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            NAMASTE
Palms together, eyes shut tight,you said goodnight like a prayer.Left the little red light on all nightand a fool still standing there.
Namaste, namaste,the divine in me just walked away.Hold the space, then lock the door.Nobody lives here anymore.
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1. World’s Okayest Golfer
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NOW: February 2015

The message came at 3:40 in the morning, from a number I didn’t know, about a screenplay only one person in the world had ever read.

I was alone at the bar at Phở 88 with the house lights up and the chairs stacked on the tables. The Saturday crowd had finally cleared out, the DJ’s speakers were wheeled back into the closet, and the room smelled the way it always did after a lounge night, star anise and spilled Hennessy and floor cleaner. Mrs. Pham had gone home at midnight and left a styrofoam box at the end of the bar with my name on the lid in Sharpie. Her version of my name. MỸ TRẮNG. Broken rice, grilled pork, a fried egg she knew I’d eat last. It was going cold next to my one shot of Jameson, the same one shot I poured every night.

My laptop was open to the file I always opened when the place went quiet. FourDays_v11.

The phone buzzed against the bar. Green icon.

Nobody I knew used WhatsApp. My mother texted. My friends texted. The only person who’d ever reached me on that app was the woman who put it on my phone, and since September that green icon had meant one thing. Her.

It wasn’t her. The number started with a Florida area code, 239. No name. The profile picture was a watercolor of a lotus, pink bleeding into white at the edges, the kind of painting you’d buy at a farmers market off a folding table.

Unknown: Hello Mike.

Unknown: We read Four Days.

My stomach went cold before my brain caught up.

Three nights earlier, at two in the morning, with most of a bottle in me, I’d attached the best pages of eleven drafts to a WhatsApp message and sent them to her. I wanted her to see herself. I wanted her to read about the kitchen and the boat photo and the robe and understand that someone had been paying attention the whole time. I wanted her to feel caught.

One gray check. Two gray checks. Two blue. Read, inside a minute.

She never answered.

Unknown: We’d like the rest of it. Every page. Every copy. The laptop too.

Unknown: Someone will come by the restaurant.

The word “we” sat there on the screen. We read Four Days. We’d like the rest.

Mike: Who is this?

Two gray checks. Two blue. Under the number, the little word typing... appeared and disappeared and appeared again, like a hand moving toward a drawer and stopping.

I scrolled the laptop to page forty-one. If they’d read anything, they’d read this. It was the scene I’d rewritten more than any other, the one I thought was the best thing I’d ever put on paper.


FADE IN:

INT. KITCHEN - CYPRESS LANDING, FLORIDA - MORNING

Sun through the window over the sink. Granite counters. A refrigerator covered in the life of a happy couple: a sailboat, a 5K finish line, a Christmas card in matching sweaters.

MIKE, 38, barefoot in a borrowed T-shirt, works a coffee maker he doesn’t understand. He finds the mugs on the second try and picks one. It reads WORLD’S OKAYEST GOLFER.

He puts it back. Takes a plain white one.

KIRA (O.S.): He takes it black.

KIRA, 36, in the doorway in a white robe, already wearing the smile.

MIKE: Who does?

KIRA: Nobody. Good morning.

She crosses to him and kisses him. Behind them, the man in the sailboat photo keeps grinning.


That’s the scene. Eleven drafts, and in every one of them I left out the truth about the mug.

The truth is I held it longer than the script says. I read the words on it twice. I pictured the man unwrapping it on some birthday and laughing, and I wondered whether he’d notice a stranger’s mouth had been on the rim. Then I put it back and took the white one and felt good about myself for it, as if choosing a different cup in another man’s kitchen counted for something.

You learn what to cut. That’s what writing is.

The phone buzzed.

