went and had arrived at I love you said as information on a Thursday morning in April and was waiting, with its characteristic patience, for whatever came next.

She was not going to go back to Weir Lane. She had known this for several days — had known it with the quiet, settled certainty that came not from a decision made but from a decision arrived at, the way the essay's ending had arrived, already formed, waiting for her to write it. She was not going to go back because the going back would require her to be in two places simultaneously indefinitely, and she had been in two places simultaneously since October and she was, with the honest acknowledgement of someone who had done something for six months and could accurately assess its cost, tired.

Not of him. She wanted to be precise about this: she was not tired of Nico, not tired of the studio or the music or the conversations or the quality of being in a room with him that had no equivalent in any other room she occupied. She was tired of the carrying. Tired of the sealed compartment and the project-manager brain and the Tuesday-morning calendar management and the weight of being someone's Wednesday while being someone else's wife and her children's mother and her students' professor and the woman in the garden on a Sunday afternoon trying to hold all of it simultaneously without dropping any of it.

She had been strong enough for it. She wanted to acknowledge this without pride — she had been strong enough and she had held it and she had not dropped anything irreplaceable. But strength for a thing did not mean the thing was sustainable indefinitely, and she was done with indefinitely.

She was going to tell him.

Not today — she was not going to do it by message, she was not going to write it in a letter, she was going to say it in the studio on a Thursday morning and she was going to say it with the full, honest presence she had brought to everything they had been to each other. She was going to say it and she was going to mean it and she was going to sit with what it cost and not manage the cost into something smaller than it was.

She did not know if she could sit with what it cost. She was honest about this uncertainty. She had sat with many difficult things this year and had survived the sitting and she did not know whether this one was within the range of things she could survive because she had not done it yet.

She was going to find out.

She held his voice in her mind — I love you said in the flat, certain, unadorned way — and she held it with the full weight of what it meant to her, which was considerable, which was the kind of thing that did not reduce itself to a word and which she was going to have to reduce to words when the Thursday came because words were what she had and words were what the moment would require.

She would find them.

She had always found them.



Ray.

She held this briefly and with the specific, cold attention she had developed for it — the photograph on his phone, the mutual interest in silence, the ongoing calculus of two people who had information about each other that neither had an interest in deploying. She was not afraid of this anymore. She had been afraid in January and she had managed the fear into a tool and she had used the tool and she was on the other side of it and what remained was not fear but the specific, unglamorous vigilance of someone who understood that a managed situation required ongoing management.

She was going to continue the documentation. She was not going to let the folder lapse or the USB drive go out of date. She was going to maintain the record with the same patient, precise attention she had given it since January, because the record was her insurance and she was a person who maintained her insurance.

And she was going to live on Calder Street and he was going to live at number 34 and they were going to acknowledge each other on the street with the civil minimum and the rest was going to be the specific, liveable silence of two people who knew something about each other and had decided that the knowing was best left in the knowing.

She could live with this.

She had, in fact, been living with considerably harder things for six months.



The essay.

She held this last, which was the right order — the work as the thing that remained when the personal accounting was done, the work as the truest record of what the year had made of her.

The essay was done. It was the best thing she had written. It had found its shape through the same process that the year had found its shape — not by design but by honest attention sustained over time, the willingness to abandon what wasn't working and return to the thing that was, the discovery that the expanded version taught you what the planned version never could.

She was going to submit it. She had the journal she had been thinking about for three years, the one that would be the right home for it. She was going to submit it and it was going to be published and people were going to read it and they were going to find in it something about return and the body's memory and the self that came back to a place and was not the same self that had left, and none of them were going to know what had made it possible.

She knew.

She was going to know for the rest of her life.

The essay was the gift of the year — the unexpected, costly, entirely real gift of a year that had taken things and given things in a ratio she was still not finished calculating. She was going to hold it as a gift without romanticising what had produced it, without telling herself that the cost had been worth it in the clean, redemptive sense, because she did not believe in that kind of arithmetic. The cost was what it was. The gift was what it was. Both were real and neither cancelled the other and she was going to carry both with the honest, unglamorous integrity she had committed to in October and had not broken.

She finished the tea.

She set the mug on the bench beside her.

