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The Next Table

◆

The woman two tables over was crying, and I was taking notes.

Not openly. I'd learned, over eleven years and three novels, to do it the way you palm a card, my eyes on my coffee, my pen moving in the margin of a notebook I was pretending held something else. But I caught the way her wedding ring had a pale band of skin beneath it, recently widowed of itself. I caught the word she kept repeating into the phone, which was sorry, and the way it changed meaning each time she said it until it wasn't an apology anymore but a kind of bargaining. I caught all of it, and some animal part of me that had nothing to do with kindness thought, useful.

Then I caught myself catching it, and put the pen down, and felt sick.

This was the thing no one told you about being a writer, or perhaps they told you, and you didn't listen because it sounded like a humblebrag, you stop being able to sit in a room with another person's pain without reaching for it. Everything is material. Your mother's diagnosis is material. Your friend's divorce is material. The stranger crying over a flat white at the next table is material, and the only question your reptile brain asks is whether you can get away with using it.

For most of my career, I'd told myself this was empathy. That paying attention that closely was a form of love.

Lately, I'd started to wonder if it was just theft with better lighting.

I closed the notebook. The crying woman gathered her coat and left, and I didn't watch her go, which I counted as a small moral victory and the only writing I'd done in four months.
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THE EMAIL HAD BEEN sitting unread since Tuesday. I knew who it was from without opening it, the way you know a knock is bad news from the weight of the knuckles.

Grace.

I let it sit through my coffee and the walk home, through the six flights up to the apartment because the elevator was broken again, through the ritual of not looking at the desk where the laptop lived. The apartment had reached the particular squalor of a person who has stopped believing tomorrow will be different from today, books slumped against the baseboards, mugs colonizing every surface, a candle I'd let burn down to a disc of gray wax. My agent's name glowed in my pocket like a coal.

I opened it standing up, which is how you read things you're afraid of.

Clara, checking in on the timeline. The publisher's getting nervous, and I won't pretend I'm not. If there's no full draft by the end of summer, they've indicated they'll exercise the termination clause. I know that's not what you want to hear. I also know you can do this; I've watched you do it three times. Call me, G.

Three times. That was the kindness and the knife of it. Grace had been my agent since I was twenty-six, and the manuscript that became Winter's Hollow had landed on her desk smelling, she said later, like something that had been written in one breath. She'd sold it in nine days. She'd held my hand through the second book and the third. She'd been the only person in the industry who hadn't gone quiet after The Tide House, after the reviews, after the one in particular that I could still recite, that I'd probably be able to recite on my deathbed, a novel that mistakes surface for depth, written by an author who appears to have run out of things to say.

The cruelest reviews are the ones that name the thing you're most afraid is true.

The Tide House had been about a marriage coming apart in a beach town, and I'd built it, brick by brick, out of my parents, out of the summer I was fifteen and learned to read the barometric pressure of their silences. I'd told myself I'd disguised them. I'd changed the town, the jobs, my mother's hair. But my mother had read it. She'd called me on a Sunday. She hadn't been angry, which was worse. She'd said only, "I didn't know you were keeping a record." Then she said she loved me, told me she was proud of me, and hung up, and we'd never, not once in the four years since, spoken of it again.

The book had failed commercially. It had also cost me something I couldn't put on a sales sheet, and somewhere in the wreckage of those two facts, the well had gone dry. I hadn't written a true sentence since. I'd begun to suspect I'd used up my one talent, the watching, on the people I loved, and that there was nothing left to watch with that didn't feel like a crime.

I typed, I'll call you tomorrow. I deleted it. I typed, I'm fine, I just need more time. I deleted that too, because it was a lie and Grace had built a career on knowing my lies before I finished them.

On the fridge, half-hidden behind a takeout menu, was the flyer.

I didn't remember pinning it there. Liz, probably. Liz was always leaving things, articles and flyers, and the occasional unsolicited opinion, like a cat bringing you a dead bird; it was sure you'd want. Casa do Mar, it said, over a photograph of a whitewashed cottage on a cliff so green it looked retouched. A secluded retreat on the Portuguese coast. For writers, artists, and those seeking the quiet to begin again.