A photo, loading slowly, top to bottom, the way pictures did on the restaurant’s bad Wi-Fi. A strip of white ceiling. The top of a cabinet. The corner of a refrigerator covered in pictures: a sailboat, a finish line, a Christmas card. The angle was high and wide and a little fish-eyed, the view from a camera mounted where a wall meets a ceiling. A gray timestamp was burned into the bottom corner. November. 7:14 a.m.

In the middle of the frame stood a man in a borrowed T-shirt, barefoot on a stranger’s tile, holding a mug up to the light and reading the words on the side.

Under the photo, a caption.

Unknown: See you soon, Mỹ trắng.

I’d written that morning from memory eleven times.

Somebody had filmed it.

In the picture I’m still holding the mug.
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2. Hot Tea, Tito’s Soda
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THEN: September 2014

Before Kira, the most dangerous thing in my life was the Saturday crowd at Phở 88, and all they wanted was Hennessy and a song they could film.

I was thirty-eight. I’d been bartending for twenty years and writing screenplays for longer, and I’d been in Dallas six years, long enough to know which exits on 635 backed up and which regulars tipped in cash. Tuesday through Thursday I worked the slow shifts, four to close. Friday was a double. Saturday was the lounge. Sunday and Monday belonged to the script.

That fall the script had a deadline. The Lone Star Screenwriting Fellowship closed submissions at midnight on October thirty-first: ten thousand dollars, a year of mentorship, and a meeting in Los Angeles with people who could say yes. I’d entered three years running. In 2012 I’d made the second round, and for a week I walked around the bar like a man with a lottery ticket in his wallet. This year I had sixty pages of a story about a bartender who wanted more out of life, and I hated every one of them.

The Saturday I’m thinking of was the second weekend in September, hot the way Dallas stays hot when summer has overstayed its welcome and knows it.

By nine-thirty the dinner crowd had cleared out, and Danny, Mr. Pham’s nephew, was wheeling his speakers out of the storage closet and arguing with his uncle about the volume. Danny was twenty-four, wore his hat backward, and called me unc. Back in 2012 he’d sat the Phams down with a notebook full of math, what the place made on a Saturday serving soup versus what it could make with a DJ and a ten-dollar cover, and Mr. Pham agreed on one condition. The kitchen stayed open. If you came to drink, you could eat. So at one in the morning there were girls in heels and boys in gold chains slurping bún bò Huế at the high-tops while the bass rattled the chopstick holders.

I loved it. I’ll say it plainly so nobody thinks I was a man with nothing. I had a room full of people every Saturday, a job I was good at, and two old people who fed me.

Around ten the Phams started their first fight of the night.

It began in the kitchen, Mrs. Pham’s voice climbing over the fryer and Mr. Pham answering in the low patient tone that made her angrier. After two years I knew maybe forty words of Vietnamese. I knew trời ơi, which she said when he did something stupid. I knew cơm, rice. I knew my own name, her version of it.

Danny leaned over the bar. “Money. He loaned my cousin two grand for her nails school and didn’t tell her.”

“How long have they been married?”

“Thirty-four years.”

Mrs. Pham came out of the kitchen five minutes later with a plate of chả giò and set it in front of me hard enough to make the fish sauce jump. She was barely five feet tall and wore the same pink cardigan over her apron every night of the year, because the kitchen fans blew cold down the back of her neck.

“Eat,” she said. “You write all night on an empty stomach, you write empty pages.”

“How do you know I write all night?”

“Your eyes. Raccoon.” She drew circles under her own eyes with two fingers. Then she tipped her head toward the kitchen, where her husband was humming over the stockpot. “You think I’m angry.”

“You sound angry.”

“Thirty-four years I fight with that man.” She took a spring roll off my plate and ate half of it herself. “You know why? Because he’s still worth the trouble. The day I stop fighting with him, Mỹ trắng, that’s the day you worry.”

The first night she called me that, Danny laughed so hard he had to sit on a keg. It means white American, he told me. Like, basic white boy. It’s not good, unc, but it’s not bad either. By September she said it the way my grandmother used to say “son,” and I answered to it faster than to my own name.

