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Rafael Epineux

The interval between the decision and the consequence is not punishment. It is the space in which you find out what you actually are.

— R.N. Hawthorne — private journal, undated

The heat in Buenos Aires was a different kind of heat from any he had lived inside before. It did not sear, the way California heat seared, or shimmer with the dry intelligence of the Spanish interior. It breathed. It pressed. It arrived each morning with the patient insistence of something that had always been there and intended to remain. Rafael Epineux had come, over fourteen months, to prefer it. The way it blurred the edges of things. The way it made the past feel appropriately distant, like a conversation overheard in a room you had already left.

He lived in a narrow brownstone in Palermo Viejo, in a street shaded by jacarandas that bloomed each spring in the specific purple of something trying too hard to be beautiful and succeeding anyway. The ground floor was the studio. The upper floor was everything else, which was not much: a bed, a small kitchen, a table by the window where he ate and read and occasionally wrote letters he did not send. The phonograph in the corner played tangos at a volume calibrated not to be heard in the street. He had chosen the neighborhood for its density — the San Telmo market on Sundays, the press of strangers, the anonymous intimacy of a city that had absorbed generations of people who had arrived with complicated histories and no desire to discuss them.

It was 2025. He was forty-five years old. The name Robert Hawthorne had not passed his lips in two years, which was not the same as saying he had stopped thinking in it.

The gallery scene in Buenos Aires was fierce and political and often performative, full of artists who painted ideology rather than image and collectors who preferred their acquisitions to arrive pre-interpreted. Rafael thrived in it not because he belonged to it but because he did not, and because the work he made — tactile and interior, figures half-consumed by the surfaces they inhabited, faces arriving at the edge of recognition and stopping there — generated the specific discomfort that serious collectors paid serious money to live with. Critics searched his canvases for political content. What they found was something they called post-imperial anguish, which was not inaccurate as a description of the emotional register, merely wrong about the source.

He was not painting ideology. He was painting the interval.

This was what he had come to call it, in the private shorthand he had always maintained for his own understanding of his situation: the interval. The space between the decision made in the Essaouira studio and the consequences toward which that decision was moving with the slow certainty of geological process. His attorney, a woman named Miriam Solís who worked out of a Los Angeles office and communicated with him through encrypted channels, called it the pre-trial period and managed it with the organized calm of someone who had handled difficult cases before and had decided, on the basis of thorough professional assessment, that this one was manageable.

He trusted her. Not the way he had trusted Tobias — that trust had been the specific trust of two people who had made choices together over a long period and were bound by the shared weight of those choices. Miriam Solís he trusted the way you trusted a skilled surgeon: because her competence was evident, her assessment of his situation was unclouded by personal investment, and because she had told him, in their first meeting, that she would not pretend the outcome was certain in either direction, which was the most honest thing anyone had said to him in a professional context in his adult life.

"The signed statement is the complication," she had told him, in that first meeting. "You've given the prosecution its case and the defense its argument simultaneously. A signed statement provided to a journalist, outside any legal proceeding, creates a chain of admissibility questions that will consume the first phase of the trial. That's not necessarily bad for us. Uncertainty is not our enemy."

"What is our enemy?" he had asked.

"The painting," she had said. "Dr. Osei's forensic documentation of those dates, embedded in the ground layer, in your hand, in a painting you made and sold. That is physical evidence in your own voice that doesn't require any admissibility argument. It simply is."

He had nodded. He had known this. He had put those dates there himself.

The work he made in Buenos Aires was different from the Essaouira work, and different again from everything before. The Essaouira period had been moving toward something — the colors warm, the compositions patient, a painter learning what he actually wanted to paint when nobody was watching and nothing was being managed. The Buenos Aires work was what came after that arrival: darker in palette, more interior, less interested in landscape or external reference. The figures he painted were not in locations. They were in states. A man in the posture of someone who has just set something down and has not yet decided whether to pick it back up. A figure at a threshold that was neither door nor window, the space around it unresolved, the light coming from a source outside the frame.

