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‘An absolute treasure of a book! Cara Bastone gives readers a gift, and pays humanity a compliment, with this warmly witty, profoundly tender story of a love that makes the world bigger and better. One of the most emotionally satisfying romances I’ve read in years’

Joanna Lowell
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Annabel Monaghan

‘With loads of humor, lovable characters, and a first kiss that will leave you flushed and breathless, Ready or Not is a delightfully romantic story that celebrates modern love and the excitement of the unexpected. Readers will adore Cara Bastone’s joyful, swoony novel!’

Amy Poeppel
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For my mom and dad, who always answer the phone, and who never seem to tire of reminding me that I am resilient.

And for San Telmo, which gave me something to draw when I needed it the most.




Drawing is the clarification of thought.

—HENRI MATISSE

In earlier times I used to draw the thing seen; now I see the thing drawn.

—BRIDGET RILEY

Draw Antonio, draw Antonio.

Draw, and don’t waste time.

—MICHELANGELO




No Matter What




One

Is now a good time to mention that my husband has been leaving me in increments (first the far side of the bed, then the guest room, and now, apparently, his own apartment) and I’m not taking it well?

Lease start date August 15.

Join me here, in my kitchen, with a glass of wine that’s somehow found its way into my trembling hand, staring at this sheaf of paper I’ve just discovered, that my husband has pinned to the kitchen counter with a twenty-eight-ounce can of diced tomatoes.

So.

He’s moving out.

What the fuck do we do with this? If you’re like me, you might be asking yourself this very question.

Well, what the fuck do I do with it?

I set my wine down.

The fact that he’s chosen a twenty-eight-ounce can of diced tomatoes to pin that lease to the counter suddenly feels a bit like a gauntlet.

Because, when my world is crumbling, I feed people.

Actually, when my world is gorgeous and peachy and shining with the light of a thousand Instagram filters, I feed people.

Can you guess the pattern?

I feed people!

He could have chosen a twelve-ounce can. He could have left it on the counter with nothing holding it in place.

He could have not left the lease out at all and relayed this information with words and eye contact, but no, who am I kidding, this is Vin we’re talking about here.

Twenty-eight ounces? Game on.

I take the can and leave the lease. I don my second-favorite striped apron. The one that makes me feel like Queen Martha Stewart. I’ve never diced onions into neater squares. Never once peeled garlic with such speed. When they hit the hot oil in the pot, they sear with such a satisfying hiss I grin like the devil.

And now. For the fun part. I grab the diced tomatoes off the counter. The lease immediately skates a foot to the side in the breeze from our kitchen window. Every crank of the opener feels like cracking open the door to a room I’m not permitted to enter. The can pops open and I feel I’ve done something almost naughty. I’m supposed to be crying over these tomatoes, right?

Surely not simmering them.

I watch until they bubble on the stove.

Holding the immersion blender in one hand, I rev it in the air, yes, like that one murderer with the chain saw in those movies I’ve never actually seen. And then the sauce gets it. I’m turning those tomatoes to velvet in that pot. My hand slips on the immersion blender and tomato sauce paints a zebra stripe across the counter. And the lease.

A splash of red across the death certificate.

I season and simmer and stir. When the scent grows heady and rich and layered, when there’s nothing left to do but clean up the kitchen, when the wine is gone but the tremble in my hand is not, I pick up the lease from the counter and fasten it to the fridge door like all of our to-do lists. Step one: get a divorce. Step two: buy mushrooms.

There’s the unmistakable scrunch of keys in our apartment door. I reach out and swipe the stripe of sauce off the lease with one finger. It leaves a stain behind.

Vin steps into our apartment. I turn to him, just a normal woman in an apron.

He’s got an intensely determined, did-she-see-it-yet look on his face. He’s breathing hard. His endlessly green eyes dart from the empty kitchen counter to the fridge door and then to my face.

I lick the sauce off my finger.

“Sauce is on the stove if you’re hungry.”

One hand on the doorknob still, he looks again from the lease to me. I wait, interminably, for him to say anything.

And then he turns, and he walks back out, closing the door behind him, like he’d never even been there.

She was pretty.

She had a flower on her sweater. I don’t know what kind. Not a real one. Part of the fabric. Actually it might have just been a shirt. Not a sweater. Why am I so bad at this?

She was pretty. Her smile. Her mouth. But mostly her eyes. When she smiled. Dark eyes. Friendly. That’s what I remember. About the first time I ever saw her.

Imagine there’s a world in which you just happen to know the address of the apartment your husband is moving into on August fifteenth. Imagine that address is Nine Five Four East 12th Street, apartment 9J.

And look, you’re you. You’re not me, but I suppose some of you, in your version of this imaginary world, don’t Google Maps that apartment building and imagine him arriving there, after work, with those tired eyes he gets, and some of you, probably, would be like, Screw him! and fair, that’s fair, but I might be kind of, sort of, dropping a pin on this location with cold, stiff fingers.

And that’s that! Mystery solved, okay? Now I know where it is and I don’t have to wonder about it anymore.