The lounge filled up. I poured and talked and made change, and around one I looked over at the kitchen window and saw Mr. Pham with his arm around his wife’s shoulders, both of them watching the crowd, her head tipped against his chest.



Tuesday was dead.

A thunderstorm rolled through around six and washed the dinner rush down the storm drains on Belt Line. By nine-thirty I had one table left, two nurses from the hospital eating phở in their scrubs, and the Phams in the back breaking down the line. The Rangers were losing with the sound off on the TV over the bar. They lost a lot that year.

I had my notebook open next to the register and a pen in my hand, and I was trying to figure out why my bartender wanted more out of life, because I sure didn’t know.

The door opened and the storm smell came in with her.

She was in her middle thirties, small and strong, built like someone who taught fitness for a living. Black leggings, white sneakers soaked through, a long gray cardigan hanging past her hips. Her hair was pulled back and wet at the edges from the run across the parking lot, and she was laughing at herself about it, wiping her face with the cardigan sleeve. A canvas tote with a hotel conference logo hung off one shoulder.

She looked around the empty restaurant like a woman who’d walked onstage and found the theater dark, and then she found me, and she smiled as if I were the reason she’d come in out of the rain.

She took the center seat at the bar, right in front of me.

“Are you still serving?”

“Kitchen’s open another half hour. Bar’s open till I say.”

“Good answer.” She pulled a menu toward her and didn’t look at it. “Can I get a hot tea and a Tito’s soda?”

“Together?”

“Together.”

I made both. Jasmine tea in the little white pot, Tito’s and soda with a lime. She wrapped her hands around the teacup, held it under her chin, breathed in the steam with her eyes closed, then opened them and took a long pull of the vodka.

“Balance,” she said.

“Is that what that is?”

“That’s what I tell myself.” She set the cup down. “You’re judging me.”

“I’m a bartender. I don’t judge. I keep score.”

That got a real laugh out of her, a loud one that made the nurses look over. “Okay. What’s my score?”

“Tea for your body, vodka for your soul. You’re about even.”

“Even is all I’m going for this week.” She told me she was from Florida, in town for a three-day personal training certification at a Marriott on the Tollway, continuing education credits, a ballroom full of trainers learning what they already knew. She said Dallas was where the courses were. She said it like a joke she’d told before.

Then she tilted her head and studied me.

“You carry a lot in your shoulders. Did you know that?”

“I stand behind a bar twelve hours a day.”

“It’s more than that.” She reached across the bar, slowly enough that I could have stepped back, and pressed two fingers into the muscle at the base of my neck. Something in there let go that I hadn’t known was holding on. “That’s not standing. That’s something you’re carrying.”

I didn’t step back, and I didn’t think about it.

“I’m Kira,” she said.

In the kitchen window, Mrs. Pham had stopped scraping the flattop. She stood with her arms crossed, watching the two of us, and she said something to her husband, short and dry. He looked out at me and laughed through his nose.

When Kira finally left, after an hour and two more teas and one more vodka, she paid in cash and put a twenty on a sixteen-dollar tab and told me goodnight like she meant to see me again. The nurses had gone. I locked the door behind her and walked back to the kitchen window, where Mr. Pham was wiping down the line.

“What’d she say about me?”

He considered it, folding his towel into a neat square.

“She says you look at that woman like you are reading a menu,” he said. “And you are very hungry.”

I went back out to the bar and sat down on Kira’s stool, still warm, and opened my notebook to the bartender script I hated. I drew a line through the title. Underneath it I wrote the first new sentence I’d believed in all year.

A woman walks in out of the rain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3. Getting Cleaned
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THEN: September 2014

She came back the next night, and I’d been watching the door since seven.

Not on purpose. I restocked the cooler twice. I cut enough limes for a Saturday. I reorganized the well by color, which Danny would ask me about for a month. At nine-fifteen she walked in dry this time, in jeans and a white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and took the same center seat like she’d reserved it.

