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For my mother





Content Warning

This book contains themes of mental illness, death and grief, pregnancy loss, and other emotionally difficult subject matter.





Part One


The loneliness of the liar

living in the formal network of the lie

twisting the dials to drown the terror

beneath the unsaid word

Adrienne Rich

The Dream of a Common Language







Prologue 1960

On this particular morning in a small town not far from Manhattan, the sky hangs over the neighborhood like a gray dome. It’s the quiet part of the morning, just after dawn, when daylight grows slowly out of the somber night, where shrubs and trees cluster in front of grand redbrick houses, their leaves clinging to branches and brick like tarnished silver coins, tinted with flourishes of red and yellow and orange. The autumn silence bends over the wide front lawns, still crisp with pewter frost from the night’s pitch-dark chill.

Clipped evergreen hedges mark the borders between houses. Lilacs are gone, exposing the woody tangle of vines cleaved to trellises on the sides of the houses, clinging in their sad and reluctant way, resigned already to winter. That quiet fanfare of autumn is over, and what remains is the extravagant stillness of early morning, still too dense with the uncertainty leftover from the night.

Except for a few random squares of stark, yellow light, most of the windows are still dark on this street. In one, a man measures coffee into the nest of a percolator. In another, a woman slips her arms into a robe. In yet another, a six-year-old girl stands just inside the threshold of the open front door of her house, illuminated by a halo of soft light from a chandelier in the hallway. She looks diminutive, almost fragile, framed by the freshly painted fluted columns holding the carved lintel above. She watches as the paperboy coasts along on his bike at his practiced speed, with the brakes squealing, his left hand poised on the handlebars, while his right hand reaches inside his shoulder bag for a paper.

He tosses the rolled-up news at every door. It lands with a soft thwock on the ground. Her eyes follow him as he rides along the street, getting closer, pedaling, then pausing in front of her house, maintaining the precarious balance of his bicycle, the front wheel pivoting this way and that, and in the few seconds it takes for him to toss the paper, their eyes meet. The paper lands inches from her feet. She reaches down to get it, when a large brown-and-black dog rushes out the door and snatches it before she does. When she looks up, the paperboy’s already gone on to the next house. The grandmother comes to the door and pries the paper from the dog’s mouth. The three of them are now standing in the doorway, the dog in between the girl and the grandmother, who is holding the girl’s hand too tightly.

Together, they stand like sentries, alternately glancing inside the house, then outside, as the father carries suitcases down the spiral staircase and sets them by the front door. Up and down the stairs, he brings one, two, four suitcases. He pushes past the girl and her grandmother, through the door, and out to the driveway to carry them, as the dog scurries away. He sets them down by the car. It’s a brand-new 1960 moss-green Impala convertible, the one he brought home just last month. A surprise for mother. A gift. The trunk is open wide, like a jaw, ready to receive the suitcases. Where is he going? the girl wonders.

As she watches the father, she hears the mother coming down the spiral staircase and turns to see her holding the railing, negotiating one step at a time. She’s wearing a magenta wool bouclé suit, and, in her free hand, carries a hat, gloves, and purse, all dyed the same shade of magenta. The girl’s mother likes everything to match. The girl knows this much about her mother. The mother is wearing her sunglasses this early morning. Rounded and elegant, the kind movie stars wear. It’s hard to tell where she is looking; she walks with torpid little steps toward the door but stops in front of the girl before she leaves. The girl looks up at the mother. She feels her heart swell with sudden dread, and all the words she knows get squeezed back into her chest.

The mother puts on her hat, then crouches down, laying the gloves and purse on the ground, and rests her hands on the girl’s shoulders. Her skirt rises above the knee, revealing the garter holding her stocking in place. She takes the little girl’s face in her hands. They are nose-to-nose, almost touching. Then she whispers something into the girl’s ear, lips grazing the small earlobe. The little girl thinks she hears I love you. Be brave. I will be home soon. And then the mother plants a soft, red kiss on the girl’s cheek, places one hand on her back, stroking the narrow well between her small shoulders. For those few moments, the girl hides her face in the crook of the mother’s neck, taking in the scent of what might be lilacs and pine needles and vanilla, along with something else, something faint and sour and deeply sad. In these quiet, wistful seconds, an imperceptible weight alights on the girl, taking it all in, the sadness, the weight. She is confused by the mystery of this woman who is her mother.

“Let’s go!” The father’s severe voice cuts the moment into fragments. The mother startles, pulls away, catching one side of her sunglasses on the girl’s ear, but swiftly pushes them back up onto the bridge of her nose, an effort to hide the tears running down her face. It has no color, her face. It’s like a doll’s face, with painted lips and glazed eyes, webbed by spidery red lines. The mother straightens her hat and stands. The girl takes in what she sees: the wet cheeks, the quivering lip, the magenta suit hanging on her tired body. The girl thinks the mother is wilting, like cut flowers in a vase with no water. She wants to run to the kitchen to get some water, or maybe a cup of black coffee with one of those long cigarettes her mother loves to hold and watch smoke curl in front of her face.

It’s so early, too early in the morning, and where can she be going at this hour of the morning, with no coffee in her to take away the heaviness, the gloom, and all of that sadness the mother leaves behind as she walks out the door.

The girl stands stone still, the skin on her arms and legs goes cold, her spine goes rigid with the prescience of some looming disaster that only she has the power to stop. But she does not move. She cannot move. She is stuck in the threshold of her house, inside the white columns and carved lintel, pristine and freshly painted, when the grandmother comes up from behind, and drapes her long arms over the girl’s shoulders, and together they watch a pantomime unfold in front of them.

The father and the mother are dressed up to go somewhere. “Where are they going?” The girl wants to know, whispering under her breath. No one hears her, so no one answers. Her words rise in her throat and float into the gray morning air, swallowed by a profound silence that rings and reverberates, like an inner bell, the sound burrows deep inside of her. She watches as the mother follows the father down the slate path leading to the driveway. The irregular clip and scrape of her heels on the slate make feeble sounds in the air, like static on a radio, pulling her attention into keen focus, so that this very moment becomes a forever picture in her head.