She looked at the garden — the Japanese maple in its full April red, the raised beds with their first season's growth beginning, the old wooden bench she was sitting on that had weathered seven years and would weather more — and she felt the specific, quiet quality of a person who has looked at everything and has not looked away and is still here, still sitting in her own garden in her own afternoon, unchanged in the ways that mattered and entirely different in the ways that also mattered.

The river.

The same river.

She was going to call Cass tomorrow. She was going to tell her — not everything, not the full accounting, but enough. Cass deserved enough. Cass had been watching since September and had not pressed and deserved the trust of the partial truth, the same partial truth she had given Nico on Thursday and which she had found, in the giving, was its own form of honesty — less than everything, more than the nothing she had been offering.

She was going to call her mother. She had not called her mother enough this year and the not-calling had been its own form of management — keeping the person who knew her longest at a distance that protected the management — and she was done with that particular form.

She was going to be more in her life. Fully, unglamorously, costingly in it. Not the version of the life that was assembled correctly but the one that was actually hers, which was what she had said to Daniel in March and which she had been moving toward since October and which she had not yet fully arrived at but was closer to than she had ever been.

Almost.

The same word she had thought looking at the Japanese maple's first red tips from the kitchen window in March, the same word she had thought leaving Ray's house two weeks ago.

Almost.

The maple was in full leaf now. The almost had become something.

She sat in the April Sunday and let it be what it was — not finished, not resolved, not the clean ending of a story that had decided what it meant — but present and real and hers, entirely hers, the complicated and costly and genuine property of a woman who had been more fully alive this year than in several preceding years and who was going to carry that knowledge forward into whatever came next, which she did not know and was not going to pretend to know and was going to meet with the same honest, direct, full-bodied attention she had brought to everything since the night she had stood on a gallery terrace in October and talked to a man she had not known for nine minutes.

Nine minutes.

Six months.

A life, still running.

She got up from the bench. She took the mug inside. She stood at the kitchen sink and washed it — the small domestic act, the ordinary water, the cup placed on the rack to dry — and she looked out the window at the garden, the maple, the beds, and felt the house around her in its full, ordinary, irreplaceable weight.

She was going to cook dinner.

She was going to be here when Daniel and Kieran came home.

She was going to sit at the kitchen table with the people she loved and eat the food she made and be entirely, genuinely, fully herself — all of herself, the whole complicated river of her — and it was going to be enough, not because enough was the word for what she felt but because enough was what the moment required and she was done refusing what the moment required.

She took out the good cast-iron pan.

She started the dinner.



Chapter 31 — The Last Afternoon

Priya & Nico 



She drove to Weir Lane on a Thursday morning in the last week of April knowing what the morning was and not naming it, which was its own form of knowing — the specific, deliberate quality of a person who has decided that a thing does not need to be named to be true and that sometimes the naming diminishes the thing rather than honouring it.

The city was in full spring. The cherry trees had gone — that particular extravagance always brief, always slightly shocking in its departure — but what came after was in some ways better: the deeper greens arriving, the horse chestnuts in their candle-bloom, the particular quality of Vancouver in late April when the winter's grey was definitively over and the city remembered what it was capable of. She drove through it with the window open and the cool morning air and the specific, full attention of someone who had decided to be entirely present in what the day was.

She had not told him she was coming for the last time. She had messaged on Tuesday — Thursday? — and he had replied — yes — and that was the whole of the arrangement, the same two words that had arranged every Thursday since January, and she was not going to add to them because addition would have been the announcement she had decided the thing did not need.

She thought, on the drive, about what she was going to say and how she was going to say it and arrived, by the time she crossed the Burrard Bridge, at the conclusion she had been arriving at all week: she was not going to say it in advance. She was not going to arrive at the door and say this is the last time because saying it in advance would have made the whole of the morning into an ending rather than what it actually was, which was the last full expression of something real. She was going to say it after. In the specific, quiet space of the afterward, when the saying would be honest without being a frame that changed the colour of everything inside it.

She parked on Weir Lane.

She sat for one moment — not ten minutes, one moment, one deliberate breath — and got out.

The red door opened before she reached it.



He looked at her.

She looked at him.