I am wondering who in God’s name is going to drop my compost off at the drop-off point on Sunday mornings. Because one of the best parts of forming a partnership with someone is divvying up all the crap you didn’t want to do in the first place.

And now he wants to undivvy? We already divvied! You can’t take back a divvy!

I’m saved from myself—and this moment, and getting lost in a perpetual loop of trying to make the word divvy sound like an actual word again (do I have bad taste or would that make a really cute baby name? [for someone else’s baby, of course])—by a text from my erratic but brilliant custom framing guy.

Frame is ready. Leaving for Montreaux in half an hour. You can get it next week if you can’t make it.

His name is, I kid you not, St. Michel, and he does extremely fine, shockingly cheap work but his shop does not keep regular hours and occasionally he’ll keep your project hostage for a year. And I definitely need this framed portrait now. It’s Vin’s mother’s birthday gift, and her birthday is in two days.

On my way!

I turn off the heat, put a lid on the sauce, shove my feet into running shoes (because I’ll need them), and jog out the door. I skid from one bus to another and then sprint the last two blocks to the shop. I’m forty feet away when I see him step out onto the sidewalk with a rolly bag.

“St. Michel! I’m here!”

He turns, his silver hair hidden under a beanie even though it’s seventy degrees outside. I make it to his side and sag against the bricks of his building, panting, melting, trying very hard not to puke on his, surely, cobbled shoes.

“Darling,” he says with a frown. “What is this look?”

Look, I’m not high-fashion, but normally I can throw a silhouette together. I’m on the shorter side, with dark hair I keep in bangs straight down to my eyebrows and a pair of, admittedly, gigantic glasses. I have—if not style—a style. And let’s just say it doesn’t normally include bike shorts, knee socks, a sweatshirt, running shoes, and my hair in a pile on my head.

“Well, I didn’t have much warning before I left the house!” I have my hands on my hips and a scowl on my face. St. Michel responds positively to light derision.

“Right, right. Your project. Let’s go.” He keys us into his darkened shop and we walk straight back to the work area. It smells like freshly sawn wood and polyurethane. He doesn’t bother flipping on the lights.

He hands me a brown paper package, eleven by fourteen, and when my fingers close around it, they start to tingle.

“Open, open!” he demands. “I have a flight.”

Normally I’d be peeling back the tape and inspecting his work. The first time I ever did this was to make sure I’d gotten what I’d paid for. Every time since then has simply been to make him preen with compliments because his work is just that good. But now, the weight of the frame in my hands, I’m suddenly remembering which photo he’s framed and I just can’t do it. I can’t look at that right now.

“I don’t want to make you late!” I say instead, and head back out through the shop. “What’s in Montreaux?” I ask as he relocks the shop and drags his bag to the curb, his hand already in the air for a cab.

“Montreaux,” he responds, as if I’m absurd for even asking.

“Just going to sightsee?”

A cab pulls up and St. Michel walks around to the back and pulls open the trunk. He tosses his bag in and turns to look at me, hands on his hips. “What is going on with you?” His eyes are narrowed.

I don’t usually make small talk in knee socks while I wait to wave goodbye to him on the street.

It’s possible I’m coming off a little wrecked.

And he’s just such a handsome older man. With his one silver tooth and vintage peacoat. I once ran into him on a Tuesday morning drinking an aperitif at an outdoor café and eating oysters. On a Tuesday morning! He’s a man of the world with a sharp and realistic view on life, and maybe that’s why I clutch the package to my chest and say my worst fear.

“My husband is moving out. I think I might be getting a divorce.”

My eyes fill and he disappears into a blur of light and color.

Something cold touches my face and then again. I dash my tears away and realize that a light drizzle has started up.

The cabdriver calls something terse out the passenger-side window and St. Michel waves a dismissive hand toward him. And then he’s there, right in front of me. He puts one finger under my chin, a light, friendly touch.

“Darling,” he says.

I’m rapt.

He’s about to say something medicinal and necessary, I can feel it.

“Divorce is fine.”

“Oh . . .”

And then he kisses me brusquely on the cheek and waves his hand over his head as he walks back to the cab and slides away down the street.

“Okay,” I say to myself. “So . . .”

The bus stop is two blocks away and the brown paper around my package is already starting to dampen from the drizzle.

Mad dash home! is the logical train of thought, probably.

But . . . here’s the thing about having memorized the address of the apartment that your husband is moving into on August fifteenth . . . here’s the thing about having put it into Google Maps . . . and having pinned it on the map . . . it beats like a blinking cursor on the map in your head.

Which is what is happening to me. Right this very second.

The rain is increasing from a drizzle to a more insistent pitter-patter, enough that I see a drip form at the end of my bangs. This package is not going to survive if I keep standing on the curb in front of St. Michel’s shop.

I can’t keep standing still. I have to move.

So I shove the package under my sweatshirt as best I can and start to run. In the direction of the bus stop, and home. Within moments my socks and shoes are soaked. It’s dumping rain now, and a buffet of wind tosses a sheet of water onto me from the side. There’s the bus stop at the end of the block!