The mother and the father, she thinks, look like they could be going to Paris! The father, after all, is wearing a dark gray suit. The jacket has three buttons, and only the top one is buttoned, so the jacket flaps open when he walks, showing the crisp white of his shirt tucked in smooth and belted around the small round of his belly. The tie is narrow and dark green, held in place by a gold-and-garnet-stoned tie clip. He walks around to the car’s passenger door and lights a cigarette. His eyebrows pull into a knot as he tosses the match to the ground. With a somber face, he opens the car door and waits for the mother to smooth out the fitted magenta skirt, tug at the matching jacket, and button all four gold buttons right up to the neck. She adjusts her hat again, and the way the hat fits right on top of her black lacquered hair makes her look like a tulip. There are tulips in Paris, the girl thinks to herself. The mother lowers herself into the car with studied poise, one hand on the dashboard, the other clutching her leather gloves and handbag. Once she’s seated comfortably in the car, she pushes the dark glasses a little farther up onto the bridge of her nose with a long, manicured index finger, then adjusts them to make sure they sit squarely on her face. She looks straight ahead. The father closes the car door. He walks around to the driver’s side and gets in, slamming the door with such fierce intention that the sound reverberates through the silent morning air.

The car sputters and chokes before the engine catches with a deep guttural whine. Now as the wheels move backward in slow, silent circles on the pavement, the father and the mother are rolling backwards, too, away from the house, out onto the street, where the car pauses and makes shifting noises, and then squealing noises as the father turns the steering wheel, hand over hand, slowly making the car roll around to point down the street.

As the car pulls away, the girl sees the mother raise the leather gloves she holds together in one hand, like a salute, the empty fingers flap in the wind through the open window. Is that how they say goodbye in Paris? the girl wonders. She watches as the car stops at the end of the street; the round taillights flash red and then disappear around the corner.

And now she hears sounds coming from someplace very close, sounds from above, pressing against her ears. A gulping sound, and then a hiccup, then another, and then no sound at all. She holds her breath until the sounds circle back and pitch a high note through the gray and silent morning. She turns her head around and sees the grandmother’s chest rise and fall like a bellows. The sounds are the cries coming out of the grandmother, the same sounds she heard when the grandfather died. The girl wonders if someone has died. Is someone going to die? The grandmother dabs at her wet cheeks with a balled-up hankie; her other hand, with fingers like bent twigs, holds the girl’s hand too tightly. Too tight! Grandma! The girl says to herself, You’re holding my hand too tight! but she doesn’t move. She doesn’t try to pry her hand away, but lets the grandmother hold her small fingers against her broad bosom. She looks at the grandmother’s face, noticing lines around her eyes and mouth that she’d never noticed before, with all the tears sliding down into the creases around her nose and mouth. It’s the face of an older woman, furrowed, like a gourd. She pulls the girl’s head to her breast, and, with her head pressed against the grandmother, she looks sidelong at the street, where she sees someone walking a dog along the sidewalk. The woman walks slowly as she passes the house, and the girl sees that she’s looking at them standing in the doorway, at her—a little girl—and a grandmother—an older woman—clinging to each other, crying, inside the threshold of such a fine house, in this good neighborhood.

The woman is walking slowly, looking, but pretending not to look, when the little girl’s large brown-and-black dog pushes his head back through the door and barks and barks, as if telling the woman to go away. The girl wants to go inside and close the door, but the grandmother won’t let her go; her arms squeeze tighter, so the girl turns her head the other way; she doesn’t want to look at the woman walking her dog in front of the house. Instead, she looks up at the grandmother’s face, the snowy white tufts of hair on her head, at the soiled flowered apron stretched across her broad chest. The girl buries her face into the grandmother’s chest, and hears the iron hinge of her breath, creaking open and shut, open and shut—the sensation of that shuddering breath fills the girl, makes her want to cry like the grandmother, because what else is there to do but cry? The two of them, now, are wrapped in each other’s arms and tears and breath, but it feels too hot and too tight, and the girl cannot breathe.

The girl thinks about the mother’s magenta suit and the father’s gray suit, when suddenly the image of the gold-and-garnet tie clip comes to mind, like an eye glaring furtively into a future no one could know or understand. But in one brief moment of clarity, even for this little six-year-old, the girl knows something permanent is afoot on this gray early morning.

The girl pries herself out of the arms of the grandmother, who wails like a madwoman. The girl dashes across the wide front lawn, followed by the large brown-and-black dog, the grass softening now, bending under little beads of moisture, as finally, a slightly more luminous sun climbs and melts the early frost. Her bare feet are cold and wet. She runs to the side of the house, ducking under the armature of lilac vines, rounds the corner of the hedge at the back of the house, until, finally, she’s in the cold, shaded oak forest at the edge of the yard. Here, nestled inside a labyrinth of trees, is the old garden shed. She and the dog go inside, and she shuts the door. She comes here often, to sit or lie on the damp earthen floor, to ease into the fullness of solitude, or is it emptiness that engulfs her?

This is her hiding place where she keeps supplies. Dolls, books, paper, pencils, crayons. A blanket, a tea set, a box of stale cookies. No one except her and the dog ever comes inside. They fear the spiders and worms, the dead moths, the butterflies and bees. Once, she found a dead snake. The single window up high is caked with dirt and spiderwebs. There’s a narrow opening in the roof where small critters can squeeze through, and sometimes, depending on the season and the time of day, a thin shaft of light moves wanly through the darkness. It does nothing to illuminate the shed’s interior.

The girl doesn’t want light anyway. She prefers darkness. She comes here to sit in the darkness. She can see in the dark, and after a while, she can read, play, and draw. She can do just about anything she likes.

What’s more, she likes the silence. That’s why she’s startled, suddenly, when she hears someone calling her name. The voice is distant, then draws closer, then moves away in a different direction. Where are you? Where are you? Again and again, she hears someone calling out a name. It’s her name, but she won’t answer. The voice becomes frantic. Still, the girl will not answer. She is going to stay right where she is. Just her and the dog. She will come out when she is ready. She will come out when she wants to come out, and she isn’t sure when that will be. Maybe when the mother and the father come home from Paris.





Chapter One

Risa waits at the airport snack shop, drinking bad coffee to kill time. She sits on a stool at a counter that spans the width of a large steel-framed window facing the runway; one foot rests on the footrest, the other dangles, the tip of her toe touching the floor. She sits right in the middle of the counter to get a good view of the planes taking off and landing. She wants to miss nothing.

On the counter in front of her is a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle, which she is ceremoniously opening and folding into crisp quarter sections, making it easier to read, a skill she picked up as a teenager riding the New York City subways. She glances down at the paper, scans the headlines—Virus Outpaces AIDS Here, Mondale Chooses Geraldine Ferraro as His Running Mate, and Lillian Hellman, Playwright Who Penned The Little Foxes, Dies—then looks up to check the buzz out on the runway. Her fingers are damp, soaking up newsprint into the tiny crevices of her soft fingerprints like sponges. Inadvertently, the newsprint leaves little round mazes on the cuffs and elbows of her clean white blouse.