Something passed between them in the doorway — not a word, not a gesture, simply the specific, charged quality of two people who knew each other well enough to read the frequency of a morning before a word had been spoken. She saw him read it. She saw the reading land. She saw him decide, with the quiet, deliberate intention that characterised everything he did, not to name what he had read.

He stepped back. She came inside.

The studio was as it always was — the north light, the working smell, the canvases, the recording setup in the corner. The canvas on the easel had been completed. She saw this immediately and stopped in the middle of the room.

The empty room was no longer empty.

Not a figure — he had not added a figure, which was right, which was what she had known for months was right. But the room was inhabited now in the way she had not been able to articulate and which he had found through the long amber stroke on the floor and whatever had followed it in the weeks she had not been watching. The light was fully warm now, afternoon light at its most golden and specific, filling the room from two directions with the quality of a room that was entirely known by someone — not just entered but dwelt in, the light familiar with every surface. The coat on the chair had acquired a shadow that was longer than the coat's shadow should have been, the slight exaggeration of a painter's decision to say something through the shadow that the coat itself could not say. The book on the floor was the same book, still open, still mid-sentence, but the pages had acquired a slight curve at the edges — the curl of paper that has been read many times, that has been held many times, that belongs to someone and is used and worn in the specific way of the things that matter most.

The room had been loved. That was what it showed now — not inhabited, not merely occupied. Loved, in the sustained, daily, unglamorous way of things that had been given full attention over time.

She stood in front of it for a long time.

"You finished it," she said.

"Last week," he said. He was standing beside her — the habitual six inches, the space between them that had always been charged and was charged now in a different and more complete way.

"It's the best thing you've made," she said.

"I know," he said. Not with pride — with the same flat, honest certainty with which he received all true things.

She looked at the worn pages of the painted book. The shadow of the coat that was longer than it should have been. The amber light that knew the room.

"It knows what it is now," she said.

"Yes," he said. "It took a long time to know."

She turned to look at him. He was looking at the canvas, and then he turned to look at her, and the morning was in his face — the April morning, the specific, clear quality of a day that had decided to be entirely present — and she looked at him with the full, direct, unmanaged look and felt the complete weight of what the looking had accumulated into over six months of close, honest, unglamorous attention.

She crossed the six inches.



He held her face in both hands and kissed her with the specific, full quality of someone who was not going to waste a single second of what they had been given, and she held the front of his shirt and kissed him back with the same intention and felt the morning arrive in her body in its complete, unmanaged form — the desire and the grief and the love and the cost and the full, specific, honest reality of wanting this particular person in this particular room on this particular morning that was the last one.

He undressed her slowly. Not the ceremony of the first time or the urgency of the fourth — something else, something she did not have a word for and which she received as what it was: the attention of someone who was memorising. Not consciously, not with the deliberate quality of someone who knew they were memorising and was being careful about it, but with the specific, heightened quality of attention that arrives when the body understands something the mind is not yet saying. His hands moved over her with the fullness of six months of accumulated knowledge — knowing exactly where, knowing exactly how — and the knowing was its own form of tenderness, the tenderness of the specific rather than the general.

She undressed him with the same quality. She took her time. She put her hands on his chest and felt his heartbeat — faster than his composure suggested, as it had always been, the body's honest report — and she held her palm flat against it as she had done months ago in the studio and he covered her hand with his and they stood like that for one breath, as they had stood before, the studio quiet around them.

"Come here," she said.



The bedroom in the late-April morning light was the warmest it had been — the season fully arrived, the blind admitting more light than it had in the grey winter months, the room bright and specific, the grey cover with its accumulated months of afternoons worn at one corner where she always held it, which she had not noticed before and noticed now.

He brought his mouth to her in the slow, thorough way she knew — the throat, the shoulder, the breast, the stomach — and she held his head and breathed and felt each place with the full attention of someone who was choosing to feel it completely rather than receiving it in the managed way. She was not going to manage this morning. She had decided this on the drive — she was going to be entirely in it, every minute, without the annotator running, without the layer of self-consciousness, without any of the protective distance she had maintained in varying degrees since the first time.

She was going to give this morning what it deserved, which was all of her.

His mouth reached her and she said his name with the full, unguarded quality of a woman who had stopped caring what her voice sounded like and he answered with the complete, attending quality she had come to need, and she felt the warmth build from further back than the earlier times — the full, deep building of someone who was entirely present, no resistance, no management — and she came with the specific quality of the last thing, which was not diminished for being last but was fuller, more complete, the fullness of something given all its room.