“Hot tea,” she said. “And...”

“Tito’s soda. Balance.”

“You remembered.” She looked pleased, the kind of pleased that makes you want to remember more things.

The room was busier than the night before. A family at the round table by the fish tank, two guys from the body shop next door eating at the end of the bar. It didn’t matter. She talked to me like we had the place to ourselves. When I spoke, her eyes stayed on me, and when I stopped, she waited one beat longer than most people do before she answered, to make sure I was finished. Almost nobody does that.

She did an impression of the certification instructor, a man with veneers who called everyone “my friend” and said “movement is medicine” every ten minutes. She had the body shop guys laughing into their phở. She told me about her studio back home, a little place in a strip of shops near the water, mornings full of retired women doing chair yoga, evenings full of moms who wanted their old bodies back. She told me about a client who’d cried in corpse pose because it was the first time she’d lain still in ten years.

“People don’t know how much they’re carrying,” she said, “until they set it down.”

She lifted her teacup with both hands, and I saw it.

On the third finger of her left hand was a band of skin a shade lighter than the rest. She had a Florida tan and the line was faint, but it was there. A ring had lived on that finger for years and wasn’t living there tonight.

She saw me see it. She didn’t hide the hand. She set the cup down and laid both hands flat on the bar, the pale line right there under the pendant light, and waited.

I could have let it go. I’d have been entitled to, technically. Bartenders aren’t priests.

“Where’s the ring?” I said.

The body shop guys got very interested in their soup.

Kira didn’t flinch. She looked down at her hand, and then back up at me, and smiled.

“Getting cleaned.”

It was a lie, and it was a lie she wanted me to know was a lie. She said it with her eyes on mine, light and easy, a door held halfway open. You can push this, the smile said, or you can let it swing shut, and either way I’ll know what kind of man you are.

I laughed. I picked up her empty glass and asked if she wanted another.

“Please,” she said.

That was the moment.



Mrs. Pham didn’t come out of the kitchen that night. Around ten, Mr. Pham carried out a bowl of phở for me on a tray, set it down, gave Kira a polite nod, and went back through the swinging door without a word.

“They don’t like me,” Kira said.

“They don’t know you.”

“They don’t need to. Some people decide fast.” She didn’t seem bothered. If anything she seemed interested. “She’s protective of you. That’s sweet. Who else is protective of you?”

“The guy who owns my apartment complex. He likes me because I pay on the first.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s a lot of people in Dallas.”

She pointed at the notebook beside the register, open to the page from the night before. A woman walks in out of the rain. I’d written four more pages under it on my break.

“What’s that?”

Bartenders who say they’re writers get a look. Sure you are. I’d gotten it enough times to stop admitting it.

“A screenplay,” I said. “Maybe. There’s a contest. Deadline’s Halloween.”

She didn’t give me the look. She leaned in.

“You’re a storyteller.”

“I’m a bartender who writes screenplays nobody reads.”

“Those aren’t different things.” She turned the notebook toward herself, and she didn’t read it. She laid her palm flat on the page. “Can I tell you something I believe?”

“Go ahead.”

“Everyone has two stories. The one they tell, and the one that’s true.” She slid the notebook back across the bar. “Most people spend their whole lives telling the first one. Writers are the only ones who get paid for the second.”

“I’ve never been paid.”

“You will be,” she said, so simply that for a second I believed her completely.



At eleven I flipped the sign. The Phams came out with their coats on, and Mrs. Pham stopped at the end of the bar and looked at Kira.

Kira smiled at her. “Thank you for dinner. Everything here is wonderful.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Pham said, perfectly polite. Then she turned to me. “Lock the door when you go, Mỹ trắng.”

“I always lock the door.”

“Both doors.” She tapped two fingers against her own chest, over her heart, and walked out holding her husband’s arm.