Here it is!

There it goes!

I keep running right on past.

In front of me, cars slice a gigantic puddle in half. The light changes, I jump the puddle, scamper across the street, there’s rain down my back. This is such a bad idea that the universe is attempting to stop me in my tracks with bodily discomfort. But I’ve chosen belligerence. I press on.

There’s a yellow awning up ahead and I sprint.

I make it there and huddle up onto the single stair, out of the worst of the downpour.

Nine Five Four. The enormous metal numbers leer down at me.

It’s a brick building, this new address of Vin’s. I can’t see, because the rain has turned the world gray and opaque, but I bet there are flowers on the windowsills. Probably someone upstairs plays grand piano with their window open on the sunny days. There is probably a band of plucky and precocious children who knock on the doors of their neighbors to deliver the kugel their mothers have just made too much of.

This is clearly the most charming apartment building in all five boroughs and I hate it.

I’m just about finished cursing it, about to drag my soggy ass back into the pouring rain, when the foggy glass door behind me comes open an inch and shunts me back onto the street, out of the cover of the awning.

“Honey, come in! Come in!” a voice says behind me.

There’s rain sliding down the back of my neck, wetting my eyelashes, dripping off my ears.

Come in? As in enter the premises? Of Nine Five Four?

Unthinkable.

“Come in!” she says again, and this time she grips my wrist and tugs. All my aforementioned belligerence washes away into meek obedience. Maybe I’m too soaked? Maybe she’s just the right amount of bossy? I stumble through the door and gasp with relief when I step into a warm, dry hallway. The door slams shut behind me.

“Are you Miri?” she asks.

I wipe at my glasses and turn to see my savior. She’s got big brown eyes and a long gray braid spiraled into a crown on her head. She’s wearing a cashmere sweater set and New Balance sneakers.

“Oh. No, I’m Roz.”

“Ah. Well. We’re waiting on Miri.” She cracks the door and sticks her head out, peering through the torrential rain. She ducks back in and shrugs. “They sent me to wait here for participants but with this rain . . . We always lose a few on the first day anyhow. People sign up but don’t end up showing. Come on, then.”

Her voice is so full of authority that I almost take a step after her. “Sorry, I . . . I’m not signed up.” I actually don’t know what this is. Isn’t this an apartment building?

She stops and beckons me. “It’s raining. At least come sit. I think there are towels in the classroom.”

As I follow her down the hallway (hardwood floors and a mop bucket off to one side, a cheerily flickering line of lights along the wall, rows of doors with nameplates instead of numbers), I see that this is a mixed-use building. We pass a dermatologist’s office, a therapist, a door that just says MR. GREG in all caps, and then, finally, on to the only open doorway in the hallway.

She disappears through and I peek in after her. It’s bright and merry in there. Ten or so people chatting and milling. Ah. I see. It’s a figure drawing class. They’re setting up their easels in a circle, sharpening pencils, flipping gigantic sheets of paper to the clean side. In the middle of the circle is a midtwenties man with spiky black hair and a terry-cloth robe to his knees. He’s sitting on a wooden platform, leaning on his palms and yawning hugely.

“Miri? Hi, I’m Daniel. The instructor,” a man says from next to me in the doorway. He’s middle-aged, trim brown beard and friendly eyes, just an inch or two taller than I am.

“No. This is Roz,” calls the older woman as she digs through a big set of drawers in the corner. “I’m calling Miri as a no-show.”

The man smiles fondly at her. “Esther is our registrar.”

“Ah.”

Esther pads back to me, hand towel in tow. “Here you go, love.”

After a moment’s consideration, I pull the packaged frame out from under my sweatshirt, which makes both Esther and the man laugh in surprise. Then I gratefully take the towel and scrunch at my hair, wipe off my soaking wet legs.

“If you wanted to stay and warm up,” Daniel the instructor says, “you could take the class. We’re not at capacity, you know.”

“Oh.” I’m completely befuddled by this suggestion.

Doesn’t he know that I haven’t picked up a pencil to draw since middle school? Doesn’t he see that I’m soaking wet and need to go home and change into my fuzzy slippers? And most importantly, that I’m only here because I’m creeping on my husband’s new address and under no circumstances was I actually supposed to enter this building?

He’s looking at me expectantly and all I’ve said is “Oh.”

I try again. “Um . . .”

I attempt to summon all that sauce-making ferocity from earlier this evening. Unfortunately, I’m only coming up with the sort of exhaustion you get when you realize you might be about to start your entire life from scratch.

His eyebrows rise in a friendly way. “Lots of beginners in the class.”

“Right.”

“’Scuse me,” says a deep voice at my back.

I jump to the side and a man who, I shit you not, looks exactly like Aladdin, is grinning, dripping wet, peering down at me from under a raincoat.

“Sorry!”

“No worries.” He gives me a lingering, seashell-white smile; he has friendly eyes and floppy black hair. As he walks past me, he pulls his hood down and I get a whiff of his scent. He smells like Louis Vuitton’s rich Gen Z grandson.