The window holds her reflection, ghostlike against the daylight, an apparition in the glass. If she had been paying attention, she would have seen her double peering back at her. Risa looks through the glass, ignoring the hastily brushed hair, still cut in the same style as when she was a young girl, a straight line at the nape of her neck, bangs even with her thick dark eyebrows. Her eyebrows, she’d often been told, give her away. The errant right one arches quizzically when she’s lost in thought, or concentrating on solving a problem, and her brown eyes grow wide and fierce, as they are now, as she waits for her mother to arrive on a flight from Kansas City.

They have not seen each other for almost nine years, and her heart races as she thinks about it. The memory bears down on her; she feels the color rise to her cheeks and the humiliation of the day she graduated from architecture school, when she foolheartedly invited her parents to attend the commencement ceremonies, expecting them to behave like other parents. Now her father is dead. Two years. Heart attack, his wife had said. When is the funeral? Risa had asked. It was last week. Speechless. Risa hung up the phone. She sits more upright at the counter and folds another page into quarters.

Outside, a record-breaking July heat ripples above the pavement, where baggage trams and fuel trucks move urgently around the tarmac. Everyone on the ground looks so small, wearing those bright orange vests, waving orange batons, wavering in the vapor of dirty heat like plankton. Everyone and everything appear awkward, out of place. Risa takes the last sip of that sorry cup of coffee; she could have asked the woman working the snack shop counter to have brewed a fresh pot, but something about the bitter aftertaste opens her up to the fraught anticipation she feels. Her penance, perhaps, for having allowed so much time to pass without contacting her mother. A year had passed, and then two, until she lost count and the not-calling faded into a penumbra of time and the busyness that had become, and is, Risa’s life.

Risa checks on the activity at the gate where the flight is due to arrive; there are still no gate agents at the podium. She listens carefully to an announcement calling out the arrival of another flight, then turns to look out at the runway again, distractedly bringing the coffee cup to her lips. The faint chemical smell of Styrofoam and cold coffee fills her nostrils. She gets up and throws the cup away, along with the newspaper, thinking she can’t bear to read another article about Reagan or Mondale. She slips the shoulder strap of her handbag over her head and across her shoulder, clutching its weight to her body, and walks over to the gate. She paces in front of the window, crosses over to the boarding area, then retreats to a row of seats farthest from the boarding door.

She reaches into her bag and takes out a small, color-faded photo of herself at eight years old, sitting on a bench with her mother, about two years after her mother had left. It is creased at the edges, with a tiny tear in the upper-left corner; it’s one of the few photos she has of the two of them together. The bench is right next to a small frozen pond, in front of a three-story brick building. In the photo, her mother is wearing a chocolate-brown knit suit, dark-tinted sheer stockings, and brown suede pumps. Her mother’s arm cradles Risa’s shoulder, pulling her in close. A mink coat rests on her mother’s shoulders like a cape; the empty arms hang limply at her sides and, because it is winter, Risa snuggles her cold cheek into the velvety fur of her mother’s coat. Helen looks straight at the camera, her lips parted slightly, flashing a crooked smile.

The image, Risa sees, captures her mother mid-sentence, saying something to someone, maybe her father. Risa remembers that her father was the eye behind the camera. Or maybe she was saying something to Max, Risa’s older brother, who, she remembers, stood sullenly off to the side, his arms folded against his chest. Max did not like talking to most people, except for Risa. What strikes her most about the photo is her mother’s crooked smile. There is a sly playfulness etched into the corners of her mouth; perhaps she was trying to coax her son to join them on the bench? To pose for a family photo? They were once a family, Risa thinks, and something in her mother’s eyes seems to say that this was the happiest her mother had been in years.

Risa studies the small oval of her face in the photo, slightly blurred; her expression is difficult to make out. She’s huddled in close to her mother. Her long brown hair hangs in uncombed strands around her face, her bangs graze the top of her eyelashes. And she sees, beneath her unbuttoned fuzzy brown faux-fur coat, that she is wearing an orange-and-gold striped knit dress; it pulls a little too tightly across her belly. On her feet are penny loafers. No tights. No socks. It’s the middle of winter. A steel-gray cloud canopy presses down on the low brick buildings; dirty patches of packed snow cover the ground. It’s hard to tell if it’s morning or afternoon. How long had they been sitting on the bench? She closes her eyes. She tries to remember the sensation of cold air on her legs. What did the cold feel like on that winter’s day?

Risa senses people drifting by. She opens her eyes to a gate now crowded with people, many of them standing by the window looking out at the runway. A gate agent stands at a podium, a microphone in hand, as his voice crackles through a speaker to announce the early arrival of Flight 42 from Kansas City. She slides the photo back into her bag and slings the strap over her shoulder but stands too quickly. Her knees buckle, but she quickly recovers. Anyone looking might have seen a face full of fear, but people brush past her, unaware of her unease or the chill rising in her bones. She watches as the plane pulls up to the jetway. The high-pitched whine of the engines is deafening, even through the window. After reaching the highest note, the engines die down and fall silent. The door to the jetway opens, and the first passengers walk through.

Risa stands, unable to move in any direction, watching as passengers emerge, moving stiffly and slightly dazed after a long flight, each one searching the gate area for that familiar face, a friend, family, lover, beaming at the slightest recognition. Twice she thinks she sees her mother, and twice she’s mistaken. And then some move businesslike, glancing down at their watches, and through the crowds as they hurry out into the terminal. She watches them, too, as they pass, scrutinizing their faces just to be sure. The crowd is thinning out now, leaving only a few stragglers at the gate, and no sign of Helen. She walks toward the gate agent to ask if everyone has gotten off the plane, when she sees a woman wearing dark glasses and a wide-brimmed hat standing in front of the newsstand directly across from the gate. The woman removes the hat, presses it against her side with her elbow, and pushes the sunglasses up onto her head; an unlit cigarette is pursed between her lips as she searches for something in her handbag. A lighter.

She holds the lighter but does not light the cigarette. She stands right where she is, staring out into the terminal with no particular sense of urgency. The face, suddenly familiar to Risa, is older but still beautiful, maybe even more so. Her hair is cut shorter than Risa remembers, less styled, and the hat has flattened the curls.

“Mother,” Risa calls out, or so she thinks, but she’s hardly breathing. The word sticks in her throat and comes out as a whisper. She tries again. “Mother.” She waves her arm and walks across to the newsstand.