Kira stayed while I closed. She sat with her tea and watched me count the drawer and wipe the rails and burn the ice, and she didn’t offer to help and didn’t fill the quiet. It was the most comfortable silence I’d been in since I moved to Texas.

I walked her out. The storm had cooled the night down and the asphalt was still wet, the neon from the nail salon next door shining pink and blue in the puddles. Her rental, a white Nissan, sat under the one working light.

She turned around at the driver’s door and held out her hand.

“Phone.”

I gave it to her. She typed fast with her thumbs, then frowned.

“You don’t have WhatsApp?”

“What’s WhatsApp?”

She laughed, delighted. “Texting gets expensive when I travel. This is free. Everybody uses it.”

I didn’t know anybody who used it. I kept that to myself too.

She found the app, hit download, and held the phone up between us so I could watch the little green circle fill in on the strip center’s bad signal. When it finished she opened it, typed in her number, and saved herself under a single letter.

She pressed the phone back into my hand.

“Why K?” I said.

“Because everybody’s named Kira.” She opened her car door and smiled at me over the top of it. “Goodnight, storyteller.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4. Under the Rice
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NOW: February 2015

By six in the morning I had read the messages forty times and written three versions of a phone call to the police.

The first version began, “Somebody is threatening me.” That was true. The officer would ask who, and I’d say I didn’t know, and he’d ask what they wanted, and I’d say a screenplay, and he’d ask what was in the screenplay, and that was where the first version died.

The second version began with the photo. I’d describe it: a man in a kitchen in Florida holding a coffee mug at 7:14 in the morning. Whose kitchen, the officer would ask. A married woman’s. Where was she. Upstairs. Where was her husband. At a retreat. I’d hear the officer stop writing.

The third version I didn’t even finish. It began, “I need to report a crime,” and I sat at my card table with the box fan going and tried to name the crime. Someone had filmed me inside a house I’d been invited into by the woman who lived there. The photograph didn’t show anyone hurting me. It didn’t show anyone breaking in. It showed me, barefoot, where I shouldn’t have been.

I knew where the camera had been, too. A white disk up where the cabinets met the ceiling, with a red pinpoint of light. I’d stood under it three mornings in a row.

I didn’t call.



The last message was still sitting at the bottom of the thread.

See you soon, Mỹ trắng.

Maybe thirty people in the world called me that. Mrs. Pham, who invented it. Mr. Pham, when he was teasing. Danny and his friends on Saturday nights, and a handful of regulars who’d picked it up from hearing her shout it across the restaurant. And Kira, once, in October, in a voice note from her porch, laughing as she tried to pronounce it the way Mrs. Pham did.

So either someone had been sitting in Phở 88 listening, or she’d told them.

I didn’t know which one I wanted it to be.

I opened my thread with K. My three-nights-ago message sat there with its pages attached and its two blue checks. Under her letter, the gray line said last seen today at 3:41 AM.

One minute after the unknown number said hello.

Mike: Are you okay?

Mike: Who has your phone?

Mike: Kira, answer me.

One gray check each. Not two. Her phone was off, or out of signal, or sitting in a drawer somewhere with its battery pulled. I watched the screen until it dimmed.

Then I did something she’d told me never to do. I called the number.

In five months I’d never heard it ring. WhatsApp was for messages and voice notes, she’d said, and calls on her cell showed up on a bill, and the bill went to a house in Florida. So I’d never called. I’d never even thought of the number as a phone number. It was K.

It didn’t ring now either. It went straight to voicemail, and the voicemail wasn’t her. It was the carrier’s recorded woman, reading the digits back one by one in that flat, careful voice, and then the tone.

No name. No greeting. She’d never recorded one.

I hung up without leaving anything.



They wanted every copy.

I knew how many copies there were, because I’m careful about my work in a way I’ve never been careful about anything else. The laptop held all eleven drafts of FOUR DAYS. A spiral notebook held the handwritten pages from the bar. An old Gmail account held a few drafts I’d emailed to myself at three in the morning out of superstition, in case the laptop died.