“Lauro!”

“Laur-oh!”

“It’s my man.”

The class has perked up immensely at this man’s presence and he makes his rounds, bussing cheeks, giving daps, and finally, one enormous hug to the model, who doesn’t seem to mind embracing a sopping wet raincoat.

“So, Roz.” Daniel checks his watch and then looks down at my feet, neatly lined up in the hallway, while my head peeks around the doorway. “In or out. Class is about to start and we keep the door closed during session out of respect for our model.”

“I’m not signed up . . .” I say again, uselessly, as if it will stop time and prevent any sort of decision from needing to be made. I could just drip on this doorstep into infinity, enjoying the vibes and risking nothing.

“First one’s free.” He winks but then jolts as Esther pops up from nowhere.

“No, it’s not,” she says. “But if you decide to sign up you can pay later.”

“I don’t have any supplies . . .”

“We have plenty extra lying around,” Daniel insists.

“I’m soaking wet . . .”

“Live with it?” he suggests, and I laugh.

It looks so warm and bright in there. The people, each very different from the next, seem to know one another well. The air is rich with charcoal and wax and paper. This is how some people spend an early Friday evening in June.

Esther fans every imaginable shade of colored pencils in front of me. “Pick a color,” she says sternly.

Sometimes, someone tells you to do something and you just do it. Which is how I find myself with a forest-green colored pencil in my hand and a pad of paper on my lap. Daniel’s gone to find an easel for me, so I’m sitting on a free stool and trying not to draw attention to myself. Even though I’m soaking wet and wearing knee socks and the only person not chatting freely with someone else.

Glancing up at the model in the robe (peeling a banana and still doing some pre-class chitchat), I figure I better quickly check and see if there is some sort of prodigious hidden talent I’m about to unearth. Perhaps the universe has plunked me on this wobbly stool for a reason.

But, yeah, just as I thought. No. No, I’m not secretly amazing at drawing. The model, wiry and vivacious in real life, is reduced to a lumpy, squat little alienoid on my paper.

What am I even doing here?

“Oh. That’s wonderful.” I startle and turn to see Daniel, easel in hand, peering at my paper. “So, I see you already have an established drawing practice!” he says.

“Absolutely not,” I say.

He laughs and then studies my drawing again. “Well, then you’re just naturally talented.”

Either he’s seeing something I’m not or he’s a hell of a salesman. I narrow my eyes. “Are we looking at the same blob?”

He laughs. “No, seriously. Most newbies drawing the figure . . . they just try to copy exactly what they’re seeing and put it down on the page. But look, what you’re doing with Alan . . . you’re building him part by part. Constructing him. As an idea, not a likeness. Not easy to do with a stubby colored pencil. Very cool.” He gives me a double thumbs-up. Someone calls his name and he leaves me there with the empty easel and a possibly terrible drawing on my lap.

My toe hits one wet corner of the packaged frame resting on the floor and the paper wrinkles accusingly. I wince and gather it up, clutching it against my chest.

What would it be like to have the chutzpah to just start a new life? To be someone who goes to drawing class on Friday nights with a roomful of strangers? What would it be like to be brave enough to even wonder about life without Vin?

I don’t find the answer.

Because I want my old life back, not a new hobby. Because I’ve failed at marriage and I don’t know if I can handle being bad at one more thing.

I’m on my feet and meeting Daniel at the door to the classroom, where he’s about to close it up and start class.

“I really have to go,” I whisper.

“Sure,” Daniel says easily. “In that case . . .” He gestures for me to step out into the hallway. At the last second, he pokes his head back out into the hall and catches my eye. “I’m closing this, but door’s always open. I mean, again, not literally, because like I said we keep it closed during class. But if you want to come back. Come back. Okay. Get home safe.”

And then the door is closed in my face and the light dims accordingly.

I walk back down the hallway toward the rain. Because the framed photo is beating like a heart on its last few pumps. Because I really don’t think I can try something new when everything old in my life is dying.

I waited a week before I asked Raff about her. No, wait, I should tell about the night I first saw her. But we weren’t together yet. So maybe that part doesn’t matter. Whatever. I waited a week. That’s probably what she would say was the important part.

(What do you think is the most important part?)

I really, honestly, don’t know how to tell this story. It’s supposed to be the story of how we met, right? That’s the assignment.

(Start at the beginning.)

Which beginning? She’s my wife. The story of who I am to her, the story of what kind of husband I am, all that starts decades before I even met her.

(Start anywhere!)

(Just start!)

(There’s no wrong answer!)

Okay. Anywhere. Okay. Well. Have you ever met someone for the first time and it seems like you’ve already known them for a really long time?

I spent a week trying to figure out where I knew her from.

And then I figured it out.

(Where?)

(Where was it?)

Nowhere. I didn’t know her from anywhere. I just . . . I just recognized her. Remember that sweater I talked about before? The one I couldn’t describe? Flower or whatever? Well, she walked in, wearing that sweater, and her hair and that smile and I just . . . recognized her. That’s the best I can describe it.