She pulled him up to her and he came and she held him and moved with him in the way she had been moving with him for months, the bodies' full accumulated knowledge of each other producing the specific, unrepeatable thing that only happened between two people who had been paying this quality of attention to each other for long enough.

She looked at him. The full, direct look, eyes open, the April light on his face.

"Stay with me," she said. Not a future-tense request — a present-tense one, stay with me in this moment, in this morning, don't go anywhere else.

"I'm here," he said. "I'm not going anywhere."

They moved together toward the ending with the unhurried, full-bodied quality of people who had time and were using it correctly — not rushing toward the conclusion but inhabiting the whole of the distance between the beginning and the end, and she felt the second building from the first without separation, the morning continuous, and she came again with his arms around her and her face in his neck and the April light on the bedroom ceiling and the full, specific, irreplaceable reality of being exactly where she was, with exactly who she was with, on a Thursday morning that was the last Thursday morning.

She held him through his own release — the specific, involuntary quality of it, the brief total presence of it — and held him afterward in the warm stillness of the afterward, neither of them moving, the bedroom quiet around them.

They lay for a long time.

The April light moved across the ceiling in the way the light moved when the morning was advancing and neither of them spoke and neither of them moved and the room held them in its full, warm, specific quiet.



Eventually she said: "I need to tell you something."

"I know," he said.

She lifted her head from his chest and looked at him. He was looking at the ceiling with the specific, composed quality of someone who had been expecting a thing and was receiving it with the full attention it deserved.

"This is the last time," she said. Simply, without preamble or ceremony or the managed softening she might have reached for. Simply the true sentence.

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I know."

She looked at him. "You knew."

"I've known for a few weeks," he said. "Since April started, maybe earlier. Something settled in you. I could read it."

She felt the specific, complicated quality of being known so completely that your decisions were legible before you'd made them, which was its own form of intimacy and its own form of loss.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Don't," he said. Not harshly — with the same flat, honest certainty. "Don't be sorry for choosing your life. I'm not going to ask you to be sorry for that."

She lay back beside him and looked at the ceiling. "I'm not sorry for any of it," she said. "That's not what I meant. I meant — I'm sorry that the shape of it is this. That the honest ending of something real is still an ending."

"Yes," he said. "That's the part."

They lay in the quiet.

"What will you do?" she said. "With the residency. With the work."

"The residency starts in September," he said. "I'll be at UBC. Which means we'll be in the same — " He stopped. She heard him decide something. "I'll handle that," he said. "You don't need to manage it."

"I know you'll handle it," she said. "That's not why I asked."

"I know," he said. "You asked because you care what happens to me."

"Yes," she said. Simply.

A pause. "I'll be alright," he said. "I want you to know that. Not performing it — actually. The work is the best it's been. The residency is real. I have — " He paused. "I have what this made. I'm going to keep making things from it. That's not nothing."

She felt this land in the specific place his things always landed and felt it land with a weight she was going to carry for a long time.

"The canvas," she said.

"It's yours," he said. "If you want it."

She thought about the empty room — the coat, the book, the long amber stroke on the floor, the light that knew the room, the shadow that was longer than it should have been. She thought about hanging it in the house on Calder Street, in the room she shared with Daniel, in the spaces of the life she had chosen.

"I can't take it," she said.

"I know," he said. "I wanted to offer it."

"Keep it," she said. "Let it go to the right room eventually."

"I will," he said.

She sat up. She sat on the edge of the bed — as she had sat on the edge of the bed the first time, her back to him, the room around her — and she looked at the April light through the half-drawn blind and she felt the full, present weight of what she was doing, which was leaving, which was the cost of the decision she had made in the garden on Sunday, which was real and necessary and which she was not going to soften into anything other than what it was.

A cost.

A real one.

Hers.

He sat up behind her. He did not touch her — he gave her the edge of the bed as he always had, the space she needed — and she felt his presence without the touching, the specific warmth of him in the room, which she was going to remember in the way she remembered all the specific things, accurately and for a long time.