Helen stands where she is, eyes open wide. Risa meets her gaze with a look that’s something between terror and relief; her mouth opens as if to speak, but no sounds come. Helen opens her arms in anticipation of an embrace, and her hat falls to the ground. They each bend to pick up the hat, and their fingers touch. At first, neither one of them speaks. They look at each other, until Helen—yes, it is definitely Helen—pulls her daughter into an embrace. Risa is tentative at first, then eases into her mother’s arms, until they hold each other with the reckoning of what the years of absence have done to each of them.

After a while, they stand at arm’s length from each other. Helen presses her hands lightly on Risa’s shoulders. She looks at her with a hint of a crooked smile, and Risa notices that familiar lift of the right eyebrow—that confounding, curious eyebrow that shows everything and nothing.

“Risa.”

Risa hears her mother say her name.

“Risa, what are those black smudges on your chin?”

Her mother reaches into her pocket and pulls out a neatly folded handkerchief. The hand rises to her face and begins to rub at the smudge on her chin.

“Here, let me.”

Risa gazes at her mother but does not stop her as she dabs the handkerchief against her chin to remove the newsprint from her face. Not until it is clean.

The automatic doors to the arrivals area open and close every few seconds, drawing blasts of thick, hot air from outside into the frigid, air-conditioned, crowded baggage claim area. Each blast stirs Risa’s billowy trousers and Helen’s linen dress. Traffic noises blow in with the wind, along with a cop’s shrill whistles, as he directs traffic and waves at idling cars waiting along the curb. The P.A. emits crackling sounds, followed by a tinny-sounding announcement. Something about carousel 7 and Flight 42 from Kansas City. They move closer to the carousel, where they continue to wait for the bags to drop.

“Are you still seeing that Chinese boy?” Helen asks.

“He’s Japanese,” Risa says without looking at her mother. “And yes. We are together. Hiro and I live together.”

“You live together,” Helen says flatly. “How long?” she asks, but without waiting for an answer says, “I guess that’s what people do today. Are you planning to get married?”

“People have been living together for years, Mother,” Risa says, irritated. “This is the eighties, not the fifties anymore.”

“When did you move in together?”

“After graduation.”

“His parents approve?” Helen turns her gaze to Risa, and a look of anguish rucks her brow. “I’d think if anyone disapproved of you living together, it would be his parents.”

“Well, they don’t.

“So…when did you decide to move to San Francisco?” Risa asks, half shouting above the din.

Helen either willfully ignores her or she’s too distracted by the noise around them. She’s rapt by the display monitors as she deftly slips the cellophane from the pack of Tareyton 100s she is holding. Her eyes narrow as she pulls the silver wrapping away and taps out a cigarette; she places the cigarette between her lips but doesn’t light it. She and Risa remain silent for a long, drawn-out moment—a moment heavy with absence, of years lived apart. Risa looks at her mother, who, for a moment, meets her daughter’s gaze with something that looks like affection; the gaze unnerves her.

Standing at the baggage claim in this familiar airport where she’s been countless times, Risa feels a disconcerting rush of emotion, as if all the years catch up with her at once, including the sense of betrayal she felt, and still feels. But even more surprising is the stitch of something wild and inarticulate caught in her throat, something she cannot name. She tells herself, Get a grip. No tears. Not here. But there they are, the tears, the emotion, caught in her throat like shards of a bone. She swallows and clears her throat.

“Your bags are coming down over there.” Risa waves her hand in the direction of the carousel.

A crush of people surges toward the carousel as the mechanical clatter of the split-flap signboard announces the first bags. Helen moves with them like a wave swelling against a shoreline; she finds a spot close to the belt, her hat tucked beneath her arm, watching as the bags begin their snail-like passage along the conveyor belt. She spots her bags immediately, dropping one after the other. She lifts her hand, summoning a porter in a red jacket, who pushes through the crowd and hoists the bags from the belt onto his cart with practiced ease. They make their way through the crush of shoulders and suitcases to where Risa waits near the automatic doors.

Next to her is a metal ashtray filled with gray sand and lipstick-stained filters, a smell that conjures up dirt and melancholy each time a sultry draft of air flows in from the outside. Risa watches as her mother navigates her way through the crowd with measured authority, the porter following right behind, as if she’s been here many times. Helen’s deportment is erect and confident. The measured angle of her jaw, the tilt of her head; she is someone who seems to know where she’s going, even though she doesn’t. As long as she stays focused, she seems to claim the space in front of her. Risa would never have imagined her mother as tenacious; this steadiness, this poise feels learned, a newly acquired skill she is practicing for her new life.





Chapter Two

Risa concentrates on the road, easing her old burgundy Fiat convertible onto the 101 going north toward San Francisco. The small space behind the seats can accommodate Helen’s suitcase only with the top down, which makes conversation difficult. The other smaller suitcase is in the trunk. Helen puts a cigarette to her lips and pushes in the lighter beneath the radio.

“It doesn’t work,” Risa says.

Still, Helen waits for the lighter to pop out. It doesn’t. She takes out the little cylinder to check if there’s a glow. It’s dark and cold. She opens the ashtray. It’s empty and unused.

“I don’t smoke,” Risa says, raising her voice against the wind. “It’s never been used.”

“You’ve become so, what’s the word I’m looking for, so proper. So virtuous.” Helen turns and looks at her daughter, with her head tilted quizzically to one side.

“Not smoking doesn’t make me virtuous. It makes me healthy.”

“All these years I have wondered who you would become,” Helen continues. “Do you have fun? Do you enjoy your life?”

“Fun?” Risa laughs. “Yes, I have fun. I work. I cook. I listen to music.” She looks straight ahead at the road. “I like my life.”

Just then, a car enters the freeway from the right, weaving into traffic, crossing the lanes as if it were the only car on the road. It nearly clips the front of her car as it careens ahead and into the left lane. Risa hits the brakes and downshifts to slow the Fiat, skillfully maneuvering it into the right lane. Risa inhales audibly and straightens herself in the driver’s seat. She feels her mother looking at her, sees her out of the corner of her eye.

“I need to concentrate,” Risa says. “It’s too hard to talk with the top down,” she says above the wind, her eyes now fixed on the road. “Our exit is just ahead.”

The space inside the car is usually her haven; it’s the place she likes to go to collect her thoughts, to work through new ideas, or lose herself in the speed and sound of the engine as she maneuvers the car along the same routes that she’s driven hundreds of times. She’s grown to love the jagged cypress-fringed coastline north to Stinson Beach, to Sea Ranch, or even as far north as Mendocino. Today she keeps her eyes on the road, aware of her mother beside her in a way that feels physical, almost off-balance, as if the car has too much weight.