I saw her and thought, Here comes my wife.




Two

For the record, I’m not a total loser.

I, for instance, have places to go and people to see.

Or rather, I have one person to see and one place to go with that particular person.

It’s the next night after I found Vin’s lease, I haven’t seen him since he walked out of our apartment, and having plans with someone who wants me around feels a bit, oh, vitally important right now.

Luckily, I’ve already received the very common You’re doing what I tell you to do tonight text from my best friend, Raffi.

Raffi is the sort of person who can take an unbothered shit in a public restroom. When he wants to fuck someone, he asks, nicely, if he can. Generally the answer is a yes. He’s messier than he is handsome, more colorful than he is stylish, and wears mittens instead of gloves in the wintertime.

Our friendship is laughter-forward with top notes of Project Runway and Bruce Springsteen. Base notes of showing up for one another on our darkest days. Which we’ve both, unfortunately, had a lot of this year.

He’s lived in this new apartment for two months now, but I’m still not used to the fact that he doesn’t live in my guest bedroom anymore. It feels weird to have to knock on a front door to access my best friend. He’s supposed to just already be sitting at my kitchen table.

I knock and hear him throwing the locks from the other side. I’m already calling to him. “Hurry up, hurry up, I have to pee! Oh—”

I cut off because it’s not Raffi who’s opened the door. It’s my husband.

Okay, one more thing to know about Raffi:

He’s Vin’s little brother.

Which is how I met Vin.

So. Yeah. That’s a thing.

“Hi,” he of the green eyes says to me. He’s also fled our marital home and come to Raffi’s.

“Hi?” I reply, because what is anyone supposed to say in this awful situation?

The moment stretches and he scratches the back of his neck. “I was just gonna go. I know you two have plans.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“You, uh, have to pee?” He’s stepping aside from the door, beckoning me in.

I can hear Raff loudly singing a Madonna B side while water splats onto the shower floor. The bathroom is clearly occupied. “I’ll wait.”

“Okay.”

I still haven’t entered Raff’s apartment. “I put your mother’s birthday gift on your bed.” Which you’d know if you’d come home last night. Which you didn’t.

“Oh.” He doesn’t even ask what it is.

“I got a portrait framed for her. I picked it up yesterday.”

“From St. Michel?”

“Yeah.”

There’s a long pause. He’s looking at the floor, then glancing up at me. His eyes are green fire. “Did you check it?”

Since when does he care if I check St. Michel’s work? “I’m sure it’s fine.”

His gaze drops. “Right.”

I can’t help it. My eyes narrow and something hot and ugly licks to life in my insides. That was not a thank-you. For organizing and executing his mother’s gift, in time for him to drive it up for her birthday tomorrow, no less.

“You can check it, if you want.” If you’re so worried about it, dickhead is what I definitely don’t say.

“Okay.”

I can’t help it. I have to ask. “What are you going to tell her?”

“Who?”

“Your mom.”

“What am I going to tell her about what?”

What other topic could I possibly be addressing right now? “About us.”

“What about us.”

I’m going to either scream or burst into tears. Why is he making me say this out loud?

“That you’re moving out.”

My blood is firework-fizzling with adrenaline, everything is fuzzy around the edges. Almost nothing could have hurt me more than this emergency exit strategy, this I’m-getting-out-of-here-without-even-a-word.

His nostrils flare and his lips purse. Looking into Vin’s eyes used to give me the same sense of safety that tucking blankets up to my chin does. I used to call him Vinny Green Eyes. But now, with his new beard obscuring the bottom half of his face, he looks like a different man. His eyes are suddenly so fierce upon me that it physically hurts to hold eye contact.

Luckily, he rips his eyeline away and slowly scrubs his hands over his face, beard and all.

“I’m not going to tell her that,” he says low.

“Yeah. I guess that makes sense considering you didn’t even bother to tell me.”

His face just sort of shuts down. I’m fatiguing him already.

Throughout our marriage, interactions between us have often had this sort of pacing:

Long pause . . . Finally Vin says something.

I immediately reply!

Long pause . . .

This pattern repeats into infinity.

He lets out a long breath (after the requisite long pause). “And what am I supposed to say?”

“I don’t know, Vin. Words might have been nice.”

His mouth opens, then closes. His lips purse again and his eyes pinch closed. He’s got both hands laced over the top of his head. He tries to speak but falters again. Tries again. “Roz . . . Nothing . . . has been the same since the accident—”

I can’t help it. It’s a defensive thing. My hands fly up and cover my eyes. “Can you not bring up the accident without a warning? Please?”

I hate the word accident. It has a certain slicing ring to it that makes me instantly queasy. The rest of his sentence slips in through the wound of hearing that word when I didn’t expect it. Nothing has been the same . . . Yeah. No shit.

“I can’t do this,” he mutters. His hands drop down and he crowds the doorway, trying to get past me into the hallway, but I don’t cede ground.