To begin again. As if beginning were the problem. My problem wasn't beginning. My problem was that I no longer trusted what I was when I sat down to write, that the only engine I'd ever had ran on other people, and I'd finally noticed the smell of it.

I took the flyer down. I held it under the kitchen light. The cottage looked like a place where no one would cry at the next table, where there would be no next table, where it might be possible to find out whether I could write a single honest page about no one but myself.

Tomorrow, I told myself. I'll decide tomorrow.

But I didn't put the flyer back on the fridge. I set it on the desk, beside the closed laptop, where I'd have to look at it. And that, though I didn't know it yet, standing in my ruined kitchen with the city going gold in the windows, was the first decision I'd made in four months. The first small turn of the key.
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I DECIDED THAT NIGHT, in the end, though I told myself I was only packing to see if the idea survived contact with a suitcase.

It did. I packed the way you pack when you're running, too much of the wrong thing, three sweaters, and no sense of the weather. It was in the bottom of the closet, behind the boots I never wore, that I found the box. I knew what was in it before I lifted the lid. Author copies. The publisher had sent twenty of each book, and over the years, they'd migrated to the back of the closet the way the past does, out of sight, still there, still heavy.

The Tide House sat on top. I hadn't looked at it in a long time.

I picked it up. The cover had aged the way trade paperbacks do, a soft furze along the edges, and I turned it over in my hands the way Filipe would later turn his broken tiles, though I didn't know him yet, didn't know there was a man on a cliff who read objects with his fingers. I opened it, not to the reviews I could still recite, but to the first blank page, where, four years ago, in green ink, I'd written an inscription and then mailed it to my mother, and she'd, at some point in the silence that followed, mailed it back.

She hadn't included a note. She hadn't needed to. The book itself, returned, was the note.

For Mom, I'd written, in the optimism of a publication week that thought itself a triumph. Who taught me to watch. With all my love, always.

I sat on the floor of the closet and looked at that for a while. Who taught me to watch. I'd meant it as the loveliest thing I knew how to say, that she'd given me my eye, my attention, the gift the whole career was built on. I hadn't yet understood, at thirty-five, what I was telling her, that I'd turned the attention she taught me back onto her, onto the marriage she'd spent my childhood holding together with both hands, onto the silences I'd learned to read across the dinner table, and that I'd sold all of it for a jacket quote and a tour. She had read the book. She had recognized the house, the town had moved, her hair had changed, and none of it had changed enough. She'd called me on a Sunday. I didn't know you were keeping a record, "she said," and that she loved me and was proud. Then she hung up. And then, sometime later, this. The book back in the mail. No note.

We hadn't spoken since. Not in four years. Not a fight, which is the thing people don't understand about it; there had been no fight, nothing to point to, no scene. Just two people who had each decided, separately and without announcement, that the other would reach first, and then waited, and the waiting had hardened into a thing with its own weight, a silence neither of us knew how to be the one to break. She didn't call. I didn't call. I told myself she was the one who'd sent the book back. She told herself, I imagine, whatever it is you tell yourself when your daughter turns your life into a paperback. We were very alike. That was the trouble. We were both people who would rather freeze than be the one caught needing.

I almost called her then. I had the phone in my hand. It was nearly midnight, the wrong hour, an excuse ready-made, and I used it, and set the phone down, and told myself I'd call when I was back, when I had something to show for the trip, when I'd become again the kind of daughter whose call would be a gift and not an apology.

I put the book in the suitcase. I don't know why. There was no reason to carry it across an ocean; I never reread my own work, least of all that one. But I packed it, the inscription and the silence and all, and zipped the case over it, and I've thought since that some part of me knew I wasn't only running from a blank page. That I was carrying the thing unsaid with me, the way you carry a stone in a pocket you keep meaning to empty, because setting it down would mean admitting how long you'd been holding it.