The short, familiar drive from the airport to the city offers none of the usual revel or sanctuary, only a flood of confounding emotions, hot and blustery, like the wind wilding her hair and filling the arms and body of her blouse, billowing and deflating like sails at sea. They exit the freeway onto Octavia Street, and the force of the wind quiets as the car slows and finally stops at a red light. All these years she’s lived here, crossing the same streets, stopping at the same lights; she has seldom thought about her mother, except for when her father died. The thought surfaced briefly: Would she find out? Who would tell her?

Helen roots through her bag to find a lighter while the car idles. She lifts the flame to light the cigarette pursed between her lips, drawing in deeply before snapping the lid shut with a quick metallic click. She exhales a plume of smoke up toward the sky, toward the blazing sun, then taps the ash out the open window. Risa tightens her grip on the steering wheel; her body is taut. This small performance unfolds out of the corner of her eye. Even in the open car, the air feels close, stuffy. They sit together in the open car, the sun pouring down, the oversized suitcase wedged in the back nearly blocking the view in the rearview mirror, both of them making some awkward, unspoken effort to meet the other halfway. Yet everything feels slightly misaligned, as if the world has shifted on its axis. The heat, the noxious smell of cigarette smoke, Helen’s perfume, the noise of engines and horns, exhaust fumes, everything presses in at once, conspiring like a small cabal in her head. Just as the light is about to turn green, she reaches behind her seat and pulls out her sun hat; its wide brim casts a small circle of shade around her face. The assault of the afternoon might be better contained under her hat.

“We’re not far,” Risa says as she shifts the car into gear and drives slowly uphill.

“It’s beautiful here,” Helen says, watching everything with quiet attention. A boy pedals a bicycle uphill with stubborn determination.

“Tell me the address again.”

“2500 Steiner Street,” Helen says, unfolding a piece of white paper, the bold letterhead of a real estate agency at the top. “It says here that it’s on the corner of Jackson.”

“That’s quite a building,” Risa says. “I didn’t know they offered rentals.”

“You know it?”

“Everyone knows that building,” Risa glances at her mother. “It’s a landmark.”

Helen looks straight ahead.

“It’s not a rental,” she pauses. “I bought it.”

“You bought it?” The questions arrive too quickly. “How did you manage that? Those apartments rarely go on the market.”

“My friend Claire found it for me,” she says. “You remember Claire from Meadowbrook.”

“No, who’s Claire?” Risa tries to remain calm. “How do you know you’ll like living here? A rental would have made so much more sense, at least until you were sure you liked San Francisco.”

“Well, Claire said it was a rare opportunity to buy an apartment in this building. She lives in the neighborhood, so I did it. She says it needs a little work. But it will be fun for us! Something we can do together.”

They drive up Sacramento Street in silence for a short while before Risa turns on the radio to the syncopated drum riff from “When Doves Cry.”

Risa shifts aggressively as she maneuvers the car up and down the steep hills. She hardly stops at stop signs, revving the engine to keep momentum uphill.

Helen finishes her cigarette and tosses the butt out the window.

“What are you doing? You can’t do that!” Risa yells at her mother. “You can’t just throw your filthy cigarettes out the window!”

Helen turns and looks at Risa, registering the outburst, then turns away, studying the numbers on the houses set close together along the street, with flowering bougainvillea the color of coral flames and soft lilac hydrangea cascading from the eaves and over porches.

“Very beautiful,” she says.

Risa draws in a long, deep breath; her pulse is a thud in her ears. Her eyes fill with tears. Driving slowly now on Steiner, they pass Alta Plaza Park. Helen spots the address on the front of a green awning that covers the entire width of the sidewalk. Luckily, there’s a spot right in front of the building, a cream-colored stucco structure taller than all the other buildings in the neighborhood. She switches off the engine, ticking as it cools. The façade reaches skyward in measured repetition; stacked rows of windows edged in restrained classical detailing.

A doorman stands under the awning by a deeply recessed entrance, framed by an ornate surround of garlands, egg-and-dart molding, and floral medallions. A black wrought-iron gate frames the vestibule, where a frail-looking woman waits, carrying an oversized leather bag.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to yell.”

Helen roots through her handbag and takes out a small cosmetic bag, from which she extracts a round compact and a shiny black tube of lipstick, both bearing interlocking Cs. She peers into the little mirror and, with great precision, applies the lipstick, then checks her teeth for any streaks of red. She dabs her lips with her hankie, pulls her fingers through her short curls, before replacing the makeup in her bag.

“There’s Claire.” Helen waves in the direction of the entrance. The woman is half hidden in the shadows. Helen opens the door and pulls herself out of the car with some effort. Turning back to Risa, she says, “Are you coming? I know she would love to see you again.”

She slams the door, calling out to her friend, “Claire! It’s been too long.”

Helen embraces her friend, Claire Becker. A large brass key ring dangles in her hand. A heavy white leather shoulder bag hangs across her thin body; her right shoulder slumps under its weight. Risa looks at Claire; she does not remember her at all. She and Helen exchange a careful hug, as if not to crush her delicate bones. Claire’s vacant gray eyes seem too big for her small, chiseled face. But it’s the wan smile that gets Risa’s attention, that makes the hair on the back of her neck bristle. It’s a look that carries too much anguish.

“Helen,” Claire says. She stands back and holds her at arm’s length. “You look beautiful, as always.” And then to Risa, who stands next to the car. “I’m sure you don’t remember me. We met a long time ago when you were a little girl.”

“Yes. Well, maybe a little. It’s nice to see you.” Risa lifts the suitcase out of the car. She begins to carry it to the entrance when the doorman intercepts.

“Allow me, ma’am,” he says, taking the bag from her.

“Thank you.” She reads the name embroidered to the left of the gold buttons on his jacket. “Willy. Thank you.”

He nods and smiles, asking if she needs help with anything else. Risa opens the trunk, and he deftly swings the other bag up and onto the sidewalk. She glances up, wondering which floor belongs to Helen. Willy carries both suitcases into the lobby, where Claire and Helen have gone and are chatting by a grand, ornately framed mirror. The scale of the interior is generous, like a cathedral, the ceiling a series of Gothic groin vaults, drawing her attention up to a gallery of stained-glass windows. This space could feel sacred, yet is beset with more ambiguity than grace. How did she buy this place? Risa has known about this building for a long time; it is known as the home to many notable San Franciscans. Nothing here lines up with what she understands about her mother’s life.