“So you’re just—” My voice gives way. “You’re just leaving.”

“No. I mean I literally can’t do this.” He points at his heart and then at mine.

By which I think he means deal with me in any capacity.

“Wow.”

This feeling in my gut? It’s like if someone threw you a surprise party but for bad news. “Eight years, Vin. Eight years and you’re just done without even a word.”

There’s a snap in his gaze. A pulse of fury. At me. An emotion so strong it gusts off him. When he speaks, his voice is low and strung as tight as a cello. “Roz. If you think—”

“You’re here!” Raff is slamming out of the bathroom with a little purple towel cinched around his waist. “Sorry, sorry! Lemme just get dressed and I’ll be ready!”

And then he’s locked in his bedroom and Vin and I are locked in silence, breathing hard and looking anywhere but at each other.

“There are two months until the lease starts,” Vin says tightly.

“Oh, great. Wonderful. Should be a really comfortable living situation until then.” I thought our permafrost was bad before this? I can only imagine how the next two months are going to feel. Like getting slowly crushed to death by a glacier, probably.

His eyes are closed again. He’s so frustrated he’s practically vibrating. He takes a long, slow breath. Seconds tick past. “Do you want me to move in with Raffi in the meantime?”

Obviously I’m handing him knives here, but I didn’t, actually, expect him to stab me with them. I make a sound that I hope registers as disgust, and not as mortal pain. “No. No, I don’t even want you to tell Raffi this is happening.”

His eyes search mine until I look away. I can feel his questions, but he doesn’t ask them. “Okay. Fine. We won’t tell Raffi.”

“Yet.”

“And I’ll stay in the guest room.”

“Great.” He’s been there since Raff moved out anyways.

Raffi is going to be coming out any second and if he sees us in this standoff, he’s going to know something is terribly wrong without us having to tell him.

I finally step aside, my arms tightly crossed against my chest. I point toward the hallway with my chin. “If you’re leaving, then . . .” Do it now.

His eyes drop. “I’ll go.”

And just like that, we’re sliding past one another in a tight doorway. We don’t touch, our hearts pass within an inch.

And that, friends, is what a conversation with my husband is like!

Okay, okay, so maybe I haven’t been a total peach this year either.

Those first few weeks after the accident . . .

A snapshot: Me awake at four a.m. in sweatpants I haven’t changed in two days. I’m on the couch in the living room so I don’t wake up Vin, who is sleeping fitfully anyways. The lights are off even though I know I should just give in and turn them on and read, because who am I fooling? I’m not going to sleep. Then there’s a noise, it’s Vin. He’s up and stumbling out of our room. Shoot. He woke up and I wasn’t there. He’s come to find me. But he hasn’t. He doesn’t notice me on the couch. He goes straight for the industrial-sized bottle of ibuprofen on the kitchen counter. He takes the medicine and drinks straight from the faucet, rests against the counter with his eyes closed, goes back to bed.

And then I’m awake before sunrise, sweating and aggravated, clinging two-handedly to a cup of coffee that does nothing but make me nervous. Check the schedule for doctor’s appointments, phone calls with our lawyers, and errands (usually to the pharmacy) that need to be done. Make breakfast. And then the fun stuff. Changing Raffi’s bandages, administering pain meds. He was badly concussed from the accident and had to have major surgery on his dominant arm, so . . . in addition to housing him in our guest room I was also helping him get dressed and wash his hair and eat. I was the only one of the three of us who wasn’t injured enough to have to take leave from work, but I took it anyways just so they’d have someone there to put meals on the table and count NSAIDs. Vin’s injuries were technically less severe than Raffi’s—he hadn’t needed surgery—but he still needed everything else. Pain meds, bandage changing, and PT so he could get used to how to move his body with a fourteen-inch scar down his back.

Then the months after the accident . . .

A snapshot: Vin’s back at work, so a lot of the time it’s just me and Raffi. Raffi’s still on leave. Four times a week we head to PT, where he spends time practicing how to pick up a pencil and squeezing stress balls for strength. He gets so frustrated that sometimes he screams into our couch pillows when he gets home. I’ve learned how to (metaphorically) tap-dance. Anything and everything to keep Raff buoyant. Movie marathons, online shopping, tea parties, at-home pedicures, literally anything he wants to eat. When he goes to sleep, I go to sleep, utterly exhausted. Most nights, I only know Vin’s finally home from work when the sheets tug against me as he’s crawling into bed.

Then two months ago . . .

A snapshot: We’re all back at work now. Raffi’s doing so much better. Taking life by the horns again. Correspondingly (now that I’m not the one driving his ship) I’m starting to buckle. I spend more and more time in my bed, Raff spends more and more time wheedling me out into the world with cronuts and trips to the Museum of Ice Cream. We spend one weekend moving him into his new apartment. When we get back home, Vin sits on the couch, completely wiped. “Well,” he says with a shrug. And that about sums it up. It’s just the two of us again. The silence from Raff’s recently vacated room is excruciating. The silence in our bed that night is even more excruciating. We barely sleep. Our house feels wrong without Raff. Our house feels wrong with just the two of us. It’s suddenly extremely clear that we have nothing to say to one another if Raff isn’t there, ricocheting our words back and forth. I sleep on the farthest edge of the bed I possibly can and wake up with no covers. Vin’s already gone to work. I don’t see him until dinnertime. He asks me a question about our electricity bill and then goes to bed. This goes on for two days.