Tomorrow I'd book the flight. Tonight I sat on the closet floor with the city going dark in the windows and my mother's returned book in my lap, and I didn't call her. She didn't call me, and somewhere across the city, she was perhaps also awake, also not calling, the two of us holding the same silence from opposite ends like a rope neither will admit to pulling.

I didn't know yet what I was unlocking. Or who it would cost. Or that the man it would cost the most, on a cliff I hadn't seen yet, would teach me, too late for him, maybe not too late for her, the difference between watching a person and loving them, and what it takes to set the stolen thing back down.
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The Launch

◆

I almost didn't go, then I realized not going was the louder thing to do, and I went.

It was Daniel's launch, which is the part that made it unbearable and unavoidable at once. Daniel and I had come up together, more or less, our first novels in the same season a decade ago, paired in those round-up pieces the magazines used to run, two young writers to watch, our names in the same sentence so often that for a while I'd thought of us as a single unit, a weather system. We weren't friends, exactly. We were something more particular than friends, the thing two people are when they're running the same race and pretending not to look sideways. Daniel had just published his fourth book, the one the early reviews were already calling his best, the one with his face on the back in a photograph that managed to look both careless and expensive. The launch was at a gallery in Chelsea with a line down the block. I'd been invited, and not going would have meant conceding the race in front of everyone by my absence.

So I put on the dress that still fit. I took the subway because the cab fare was something I now thought about, and I stood outside the gallery for a moment in the spring evening, watching the bright crowd through the glass, the whole literary weather of the city gathered in one lit room. I felt the old animal dread of walking into a place where everyone would know exactly where I stood, which was nowhere, which was four years out from a book that had failed and a fifth that didn't exist.

Then I went in and did the thing I always do, the thing I can't not do, before I took my coat off, I began to read the room.

#
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IT'S A SICKNESS, THE reading. I've said so. But I want to show it operating here, on my own ground, among my own kind, because Portugal wasn't where it began. It began long before. It ran in me at that party like a second pulse, and even in my humiliation, especially in my humiliation, I couldn't switch it off.

I read the room and the room read me, and the readings didn't match, which is the whole story of a fall. I saw the small calibrations, the flick of the eyes to my face. Then past it, the people who arranged not to be standing near me when the speeches happened, the agent who had once courted me and now gave me the warm, meaningless hand-clasp you give a person you've written off, holding my hand a beat too long to show there were no hard feelings. It's the cruelest thing one professional can do to another, the absolution you didn't ask for and can't refuse. I saw a younger editor glance at me and lean to ask someone who I was, and I watched the someone answer, watched the small theater of it, the slight tilt of the head that means she used to be a bigger deal. I read it all, every flicker, and filed it, because I'm always filing, and the filing didn't save me from feeling it. That's the thing people don't understand about the watching. It doesn't protect you. You stand outside your own humiliation, taking notes on it; you're humiliated anyway, and now you have the notes too.

Daniel found me by the wine, generous in his triumph, the way the winning can afford to be. He kissed my cheek and said he was so glad I'd come, and he meant it, which was worse. He asked what I was working on with the easy confidence of a man who no longer has to fear the answer to that question, and I said something about a new project, something coming together, the coast, a change of scene. I heard how it sounded, the vagueness of it, the way it sounded exactly like what it was, which was nothing, which was a woman with no book saying the words a woman with no book says. He nodded kindly and was pulled away by someone who mattered more. I stood with my wine, for a moment entirely alone in a room of two hundred people, which is a particular skill the literary world has, the manufacture of that exact solitude.

And then Vanessa Reyes came over, and that was the night's true knife, and she drove it in with both hands and a smile and no idea she was doing it at all.
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SHE WAS PERHAPS TWENTY-eight. Her first novel had come out the previous fall to the kind of reception I remembered from my own first book, the breathless kind, the kind that doesn't come twice. I'd read the reviews of it the way you press a bruise, because in two of them, two I could've recited, the comparison had been made. The new Clara Whitmore, they'd said. As though I were a fixed point you could navigate by. As though I were past tense.