"I'm going to miss you," she said. She said it into the room, not turning, and she meant it in the fullest possible sense of the word — not the social I'll miss you of departures but the real version, the version that meant: the specific quality of being in rooms with you, the specific quality of your attention, the way your mind meets mine, the mornings on Weir Lane and the conversations about Gallant and the music and the canvas and the nine minutes on the gallery terrace that started this — I am going to miss all of it, specifically, permanently, and I am going to carry the missing the way I carry everything, honestly and without putting it down.

"I know," he said, in the tone that meant he heard all of it.

She turned to look at him. He was sitting with his arms loosely at his sides and the April light on his face and the dark eyes that were doing what they always did — seeing her completely, without edit, without the social reduction — and she looked at him with the same quality and neither of them said anything and the room held them both in its morning light and the canvas in the studio held its warm, loved, inhabited quiet, and outside on Weir Lane the city went about its ordinary April business entirely unaware.

She dressed.

He watched.

She did not rush the dressing — she gave it the time it took, each ordinary act of it, the jeans and the green sweater and the gold earrings and the coat from the hook where he had hung it — and she felt him watching with the quality she had catalogued since the first time, the watching of someone for whom the watching was a form of knowing, and she let herself be known one last time in this room in this specific way.

She picked up her bag.

She turned to him.

He was standing now — he had stood when she stood, some instinct of respect or presence — and they were in the bedroom doorway, the studio behind him and the stairs behind her and the red door at the bottom of the stairs, and they looked at each other with the full, unhurried, unmanaged quality of two people who had decided to see each other completely one last time.

She went to him. She put her arms around him and he put his arms around her and they held each other in the simple, complete way of two people saying goodbye to something real, and she felt the full weight of him — the warmth, the solidity, the specific quality of his presence that she had known since October — and she held it without trying to hold onto it, which was the only way to hold things that were ending.

She stepped back.

"The essay is dedicated to the idea of return," she said. "When it's published. I want you to know that."

He looked at her. Something moved across his face — the warm, specific thing she had been watching move across his face since November — and he said: "I'll read it."

"I know you will," she said.

She went down the stairs with her hand on the worn wooden banister for the last time and she heard the stairs announce her descent in the way old stairs did, the specific wood-voice of a building that had known her coming and going for six months and was marking the difference between this going and the others.

She opened the red door.

The April morning came in — cool, green-smelling, the specific quality of a city that had arrived at spring and was entirely committed to it.

She stepped out.

She did not look back.

Not because she was disciplined — she had stopped pretending that her restraint was always discipline — but because she understood, finally and completely, that looking back was not the thing. The thing was forward. The thing was the April morning and the Weir Lane pavement and the car at the curb and the drive back across the bridge to the life she had chosen and the work she had made and the complicated, costly, genuine, irreplaceable weight of everything she was carrying and everything she was.

She walked to the car.

She got in.

She sat for one moment — one breath, one deliberate, full breath — and she felt the morning and the studio above the red door and the man in it and the canvas with its warm, loved, inhabited light and the book mid-sentence on the floor and the shadow longer than it should have been.

She started the car.

She drove.



Chapter 32 — Going Home

Priya 



She drove across the Burrard Bridge at eleven-thirty in the April morning and the city was entirely, unreservedly itself below her — the inlet bright with the specific blue of a clear spring day, the North Shore mountains fully present above the far shore, the snowline retreating now to the high peaks where it would hold through May before conceding the last of it, the water catching the light in the way it caught it in late April when the sun had enough angle to make the surface do something more than reflect. She drove across the bridge and she felt the bridge under the car and the city spread below and she did not think about what she had left on Weir Lane and she did not think about what was waiting on Calder Street and she simply drove, present in the driving, in the specific, ordinary miracle of a clear April morning in a city that was doing its best with what it had.

The Kitsilano streets received her with the familiarity of a place that had been receiving her for fifteen years — the turns she made without thinking, the specific sequence of lights, the way the neighbourhood changed texture as she moved from the commercial strip to the residential grid, the houses becoming more themselves, more particular, less about what they were signalling and more about what they simply were. She had driven this route in every configuration of herself that the past fifteen years had produced and she drove it now as the current configuration — the one that had been made by everything since October, changed and continuous, the same river — and the route received her without comment.

She pulled into the driveway.

She turned off the engine.