And one more copy sat on a computer in Austin, in a folder for the Lone Star Screenwriting Fellowship.

I’d submitted on October thirty-first, the last night, at 11:52 p.m. I hadn’t told anyone but Kira. She’d been in my ear in voice notes the whole hour before I pushed the button. It wasn’t FOUR DAYS. Florida hadn’t happened yet. It was THE RAIN, the early version, the love story, the one where a woman walks into a pho restaurant and looks at a lonely bartender like she’s been searching for him all her life. The rules said finalists would hear by the end of February. I’d checked the website every week since Christmas, pretending I wasn’t.

I couldn’t get that copy back. I didn’t want to. It was the only thing I’d written in years that I believed in, and the only person I’d ever wanted to read it was the woman who’d turned it into evidence.

I made a decision then, sitting at the card table while the sky went from black to gray over the apartment parking lot. It felt sensible. It felt like the act of a man taking control.

I’d keep a copy. One copy, hidden, whatever they did. If they came for the laptop, they could have it. But the story was mine, and nobody was going to make it disappear because it embarrassed them.

I dug a thumb drive out of the junk drawer, an eight-gig stick from a Rangers giveaway night. I copied all eleven drafts onto it. I took screenshots of the WhatsApp thread with K, every message back to September, the voice notes listed one by one with their dates and their lengths, and I copied those too. Then I took screenshots of the unknown number’s messages and the photo, and put them on the drive with everything else.

Then I needed a place to put it.

Not my apartment. They knew my name, my job, and what I called myself on Saturday nights. They’d know where I lived by Monday if they didn’t already.

There was one building in my life that was watched.

The summer before last, somebody had pried the back door of Phở 88 with a crowbar at four in the morning and walked out with the register drawer and two cases of Hennessy. Mr. Pham took it personally. The next week a man from his church came out and mounted four cameras: the dining room, the register, the back door, and the narrow hallway between the kitchen and dry storage. They fed a recorder in Mr. Pham’s office that nobody but Danny knew how to work. And from ten in the morning until two at night, seven days a week, somebody was always inside that building. A Pham, a cook, Danny, me.

My apartment had a deadbolt and a neighbor who played Call of Duty until dawn. The restaurant had eyes.

It made perfect sense at six in the morning.



Phở 88 opened at eleven on Sundays. I got there at ten-fifteen and let myself in through the back with my key.

Mr. Pham was at the stockpots, skimming. He looked up, surprised to see me on my day off, and lifted his ladle in greeting. Mrs. Pham was at the prep table in her pink cardigan, rolling spring rolls into neat rows on a sheet tray.

“You don’t work today,” she said.

“Left my charger.”

She looked at the phone charger plugged into the wall behind the bar, the one I’d used all night, the one in plain view through the kitchen window. She didn’t say anything about it.

I went into dry storage, a narrow room off the kitchen lined with steel shelves. Cases of noodles, tins of hoisin, gallon jugs of fish sauce, and against the back wall, stacked four high on a pallet, fifty-pound sacks of jasmine rice. I’d hauled most of them in myself.

I pulled the bottom sack forward a few inches, crouched down, and taped the thumb drive to the underside of the lowest steel shelf behind it, with a strip of gaffer tape from the DJ’s kit. Then I pushed the sack back. It looked exactly the way it had.

Nobody would think to look for a screenplay under a pallet of rice in a soup restaurant. That was the logic, crouched there with my knees cracking.

When I came out, Mrs. Pham was still rolling.

“Find your charger?”

“Yeah.”

She pressed a roll shut and set it on the tray, lined up with the others.

“A man called this morning,” she said. “Early. Eight o’clock. We’re not even open.”

My mouth went dry. “What did he want?”

“He asked what time Mike works.” She picked up another wrapper, wet it, and laid it flat. “I told him nobody named Mike works here.”