On the third day, I’m reading in bed and Vin is standing next to it. He picks up his pillow.

“I’m just gonna . . .” he says, and points behind him, toward the guest room.

He sleeps there that night. And he never comes back.

When Raff emerges from his bedroom, Vin is gone and I’m safely ensconced in the tiny kitchen. I’ve decided to hide the tremble in my heart by slicing the baguette laid out on the counter. I have the general idea to just do an impression of myself tonight. That should disguise the wreckage, right?

“Smells great!” Raff calls as he tosses his towel into the bathroom.

“Why do you sound surprised? Didn’t you make it? And go hang up your towel, you mongrel.”

He pops into the bathroom and back out. “You’re the one who made dinner.”

“Me?”

“Vin brought it over. I just boiled the pasta.”

I set down the bread knife and eye the stove. There’s pasta in a colander and . . . a pot of something that does, indeed, smell delicious. My blood’s gone cold.

Raffi’s voice fades out behind me and my steps echo. I approach the stove, reach out a hand, lift the lid, and—dammit! The lid is hot and I jostle the pot trying to get my hand free. A mini tsunami of Divorce Tomato Sauce douses me from boobs to hips.

“Are you all right?” Raff is at my side, eyes wide, handing me paper towels.

I close my eyes and let out a long breath. “Fine.”

When I open my eyes, my white T-shirt and jean shorts are still ruined. I look like I belong in an episode of CSI.

As I stand there, covered in sauce, my resolve wobbles. I almost tell Raff everything. He’s my best friend and I need him. But then those recent, injured months rear up within me again. I’ve gotten it reversed. Really, I’m his best friend and he needs me. My first instincts were right. If I tell him that Vin is moving out, he’s going to break.

“You have anything I can change into?” I ask.

“Sure. Go get cleaned up. I’ll grab it.” His eyes are still wide.

I don’t think I’m nailing this impression of myself.

I rinse my clothes in his bathroom sink and he passes in a folded-up pair of light green sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I freeze, arms halfway through sleeves and head buried in cloth. Because this sweatshirt smells like Vin. I would bet my life savings that he’s recently worn these clothes.

I finish getting dressed and then look at myself in the mirror. Cozy, mussed, swimming in cloth, smelling like my husband: I’ve been here before. Many times. But in happier circumstances.

“Did Vin wear these?” I ask Raff (in my normal voice, thank you very much) as I reemerge.

His brow comes down. “Those are his.”

I look down at the clothes again. Spring green, hope green, I bet his eyes sparkle like a fucking disaster in this color. I do not recognize these clothes.

“He brought them over to wear when he slept here last night,” Raff says, with the slight tang of duh in his voice.

“Right.” I eye the rest of the treacherous sauce on the stove. It bubbles in the pot like a potion.

I shouldn’t care. It would be so much easier if I just didn’t care. But . . .

“Did—” I clear my throat. “Did he eat before he left?”

“Nah. He said he wasn’t hungry.”

I watch the sauce bubble. He couldn’t bring himself to eat it. But he eats literally anything I cook. I guess not anymore.

I stand here in his clothes from yesterday. Because he slept here. Clothes I don’t recognize.

I’ll go.

“I’m actually—” I clear my throat again. “I’m actually not very hungry either.”

“Are you sure? Big night ahead of us.” He’s serving himself an obscenely large bowl.

“Wait, really? Oh no. It’s not funtivities, is it?”

Raffi has recently become obsessed with Groupon. Which sort of makes sense. He’s extremely excitable. He’d be the one leading the standing ovation at the octogenarian choir concert, et cetera. And now he’s become very excited about dragging me around New York to experience all our city has to offer (on a budget).

In the last two months we’ve already gotten dubious pedicures in the East Village ($14.50 apiece), fed the budgies at the Bronx Zoo (8 bucks apiece and patently terrifying), and gone to see bad stand-up (25 dollars apiece and Raff went home with one of the comics).

So why am I doing all of these terrible activities? Am I really just that supportive of a pal?

No.

I’m doing it because where else do I really have to be? Home? Obviously not.

At this point, if Raffi used a Groupon for us to get our leg hair tweezed off hair by hair, I’d go with him. Just to spend time with someone with a teaspoon of affection for me. Just to get the hell out of my silent apartment.

Which is why, an hour later, I have an enormous goblet of wine in one hand and a paintbrush in the other.

“Excuse me. Are we supposed to be painting what the instructor is painting? Or is this, like, free-form?”

Raffi and I turn to the woman who has just addressed us. She’s looking worriedly between her painting and ours. Hers looks very similar to the instructor’s, who is, in fact, providing a step-by-step of how to turn a white canvas into a non-ironic sunset over a titanium ocean. “I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t misunderstood,” the woman further prompts.