Daniel's car was not there — he was at the office, Saturday hours, the new project that had been building since the Lonsdale completion — and Kieran was at football, the Saturday morning fixture that ran through May. The house was empty in the specific, waiting way of a house that knew its people were coming back.

She sat in the car.

Not ten minutes — not the long sitting of the early months when the car had been the space between one version of herself and another. Just a moment. One deliberate, full, honest moment in which she held the morning and the drive and the bridge and what she had left on Weir Lane and what she was returning to, and she held it all without trying to resolve it into a simpler shape because it was not a simpler shape and she was done pretending it was.

Then she got out.



The house received her the way it always received her — the specific smell of it, fifteen years of a family's accumulated life in the walls and the floors and the air, the smell that was not any single thing but was the whole of them together, which was its own kind of knowledge. She put her bag on the chair and her coat on the hook and she stood in her own hallway and felt the house around her in its full, ordinary, irreplaceable weight.

She went to the kitchen. She made tea — the automatic, sequential act of it, the kettle and the cup and the particular bag she used, the small daily ritual that her hands knew without instruction — and she stood at the kitchen window while the kettle boiled and looked at the garden.

The Japanese maple in full April red. The raised beds with their first real growth, the seedlings she had planted three weeks ago showing their second leaves now, the specific green of things that had germinated in the dark and were arriving at the light with the patient, unhurried confidence of things that understood the process. The old wooden bench. The fence at the back with the neighbour's climbing rose beginning to throw new canes over the top, the same rose that did the same thing every April and which she trimmed back every May with the same mild, affectionate impatience.

The garden. She had made it. She had made it from an indifferent patch of lawn fifteen years ago with the patient attention of someone who understood that the things worth having were made over time, through the sustained, unglamorous act of showing up season after season and doing the necessary work.

The kettle boiled. She made the tea. She took it through the house.



She did not go to the spare room. She had spent six months in the spare room — Helen's spare room and her own — and she was done with the spare room as the space of her interior life. She went upstairs to the bedroom — the room she shared with Daniel, the room that was entirely theirs — and she stood at the window.

The bedroom window faced north. She had looked through it ten thousand times and had seen what it showed — the neighbours' rooflines, the maple's upper branches, the slice of street visible between the houses at the left edge, the North Shore mountains on clear days above everything. She had looked through it in the morning and at night and in the grey middle of Vancouver winter days and she had never, in fifteen years, looked through it with quite this quality of attention.

She looked through it now.

The mountains were fully out — the whole range, the specific drama of them, the snow still high and definitive, the dark rock showing through below the line, the sky behind them the clean, saturated blue of a late-April morning that had decided to be exactly what it was. The rooflines of the Kitsilano houses were green-edged with the new growth, the street below intermittently visible, a woman walking a dog in the unhurried way of a Saturday morning, a child on a bicycle, the ordinary April business of a neighbourhood going about its weekend.

She looked at the mountains.

She thought about the essay — finished, the best thing she had written, sitting in the folder on her laptop ready to be submitted to the journal she had been thinking about for three years. She was going to submit it on Monday. She had decided this in the garden on Sunday and she had not changed the decision. The essay was going to go out into the world and it was going to find its readers and some of those readers were going to find in it something true about return and the body's memory and the self that came back to a place and was not the same self that had left, and none of them would know what had made it possible.

She knew.

She was going to know for the rest of her life.

She thought about Nico — not with the specific, physical quality of want that had run since October, not the annotated version or the managed version or the journal version. Simply with the honest, undefended quality of someone thinking about a person who had mattered to them. He was going to be alright. He had said so and she had believed him not because he had said it but because she knew him well enough to know when he was telling the truth and when he was performing the truth, and what he had said in the bedroom on the last morning had been the telling rather than the performing.

He was going to make things from it. He had said that too. I have what this made. I'm going to keep making things from it. She was going to see those things — the residency at UBC, the photographic print series, whatever came out of the months of the empty room and its warm, inhabited light — and she was going to see them from the appropriate distance, the distance of a faculty member and a former acquaintance and a person who had been something else and was now the appropriate distance, and she was going to hold what the appropriate distance cost with the same honest, unglamorous attention she had given everything else.