“Mrs. Pham...”

“Only Mỹ trắng.” She spooned in the filling. “He laughed, like I made a joke. Then he said thank you and hung up.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were steady and very tired. “Who is this man?”

“Probably a bill collector.”

It was the easiest lie I’d ever told, and she knew it was a lie before I finished saying it. I watched her know it. She didn’t argue. She looked at me a moment longer and went back to work, folding the sides in, rolling it tight, pressing each one shut with her thumb, harder than she needed to.
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5. Room 614
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THEN: September 2014

Her first message came at 1:12 that morning.

K: marriott safe

K: the rental smells like a wet golden retriever

K: i like your bar better than my room. that’s not a high bar. ha. bar

K: ok i’m tired. goodnight

Under her letter the app said online, then last seen today at 1:16 AM. I’d never been able to see that about anybody: the exact minute a woman across town put her phone down in a hotel bed. I looked at that line longer than I looked at her messages.

Mike: Goodnight, K.

One gray check, then two. In 2014 that was all the app gave you. Two checks meant it had reached her. Whether she read it was her business.

Thursday she sent things all day from the Marriott ballroom. A photo of powdered eggs. A blurry shot of the instructor under a slide that said MOVEMENT IS MEDICINE. At noon, a voice note from a bathroom stall with a hand dryer roaring behind her.

“He’s making us breathe on each other. I can’t. I physically can’t. Okay. What’s the Wi-Fi at your restaurant? I’m coming back tonight.”

I played it three times before I left for work.



Mrs. Pham was picking Thai basil into a steel bowl when I came in at four. She watched me check my phone before I’d tied my apron.

“You’re smiling at that phone like a teenager.”

“It’s a customer.”

“Thirty years I’ve owned restaurants, Mỹ trắng. Thirty years.” She dropped a bare stem in the trash without looking at it. “Customers don’t text.”



Kira came in at nine-thirty, straight from the last session, the lanyard still around her neck. Tea and a Tito’s soda. She asked for the Wi-Fi password and I wrote it on a napkin, PHO88GUEST, and she laughed at how long it took her to type it because her nails were still wet from a manicure she’d squeezed in on her lunch break.

Then she looked up.

Mr. Pham’s camera hung from the ceiling over the register, a black glass dome about the size of a grapefruit. She pointed at it with her straw.

“Is that thing real?”

“Mr. Pham’s pride and joy. Somebody broke in a while back. It records everything.”

“Everything,” she said.

She laughed, picked up her tea and her vodka, and moved two stools to the left, into the corner where the bar bent against the wall. “Florida girl. We’re all a little paranoid down there.”

From the corner she could see the whole room. The dome could see the top of her head.

She stayed an hour. She asked about my contest, and I told her more than I’d told anyone: the second round in 2012, the manager who called twice and then stopped, the sixty pages about a bartender I’d crossed out the night she walked in.

“So what’s the new one about?”

“A woman walks in out of the rain.”

“And?”

“And I don’t know yet. That’s as far as it goes.”

She thought about it with her chin on her fist. “What does he want? The bartender.”

“For something to happen to him.”

“That’s weather,” she said, and tapped the bar between us. “What does he want that he could go and get?”

Nobody had ever asked me that about one of my scripts, including me. I stood there holding a bar towel and couldn’t answer, and she didn’t fill the silence for me.

“Figure that out,” she said finally, “and you’ll have a movie.”

When I said the deadline was midnight on Halloween, she held her pinky out across the bar and made me promise I’d submit, and I hooked mine around it. A birthday party at the round table sang to a girl who cried when the cake came out, and Kira sang along louder than anyone, off-key on purpose, and the girl’s mother laughed so hard she had to put her fork down.

At ten-fifteen Kira’s phone lit up on the bar. A regular text, the green-bubble kind. She glanced at it and the front of her face changed. Nothing dramatic. A door closing.