If she’s looking to our work for guidance, I can see why she’s worried.

I’ve decided that sunsets are a little too on the nose for me and, perhaps with that drawing class in mind, have embarked, instead, on an all-blue portrait of Raff’s profile. He looks like Cookie Monster.

Raff, to his credit, has done a sunset. He’s just added a sinking oil tanker. As I watch, he beaches a whale in the sand.

“You’re doing great,” I assure the woman. “We’re just absurd.”

“Speak for yourself!” Raffi insists, taking an enormous gulp of wine and then painting blue blobby tears dripping out of the whale’s eyes. “I’m painting for my life over here.”

It’s a joke, and the woman laughs. I, on the other hand, don’t laugh. Because also it’s not a joke.

He is painting for his life. Just like he jogs for his life every morning and showers for his life before work. Just like he got a pedicure for his life and let birds attack his hands at the Bronx Zoo, for his life.

Those tears Raff is painting onto the whale may look comically juvenile, but, look, it’s been an epically shit year for us. He does anything he can to keep moving forward.

Raff empties the rest of his bottle of wine into his glass, nearly overflowing it. “It’s missing something,” he muses about his painting. “It needs a touch more emotional impact.”

“More emotional impact? You’ve already harpooned a whale!”

“Oh!” He has an epiphany. “I know! The whale needs a buddy.” He quickly paints in another whale, tiny in the distance. Trapped in its own life in the water, unable to get to its loved one dying on the beach.

“This is supposed to be fun,” I gripe at him. Not humiliating. I’m not supposed to get misty in public over a whale painted so badly it looks like a wool sock.

“Is it?” he asks. He turns to me with a quizzical expression in place.

“Quit it!” I scold him. He’s convinced I’ve got an ocean of tears dammed up on the inside. A dying whale sinking to the bottom of my gut. He’s certain that I’m just one bad painting away from baring my soul and finally getting over this terrible year.

Well, he’s in for a surprise when he finds out Vin’s leaving me.

I turn my eye back to my own painting of Raff. Well, it’s not really a painting. It’s more like a drawing that happens to be with a paintbrush. But still . . .

“I’m building him, huh? Part by part . . .” I’m remembering what Daniel the drawing teacher said about my bad drawing of the model.

“What’d you say?” Raff asks.

“Nothing. Just this thing that someone said to me . . .” I almost don’t tell him. But I’m straining under the pressure of all the things I’m not saying to Raff. So, “I wandered into this figure drawing class yesterday.”

He immediately perks up. “Really! So cool!”

“The instructor actually seemed to like my drawing. He said something about how instead of trying to draw a likeness of the model, I was putting him together on the paper. Piece by piece.”

“That fits.”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugs. “I mean . . . that’s what you do. You’re not trying to make anything look pretty. You’re trying to fit it all together. So it works.”

I chew on this.

“Are you gonna go back to the art class? I think you should!” Raff insists. Nothing would make him happier than me embarking on a journey of personal growth.

The instructor comes over to look at Raff’s whales, and he turns his attention to charming the pants off her (likely literally, as there’s a fifty-fifty chance she goes home with him tonight, if history is any indicator), so I take an unobserved second to lift my paintbrush again. There’s a big patch of white in the bottom corner. I decide to fill it with another blue Raff, smaller this time. I catch him gesticulating, a familiar posture. The thing I paint doesn’t look like a human, exactly, and certainly not a specific human. But there’s something there, a slant of line, that does, in fact, call Raff to mind.

The paint is somehow both blobby and too thin. Unwieldy. I don’t think I’m doing myself any favors with jumping headfirst into painting. On a whim (or maybe with Daniel’s voice still in my head), I reach into the art supplies basket and just grab a Sharpie.

I try one more Raff, this one in marker and almost microscopic in order to fit in the white space. As I draw him, I spike up his hair, give him all ten fingers.

It’s not a likeness. But it is Raff. The idea of him, at least. Constructed and alive, on the page.

For the first time since I found that lease, I realize my brain is calm, my thoughts are quiet. I take a long breath and it washes down all the way to my toes.

Ugh. It’s annoying when your friends actually know what’s good for you. I’d rather rot in my own despair.

It’s time to leave now. The instructor, I realize, is actually all dolled up. A glossy black blowout and cat-eye makeup. She’s shooing us out of the classroom, I’m assuming she has a big date with someone she thinks might be her whole future. Or maybe she just wants to get laid. Either way, class is over and once again my possibilities are limited. The world is narrowing in again. She pushes us out onto the street. We’re halfway down the block when I realize I left my painting behind.

It’s fitting really, that I managed to capture someone I love, ensconce them safely on a canvas, and then I leave it behind by accident. I want the dim, tipsy classroom back. I don’t want to be out here, in reality, in a world where I don’t even know where my husband is.

I’m not . . . I didn’t write anything down today. Is that okay?

(Go, baby, go!)
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