She thought about the canvas. The room that had been loved. The shadow longer than it should have been. The worn pages of the painted book. She had declined to take it and she had been right to decline and she was going to think about it for the rest of her life and that was the correct outcome for a thing that had been made from genuine attention over a long time and that was not hers to take.

She thought about Ray at number 34 across the street — not directly visible from this window, the wrong angle, the wrong direction — and she thought about the photograph on his phone and the mutual interest in silence and the ongoing, manageable vigilance of the documentation and she felt none of the things she had felt in January and most of what she felt in April, which was the cold, level, practical quality of someone who had a situation and was managing it correctly.

He was going to be fine. Not fine in the moral sense — she was never going to arrange her internal language to make him fine in the moral sense — but fine in the practical sense of a man who had made a calculation and was going to honour the calculation because honouring it was in his interest.

She was going to be fine too. In all the senses that mattered.

She thought about Daniel — not the analysis, not the weight of the question are you happy, but the specific, living person who was at his office right now in the way he was always at his office, the man who had stood at the fridge on a Saturday needing her to tell him what to eat and who had held her hand on the Granville Island boardwalk and who had said I love you with the unselfconscious directness of a person who said it when he felt it and who was, in the full, honest accounting of a woman who had looked at everything clearly, a person she loved and had chosen and was going to keep choosing.

The marriage was going to require something more from her than it had been getting. She knew this. She was going to give it — not the performed version, not the managed presence of a woman distributing her attention correctly, but the actual version, the full presence of a person who had decided to be here and meant the deciding.

She did not know if the marriage could hold the weight of what she had done. She was honest about this uncertainty — it sat in the room with her at the bedroom window, present and specific, the possibility that the weight was too much, that the structure had been more compromised than it appeared, that there would come a moment when Daniel would see something she had not been able to conceal or when she would find she could not maintain the not-telling and would have to make a different kind of decision.

She did not know.

The not-knowing was not comfortable and was not going to become comfortable and she was not going to pretend it would. It was the live wire of the open future, one of three, present and charged and dependent on what happened in the rooms and the days she had not yet inhabited.

She held the not-knowing.

She looked at the mountains.



The essay's final paragraph — the one she had written at the end of a day that had included the final accounting of the Ray arrangement and a seminar on Ondaatje and the clean, unimpeded arrival of the words she had been working toward for two years — came to her in the bedroom at the north-facing window in the April morning and she held it in her mind the way she held passages of prose she had found true and intended to keep:

The return is not the recovery of what was left behind. The person who left and the person who returns are the same river, not the same water, and the river runs on regardless — changed by every stone it has moved over, carrying in its current the silt of every place it has been, arriving at its mouth not diminished but accumulated, full of everything it has passed through and still itself, still moving, still entirely what it is. The return is not the ending. The return is simply the name we give to the moment when the river reaches a place it has been before and recognises it, and keeps going.

She had written that. She had earned the writing of it. The essay was going to go out into the world on Monday and it was going to carry in it the whole of the year, encoded in the argument, invisible to everyone who had not lived it, visible to no one except herself.

This was alright. This was, in fact, exactly right.



She heard the front door at twelve-thirty — Kieran, the football boots dropped in the hall with the specific, resonant impact of sports equipment meeting Victorian tile, the call up the stairs in the particular register of a sixteen-year-old who was hungry and knew the location of the person responsible for addressing the hunger. She stood at the bedroom window for one more moment — the mountains, the April street, the ordinary neighbourhood doing its ordinary Saturday — and she felt the whole of it, the whole complicated, costly, genuine weight of the life she was standing in the middle of.

She felt it clearly. She did not convert it into anything other than what it was.

Then she turned from the window and went downstairs.

Kieran was in the kitchen in his football kit with the mud of the pitch still on his boots which he had apparently not thought to remove and which he was examining with the abstract, slightly proud interest of someone regarding evidence of a morning well spent. He looked up when she came in with the open, warm expression he had — the expression that had been his father's at the same age from the photograph on Helen's wall and which was entirely his own.

"We won," he said. "Three-one. I assisted the third."

"Well done," she said. She looked at the boots. "Not on the kitchen floor."

"They're barely on the floor," he said.

"They are entirely on the floor. Off."