She joins her mother and Claire. Up close, Risa sees that Claire’s body is nearly skeletal. Her facial features are angular, and her thin skin looks stretched, like crepe pulled over her jawline. There is something so fragile about her, yet she holds herself erect in a way that belies how delicate she looks, as if made of paper and bone, a light breeze might carry her away. Her carefully chosen ensemble, clearly the finest designers, is poor camouflage for her wasted body. Risa looks down for a moment, to break the magnetic pull of Claire’s gray eyes, and notices her narrow white calfskin loafers with the gold horse bit and green and red stripes across the top.

“Shall we go up?”

“Why don’t you two visit?” Claire says, digging into her bag for her car keys. The three of them stand awkwardly for a moment while a porter carries Helen’s bags to the elevator at the back of the lobby. Claire hugs her bag into her body, like a ballast; it keeps her steady. “I’m meeting Sally, my daughter-in-law, to shop for maternity clothes. Their first.”

“How lovely,” Helen says. A trace of a polite smile arranges itself across her face, but fades quickly into something sour, like a meal one cannot digest.

“I’ll see you soon,” Claire says, smiling, her mouth seeming too big for her face. “Call me if you need anything.” She embraces Helen again. “I’m so happy to see you. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”

Claire crosses the lobby, the soft scuff of her shoes drifting up into the vaulted ceiling, and then she disappears through the door into the afternoon light. Helen starts for the elevator, saying nothing, briefly glancing at Risa with a sideways look that holds more meaning than it should, as though Claire’s perceived good fortune has exposed a deficit for Helen and Risa both.

The doorman calls for the elevator. The door opens right away, revealing a lattice-metal cage. He clasps the handle and slides it open, the metal rattling against itself. He sets the luggage inside and stands in front of the control panel, holding the door for them to enter.

“Penthouse,” the doorman declares.

“Thank you, Mo,” Helen says, reading the man’s name tag and smiling.

When the metal lattice folds shut, the space tightens. The elevator engages with a muted clank, the sound of pulleys turning, and somewhere above, a force sets them in motion as they rise to the top floor. Helen stands very still beside Risa, stony-faced, sullen; she could be holding her breath. Neither of them speaks. The elevator reaches the top floor with a soft jolt, and Mo slides the metal door open to a small, neatly appointed vestibule. Inside, a bench faces a decorative mirror. A Thonet bentwood coatrack stands in the corner. A single door faces them. Helen steps out first, studying the brass key ring, tries one of the keys, and when the door doesn’t open, Mo sets the luggage down and intervenes.

“Excuse me, ma’am, but I believe it’s this one,” he says. “May I?” Helen gives him the key ring, and he easily opens the door. “It’s the key with the rounded bow. You won’t really need the others.” He shows her the key.

“Thank you,” Helen says, her face softening, as she looks down the long corridor of her new home. She steps inside, Mo right behind her with the bags. He sets them down just past the threshold.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” Mo says, shutting the door with a soft click. Risa hears the metal lattice close and then the hushed jolt of the elevator as it begins its descent.

A wash of muted light comes through the open doors on either side of the hallway and through a wide archway at the end. Helen pauses, peering left, then right, finally moving down the hall, looking through each of the tall, polished oak doors, left ajar, touching their brass doorknobs. She assesses and enumerates, nodding with a distracted look of contentment.

“It’s far lovelier than the photographs suggested,” she says. “They didn’t capture this splendor.”

Risa hovers, unsure of what to do or where to go, feeling herself, once again, to be on the verge of tears. The apartment is still, and she is caught in its dreamlike silence. Finally, she follows her mother down the hall, through the archway, and into the living room, letting her gaze land on the muted reds and golds of the low-slung, kilim-upholstered armchairs and a deep, claw-footed sofa covered in ivory cotton poplin. Each piece of furniture is set at just the right angle atop a cream-and-brown Moroccan wool rug. Three kilim cushions rest on the back of the sofa, and a canary-yellow wool throw is arranged at a perfect angle on the armrest.

A stack of art books rests on a sizable square glass coffee table, one of them is open to a full-page image of Oriental Poppies by Georgia O’Keeffe, and next to that is a tall green Roseville vase filled with sunflowers. The air in the room carries a faint trace of dried lavender, which Risa sees in a small bowl on a side table. Floor-to-ceiling shelves fill an entire wall and are lined with sets of leather-bound books no one has ever read. The arrangements are immaculate, more so than any stage set she’s ever seen. In fact, she thinks, the sets she’s seen at Berkeley Rep over the years seemed much less perfect than this room. Here, everything feels deliberate, every object curated, as though Claire had imagined the exact kind of life Helen would live in San Francisco. Her mother catches her eye, and she realizes she must be making a face.

“Claire insisted on setting everything up for me. Just until my own things arrive.” She heads to the kitchen. “I’ll make some tea?”

“Looks like she’s thought of everything.”

Risa glances at her watch. It’s close to five. She follows her mother. The kitchen is the same. A flawless arrangement of a room waiting to be lived in. A round oak table set squarely beneath a window. Four oak ladderback chairs were neatly pushed against the table. Garnet and ivory toile seat cushions are tied to the chairs. A wooden bowl of perfectly oval lemons rests on top of the peninsula dividing the room. Helen fills the kettle and sets it on the range to boil. She makes a performance of opening and closing cabinet doors, marveling at the array of china: the plates, bowls, cups and saucers, a jug for milk, and a sugar bowl. The drawer contains a full set of cutlery. Yes, Claire thought of everything, Risa thinks. She imagines her having spent hours arranging and rearranging everything just so and is struck by the intimacy of such work. An intimacy forged by something shared between them. Something she wouldn’t know.

Helen pours a splash of boiling water into a porcelain teapot, spills it out, then carefully adds three spoonfuls of loose tea, followed by more boiling water. She explains the method to Risa as she goes through the steps, pleased with herself as she imagines her daughter is unfamiliar with the proper way to serve tea.

“And then you let it steep for seven minutes,” Helen says, placing the teapot on a tray. The performance continues as she arranges two cups and saucers side by side, each with its own tiny spoon. She pours the milk into a delicate Limoges pitcher and stacks sugar cubes into a small matching bowl. She carries the tray into the living room. Risa follows, this time noticing a sizable set of plans leaning against a cabinet, rolled up and secured by a rubber band. She grabs them and takes them into the living room.

“All right, I’ll take a look at these,” she offers.

“Of course,” Helen says, laying out the tea and the cups and saucers on the coffee table. She pours. “Milk?”