“Ugh. Sorry. Family stuff.” She turned the phone over. “I’m going to do this from the car.”

She put a twenty under her saucer and left before I could ring her out.

Through the front window I could see the white Nissan at the edge of the lot, her silhouette behind the wheel, the glow of the phone at her ear. She talked for forty minutes.

At half past ten I tied off two bags of trash that didn’t need to go out yet and carried them through the front door instead of the back. The dumpster sat in the corner of the lot, past the nail salon, and the white Nissan was parked on the way.

Her window was down an inch. I walked slower than a man carrying garbage needs to.

“I said I’d handle it.” Her voice was flat and tired, nothing like the voice at my bar. A pause while someone talked. “No. He doesn’t know anything. I promise you he doesn’t.”

Then she saw me in the side mirror. She didn’t roll the window up. She lifted two fingers off the wheel in a little wave, and went on listening to whoever it was.

I threw the bags in the dumpster and walked back past her car without looking. Back inside, I watched her through the front window. Once she put her forehead down on the steering wheel and kept it there. Then she sat up, fixed her hair in the rearview mirror, and drove away.

He doesn’t know anything. Her husband, I decided. Somebody in Florida asking whether her husband knew. It was the only version that made sense, so it was the one I kept.

I closed the bar. It wasn’t my business. I made it my business anyway. I took my phone out of my apron and typed the question I’d been carrying around for two days.

Mike: Where are you staying?

I sent it before I could hear what it sounded like.

Two gray checks. online. typing... It stopped and started three times.

K: the course is done

K: my flight is at 6

K: i’m so tired of being good all day

K: marriott on the tollway

K: 614
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6. Holding Space
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THEN: September 2014

I sat in the Marriott parking garage for eleven minutes.

I know because I watched the clock on the dashboard the whole time. Level three, between a minivan and a pillar painted with a big orange 3, engine off, the garage lights humming. On the other side of the concrete wall the Tollway ran north, trucks heading for Oklahoma at midnight.

People skip this part when they tell stories like mine. They go straight from the text message to the hotel door. A man doesn’t float there. He sits in his car and looks at the elevator. He thinks about a pale band on a woman’s finger and a forty-minute phone call in a white Nissan, and he says the words in his own head, clearly, so there’s no confusion later about whether he knew.

She’s married.

I said it. I sat with it. Then I got out of the car and pushed the elevator button. I’d decided somewhere on the Tollway. I spent the eleven minutes waiting until I could stand myself.



She opened the door before I knocked.

She was barefoot in a hotel robe, her hair down for the first time, and her face had that scrubbed look of someone who’s washed off makeup and crying in the same sink. Her eyes were a little swollen. She’d been watching for the elevator through the peephole, or listening for it.

“You came,” she said.

“You told me a room number.”

“I did.” She stepped back to let me in. “I’m not great at subtle after ten p.m.”

The room was a standard Marriott king. Beige walls, a print of a horse over the bed, the curtains half-open on the Galleria parking lot. Her suitcase lay open on the luggage rack with clothes spilling over the side, and the desk was covered in the evidence of a three-day course: a lanyard, a binder with a tab that said FASCIA, a hotel notepad, and an open can of minibar Pringles.

“Those were nine dollars,” she said, catching me looking. “I’m eating every single one out of spite.”

She sat cross-legged on the end of the bed and held out the can. I took one. We ate Pringles in silence for a minute, which is not how I’d pictured any of this, and it was better than anything I’d pictured. She tipped the can toward me for another.

“Who called?” I said.

She looked at the can. “My mother-in-law.”

“Forty minutes is a lot of mother-in-law.”

“She has a way of needing things.” Kira put the lid back on, carefully, and set the can on the nightstand. “Can we not do the phone call? I’ve been doing the phone call all night.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She got up off the bed and kissed me, and I didn’t ask again.



I’ll leave most of the rest out. Some of it because it
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