He took them off with the good-natured resignation of someone who had this conversation regularly and found it a reasonable tax on the relationship. She took out the things for lunch and he sat at the island and told her about the match with the specific, enthusiastic detail of a person for whom the match had been the most important event of the week, which for him it had been, and she listened and asked questions and felt the specific, uncomplicated warmth of this — her son at the kitchen island, the Saturday noon, the April garden through the window — and was entirely present in it.

Not performing. Not managing. Simply there, in the kitchen, with her son, on a Saturday.

The phone showed a message from Daniel: Leaving in an hour. What do you want for dinner?

She typed: Come home first. We'll decide together.

His reply: a small red heart. Then: See you at two.

She set the phone down.

She made lunch.



At two-fifteen she was alone again briefly — Kieran had gone back upstairs, Daniel not yet home — and she went to the spare room for the last time that day, not to the desk but to the window, the small window that looked out over the side return and the neighbour's fence and the street beyond and which she had rarely looked through with any particular attention.

She looked through it now.

The street. Calder Street, the wide, tree-lined road she had lived on for fifteen years, the houses with their solid Edwardian faces and their established gardens, the pavement with the maple roots beginning to lift it in one section where the tree had been there longer than the pavement and was going to win. Number 34 across and three doors down — she could see the corner of it from this angle, the edge of the front garden maintained with the specific, revealing precision of a man who controlled what he could control.

She looked at it for a moment.

Then she looked away, back to the spare-room drawer where the journal had lived for six months, and she opened the drawer and took it out for the last time and opened it to the last page she had written and read it back.

I am not going to let him make me smaller. He does not get that.

She looked at this for a moment. Then she turned to the next blank page and she wrote, in the clear script she reserved for things she intended to keep:

Thursday April 28th. I came home. The essay is done. The garden is in its April colour. I know what I have done and what it has cost and what it has given me and I am not going to simplify any of it. I am the woman who has done all of this and I am also the woman making lunch for her son and waiting for her husband and looking at the mountains from a bedroom window. I am both and I am more than both and I am still finding out what the more is.

The river runs on.

She closed the journal. She put it back in the drawer.

She did not close the drawer immediately. She left it open for a moment — the journal there in the drawer, the record of the year, the honest accounting of a life more fully inhabited than it had been before — and she felt the whole of what it contained, which was everything she had looked at clearly and not looked away from, which was considerable, which was hers.

She closed the drawer.

She went to the window.

She stood at the spare-room window in the April afternoon — the window she had looked through every night for six months and which she was seeing differently now, not a different window but a different looking, the looking of a woman who had been changed and knew it and was not going to pretend the changing hadn't happened or that it was finished — and she put her hands on the sill.

Her hands open. Not reaching for anything, not saying goodbye to anything. Not the woman in the painting whose shadow was longer than it should have been and whose book was worn at the edges from being held. Not that woman and also not the woman she had been in October, standing in the kitchen making lists, running the house, keeping the ground steady while others moved fast.

Someone else. The current version. The April version. The version made by the whole of the year that had just passed through her like weather — cold and warm and specifically, irreversibly hers.

The mountains were visible from this window too, if you knew the angle. She had not known the angle before and she knew it now.

She looked at them.

She stood at the window with her hands on the sill and looked at the mountains in the April afternoon light and she breathed and the house held its quiet and the street held its ordinary Saturday business and the city held its mountains and its water and its rain and its brief, extravagant springs and somewhere across the city a man was in a studio with a completed canvas and a recording he had not released and a rough recording on his phone in a folder with no name and somewhere down the street a man was in a house with a notebook and a calculation that was running and running down, and in two hours a man would come through the front door with a small red heart on a text message and the easy warmth of a person who was glad to be home, and all of these things were true simultaneously and she was in the middle of all of them without resolution and without the pretence of resolution and with the full, honest, undefended presence of a woman who had decided to live in what was actually true rather than what was comfortable to believe.

The future was open.

All of it — the marriage and the man she had left this morning and the man down the street with his calculation and the essay going out into the world on Monday and the residency starting in September and the garden in its April confidence and the drawer with the journal and the life that was going to require things of her she had not yet imagined and which she was going to meet with everything she had — was open.

She stood at the window.

Her hands on the sill.

Open.

Not empty.

The light did what good light does.

It kept going.
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