“Sure,” Risa says, looking for a place to lay out the drawings. She unrolls them on the floor and grabs an ashtray, a large conch shell from the shelf, and two glass paperweights, one with a sunflower and the other with a poppy pressed inside their round glass domes. She places the makeshift weights at each corner, kneeling over the floor plan.

“It might be nice to open up the arch,” Risa says. “The hall is a little dark, and this will offer more light.”

“You like it,” Helen says, sitting on the edge of an armchair, balancing the cup on her knees.

“Yes.” Risa studies the plans. “It’s a very nice apartment.” Gesturing vaguely, her eyes move across the room, warily, as if behind the façade of pleasantries and stage sets, she’ll find cracks and mold, a life that’s less than perfect. “It looks like the apartment was last renovated in 1975. It’s in pretty good shape, except for some unfortunate wallpaper and tile choices. Just some small adjustments. How much time do we have?”

“As much as we want,” Helen says.

“What about your things?” Risa says.

“They’re in storage,” Helen says. “They can wait.”

Risa nods.

“I think San Francisco will suit me,” Helen says, apropos of nothing.

“Really?” Risa sits cross-legged on the floor, turning the teacup in her hands. “How can you know that?

“I…” She pauses to sip her tea. “I just know,” she says, smiling faintly.

“I was surprised when you called to tell me you were moving here,” Risa says.

She waits for Helen to say something. She doesn’t.

“You’d been there so long,” Risa says, pausing, searching for the right words.

“At the hospital,” Helen says. “Yes. I know. I eventually moved out and lived nearby.”

“It couldn’t have been easy to leave,” Risa says. “After all those years.”

“I guess there’s a balance,” Helen says. “Claire left too soon. She should have stayed longer; she needed more time.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s complicated,” Helen says. She looks past Risa, lost inside her thoughts, speaking as if to someone else in the room. “You know we were roommates. I got to know her well. I knew everything about her. We were very close.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Yes, like sisters,” she says. “We vowed to stay in touch.”

Risa nods. Something tightens in her chest.

We vowed to stay in touch.

The words hang in the room, an odd sentence, she thinks. They come out so easily, so fluidly. As if keeping in touch were the simplest thing in the world.

Helen continues. “When I called to tell her that I was considering moving to San Francisco, she said she would help me.”

“That was very kind of her,” Risa says, lifting the weights from the plans. The edges coil up, and she rolls the plans into a tight cylinder, then slips the rubber band on. “I’ll take these with me,” she says, looking at her watch. It’s after six.

“You’re leaving?” Helen stands suddenly.

“I’ve got some work I need to finish before tomorrow,” she says.

“Let’s take a quick look at the rest of the apartment. I’d love your decorating ideas.”

I’m an architect, she wants to say. Not a decorator.

“Sure,” she says. “I’ll take a quick look now and come back another day to measure and take notes. You can live in the space a bit and see what you’d like to do.”

They take a cursory tour of the apartment before Helen walks Risa to the door. From here, she can see straight through the apartment, with the corridor serving as the central axis to the rooms. A good sight line, she thinks. Beautiful proportions. Risa shifts the plans beneath her arm.

“I’ll call you.”

Risa pulls the door closed with a quiet click.

Risa heads south on Divisidero, weaving between cars recklessly, a legacy passed down from her father to her brother, and finally to her; a legacy of unspoken fury and impatience channeled primarily onto the road. She does not think twice as she crosses Market just as a yellow light is about to turn. She quickly scans the side and rearview mirrors to check for police. She has never been stopped.

Castro is choked with traffic at this hour. Cars and buses idle in place, barely inching forward through the lights, while cyclists weave through the maze of stalled vehicles, darting between bumpers with annoying grace. Risa looks left and then right, wondering if there’s a way around the traffic. That’s when she spots the poster on the glass of a bus shelter. Two men. One black, one white. Their bodies lean into each other, shoulders and back beautifully defined. The photo is taken from behind, the angle turning them into almost abstract forms, two sculpted forms together in a tender embrace. Across the image in large, bold letters: You Can Have Fun (and be safe too).

Hiro’s closest friend from college, Greg, had mentioned them to her; the posters were going up around the Castro and beyond. She likes the bluntness of it. Unflinching, nothing coy about it. No apology. Just like San Francisco to warn its own community, to care, to fight. Still, the sight of it fills her with a dull, simmering anger. She imagines volunteers and activists frantically papering the streets, while those meant to lead, those laughable men in charge, display the worst kind of cruelty. Silence. Indifference. All while the virus runs rampant, like a hit man, under their watch.

Normally, Risa doesn’t mind the rush hour crawl. Usually, she notes what’s playing at the movies. She likes the texture and grit of people milling around, always moved by the overt and sometimes passionate displays of affection, the leather and studs, the combat boots, the wild rainbow apparel, all of which create a momentum that is unique to San Francisco. At times, this particular drive reminds her of her forays into Greenwich Village as a teenager. She and her friends would ride the train into Grand Central, wearing jeans and leather, but could never quite pull off the flea market punk of the kids who actually lived in the city. The city kids smoked cigarettes and pot, blowing smoke in their direction as she and her friends walked down the street. Their defiance was all part of the theater of who they were, something Risa did not understand at the time. Risa’s only act of defiance was to leave New York and move to California for architecture school. She told herself that she wanted to forge a new identity. New York, and what remained of her family, had failed her.

Now crawling down Castro, she thinks about all the years her mother was gone, how her absence had left a space that wanted to be filled. She can’t remember exactly; she may have been nine or ten, but old enough to remember when that space was suddenly and irrevocably filled by a woman with high cheekbones and the grin of a shark. Her father had met her at a bar. This is your new mother, he said, presenting Anita to her for the first time. New mother, Risa remembers thinking. What about my old mother? My real mother? She remembers hearing her older brother Max shout at their father, You didn’t have to marry her! She could hear them arguing in the kitchen, the sound traveling all the way into her room upstairs. She could hear their fury rumbling through the walls; she could almost see the pyrotechnics, her father the match, her brother the flame. You damned fool, Harold. You’ve completely lost your fucking mind, she heard him scream. If he had lost his mind, then why wasn’t he the one to be sent away? Adults are confusing, she remembers thinking. Their behavior was impulsive and contradictory. Now she wonders about all the time she spent waiting for her mother to come home, unaware that Helen and Claire were making vows to stay in touch.

Risa hits the brakes hard when the car in front of her stops at a red light. She realizes she is already at 24th Street. She missed the turn onto Elizabeth. She downshifts, inhaling deeply, wanting to press down hard on the horn, a long, drawn-out willful expression of her fury, but at whom? She restrains herself, tells herself San Franciscans are not New Yorkers. She is no longer a New Yorker.