His closest acquaintance in the city was a gallery owner named Valentina Cruz, a compact woman in her late fifties who had been running her Recoleta gallery for twenty-three years and had the professional confidence of someone who no longer needed to prove anything to anyone. She sold his work efficiently and without fuss, took her commission without ceremony, and had never, in fourteen months, asked him a question he did not want to answer. He had told her approximately the same story he had told everyone in Essaouira — French Algerian roots, years in Morocco, a recent move — and she had received it with the same mild, unverified acceptance that people in Buenos Aires tended to extend to men who arrived with complicated accents and good work. The city had always understood that the people who came here from elsewhere came for reasons, and that the reasons were their own business.

He had come because Elena had told him to go. He had stayed because the interval required somewhere to be, and because the work, which had surprised him by continuing, required a studio and a city and a daily structure that gave the painting something to push against. He ran in the mornings along the edge of Parque Tres de Febrero, slowly now compared to his earlier years, not because his body had failed but because he had stopped needing to outrun things and had not yet determined what pace suited a man who was waiting rather than fleeing.

Some mornings, running, he thought about Charlotte. About the studio in Essaouira, the three hours of conversation, the quality of her listening — the specific attentiveness of a person who has spent years pursuing a truth and is finally, in real time, receiving it, and finds that the receiving is more complicated than the pursuit. He thought about what she had said when she left: talk to a lawyer. Do it properly. He had. He was.

He thought about Sierra less deliberately, which meant more often. The letter he had written and sent in March — the longest honest thing he had put on paper since the signed statement — had received a reply in May that he had read many times and that lived now in the locked drawer of the studio desk alongside the envelope marked Geneva, the last physical connection to a financial architecture that was no longer his. Her letter had said, among other things, that she was glad he had stopped. That it had cost something and mattered that it had cost something. That she was not asking anything of him.

He had read that sentence — I am not asking anything of you — and understood that it was the most generous thing anyone had said to him in years, and that he did not deserve it, and that the not-deserving was itself a form of information he needed to sit with rather than manage.

The call from Miriam Solís came on a Tuesday morning in April, while he was cleaning brushes after a session that had gone well for the first time in two weeks. She communicated with him through an encrypted application they had established in their second meeting, and the specific tone of her opening sentence — measured, direct, the voice of a person delivering information they have prepared — told him before the content arrived that something had moved.

"The trial date is set," she said. "September 14th. Los Angeles Superior Court. Department 107."

He set the brush down. "That's five months."

"Yes. Which gives us adequate time for the pre-trial motions and depositions." A brief pause. "I want to discuss travel. You'll need to be in Los Angeles no later than two weeks before the date. I'd recommend a month, to allow for unforeseen procedural matters."

"All right," he said.

"There's one other thing," she said. "The prosecution has filed a motion to include evidence from the New York jurisdiction — the Delilah Voss commission — in this proceeding. I'm opposing it. If they succeed, the case becomes more complex. If I hold it, we keep the focus on Lauren, which is where the evidentiary questions are most debatable."

"And if they succeed?"

"Then we have a more difficult conversation about strategy," she said, with the professional directness he had come to rely on. "But I don't expect them to succeed. The jurisdictional argument is strong."

He looked at the canvas on the center wall — the current work, three sessions in, a figure in the posture of someone who had just heard something and had not yet decided what it meant. He had been painting this figure for two weeks without knowing why it kept arriving. He understood now.

"I'll make travel arrangements," he said.

"One more thing," Miriam Solís said. "Charlotte Quinn has been subpoenaed as a witness for the prosecution. The signed statement is already in evidence. But the prosecution wants her on the stand to authenticate it and to speak to the circumstances under which it was given. I want you to be prepared for that."

He was quiet for a moment. "I expected it."
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