Inching west up 24th Street, Risa is impatient; she needs to be at home with Hiro, in the home they share, to regain the sense of balance she felt just this morning. She last saw him at 8:45 this morning. They had coffee together, showered, dressed, and discussed what lay ahead of them that day, all in their usual way. He offered to go to the airport with her, but she had told him it wouldn’t be necessary. I’ll be fine, she’d said to Hiro as she kissed him and took her second cup of coffee down to her studio. I’ll be fine, she repeated as she closed the door and went downstairs. She is not fine now.

She looks straight ahead at the lemon-colored sun sinking below Twin Peaks. The light is veiled by city haze; it shimmers with exhaust fumes and noise, turning the cars and buses, the shops and people into a blur of moving shapes.

She is about to turn right at a stop sign when a woman and a young girl step off the curb. Mother and daughter, the girl is three or four, no more. She clutches her mother’s hand, taking neat, deliberate steps beside her mother’s longer strides, talking, chattering, laughing, the words fusing into indistinct sounds as they make their slow progress to the other side of the street. Risa waits for them to cross, watching them turn onto 24th Street, still hand in hand. An extraordinary act of something so ordinary. And then it happens: she crumbles inside. Her hand reflexively goes to cover her mouth, but the tears come anyway. She makes a right, and then another, into the alley behind her house where she parks the car. Once the engine is off, she can no longer hold herself together. She folds over the steering wheel and sobs, giving into a force greater than anything she’s ever felt. An old anguish. A relic, an abandoned part of herself she’s spent years refusing, running from, denying it had any claim over her life. But here it is, rising inside her, weeping in a voice that sounds much like her own.

She looks in the mirror; her eyes are swollen and rimmed in red. She presses them lightly with Kleenex she has pulled from her glove box, as if to smooth the evidence away, and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. Just as she opens the door, Hiro glides into the alley on his bicycle. He slows, coasting to a stop, and leans the bike against the side of the house, looping the lock and chain through the frame and the stair rail with an easy, practiced motion. Risa steps toward him, and a wave of melancholy swells again, its force pushing her into his unsuspecting arms.

“What is it?” Hiro holds her close. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice breaks. “I don’t know.”

Trembling, she gives in to the feeling, letting herself be held, pressing her face into the familiar solidity of his strong, compact body. She inhales the familiar smell of clay, mineral, faintly damp, cool, the scent of his studio clinging to him. Gray patches mark his clothes, the cuffs of his sleeves, his callused hands; it’s etched into the lines of his palms, in his nails. She breathes it in, the earthy smell of him, the steadiness of his chest rising and falling.

“Did something happen?”

“No, nothing happened. Nothing.” Risa’s tears stop. She lifts her head, stares out at the row of houses. “It’s, it’s just, I’m so confused.”

The tears come again, falling along the sides of her nose, down into the corners of her mouth. She takes in a stuttering breath. She feels weak, drained.

“Let’s go inside,” he says, lifting the convertible top and clipping it shut.

He takes her bag, and they climb the stairs to their apartment on the upper level of an Edwardian house. The ground floor is her architecture studio. They remove their shoes inside the door; Hiro sets Risa’s bag on the bench. She goes to the kitchen, fills a glass with water, drinks it down, then refills it and sits at the counter. Hiro stands across from her and takes her hands in his.

“Helen,” Risa sighs, “my mother—I don’t even know what to call her. Seeing her after all these years, she reminds me of everything I’d rather not think about. She’s already bought an apartment. And not just any apartment, a penthouse in that Meussdorffer building in Pacific Heights.”

“Impressive,” he says.

“Exactly,” she says. “And expensive. I’m not sure how she managed to buy it. But that’s not even the half of it. Her friend Claire found it for her, and Helen bought it without even seeing it. I think she said she saw a few photos. Can you imagine? Claire met us there with the keys. And then she furnished the place, down to the last paperweight. It’s all just so strange.”

“It does sound a little impulsive,” he says. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“Ask her what? Where did you get the money to buy the apartment? I think that’s considered bad etiquette.”

“Maybe.”

She draws in a deep, shuddering breath, closes her eyes, and takes another, until her breath matches the quieter rhythm of his. They stand across the counter from each other, holding the other’s hands for a while. She’s aware just how much she needs this, needs him, his steadiness, and the simple fact of everything around her: their home, their life, the structure. Sometimes it all feels so improbable, this life; it’s like a mystery, something that should belong to someone else, yet here it is, and here she is.

Traffic hums in the distance, sounds drift up through the streets, muted by tree limbs thick with summer leaves right outside the windows. And from farther off comes the quiet purr of Muni buses, gliding along on their wires, that familiar sustained hum threading through the air. Voices drift up, fragments, laughter, a call across the street. Indistinct but human. The city goes on around them.

“I know it feels strange,” he says. “I bet she feels awkward too. Both of you need some time to adjust. She’s probably tired and anxious and maybe as disoriented as you.”

“Maybe. But honestly, I like our life the way it is. I don’t want anything to change.”

“She might surprise you,” Hiro says. “Give her a chance.”

Their eyes meet. Risa looks stunned, frightened, as if she’s on a boat that’s just been cut loose from a dock. She’s drifting seaward with no idea how to navigate.





Chapter Three

They arrive at the gallery separately, each from a different part of the city. Risa in her car, Hiro on his bike, and Greg on the Muni. The gallery is nearly finished and set to open in early November, still months away. Vans and trucks are parked outside, some with the doors flung open, workers inside gathering cables and tools. Inside the gallery, the sound of work carries through the cavernous space like a kind of music, hammers tap overhead, a drill whines, voices call out to one another across the length of the space.

The late July sun pours through the skylight and windows, illuminating the three former service bays of the old automotive repair shop, now opened into a single space. The original concrete columns rise like tranquil, watchful giants, each reinforced and skim-coated with a thin layer of new concrete, smoothing out the deepest flaws without erasing them. Beneath the new surfaces, the past still shows through, faint oil stains, subtle pitting, all evidence of its former life. Risa’s gaze shifts to the newly installed skylight, satisfied with how the light catches texture, both old and new, throughout the gallery.

She steps closer to one of the columns and runs her fingers across the surface, not rough exactly, just thin arcs etched by a trowel, fresh plaster still holds the faint smell of lime. Workers continue to move through the space, rolling scaffolds, measuring wall spans where the first paintings will hang.

The three of them
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