She had sought me out. That was the thing. She crossed the room to me, glowing, and told me, with a sincerity that left no room to defend against it, that The Tide House had changed her life. That she'd read it at nineteen and decided to become a writer because of it. That the chapter with the mother at the kitchen window was the reason she wrote at all, that she'd typed it out by hand once to feel how the sentences worked, that she couldn't believe she was standing here telling me this.

I want to be precise about what that did to me, because it wasn't simple. Part of me, the human part, the part that had written that chapter in love and grief, was moved, genuinely, helplessly. And part of me, the watcher, stood off to the side and noted with terrible clarity that she was praising the exact book that had ended my mother and me. The chapter at the kitchen window was my mother at the kitchen window. The thing this lovely young woman had typed out by hand to learn from was the precise instrument of the deepest harm I'd ever done, and she'd learned from it, had built a career on what I'd built on my mother. The rot went down and down, generation to generation, watcher teaching watcher, and none of us could stop, and we called it influence, and we gave each other awards for it.

"You're so kind," I said. "What are you working on now?"

And she told me. Of course, she told me. She had a second book nearly done, her editor was thrilled, there was talk of a series, of foreign rights, of a television option, the whole bright machine spinning up around her exactly as it had once spun up around me. She told me all of it with the openness of someone who hasn't yet learned that the machine throws you off as easily as it takes you on, and I listened and filed and smiled and felt the floor of my career, which I'd thought was already the floor, drop one further story into the dark.

"It sounds wonderful," I said, and meant it, and hated that I meant it. I wanted to be home, and I had no home that didn't also have the failure in it, the empty desk, the silence with my mother, the four years.

She hugged me when she left me. She actually hugged me. She said it again, that it had changed her life, my book, and she went back into the bright crowd to be the future. I set down my wine and got my coat and left without saying goodbye to Daniel, out into the spring night where the city didn't care about any of it, and I walked a long way before I let myself take out my phone.
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THE FLYER WAS STILL on my desk at home. Casa do Mar. The cottage on the cliff. To begin again.

I'd told myself I was deciding. Standing on the corner in Chelsea with the party glittering behind me and Vanessa Reyes's life laid out ahead of her like a table set for a feast, I stopped deciding. There was nothing left for me in the bright rooms. I'd been thrown off the machine and could feel the throw still happening, the slow centrifugal fact of it, and the only question was whether I'd lie down in the wreckage or go somewhere the wreckage couldn't be seen. Somewhere with no launches, no younger writers, no agents holding my hand a beat too long. Somewhere, I might find out whether there was a single true page left in me, or whether the watching had finally used up everything it had to watch.

I booked the flight on my phone, on the corner, before I could lose my nerve. The confirmation came back with its cheerful finality. I put the phone away and stood a moment in the city that had made me and was now, with great efficiency and no malice at all, unmaking me. Then I went home to pack. I didn't know, couldn't have known, that I wasn't escaping the watching at all. That I was carrying it with me across an ocean to the one place it would find the person it could do the most harm to. That I'd do to him, in the end, exactly what I'd done to my mother and what Vanessa Reyes would one day do to someone who trusted her, because that's how it goes, the sickness, down and down, and the coast of Portugal wasn't the cure.

It was only the next place I'd practice it.
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Departure

◆

I've flown a great deal in my life and felt nothing, so I want it on record that the flight to Lisbon was the first in years to frighten me, because I couldn't name what I was flying toward.

That was the trouble with running away when you'd built a career on standing still and watching. I knew how to observe a departure. I'd written a dozen of them, the woman at the gate, the held breath, the country dropping away under the wing like a thing set down. What I didn't know how to do was be the woman, to sit inside the leaving instead of beside it, taking notes. Somewhere over the Atlantic, I understood that this was the whole experiment. Not the cottage. Not the quiet. The experiment was whether there was a version of me that could go through an experience without immediately turning it into one.

I told myself I was going to write about no one but myself. That was the plan, insofar as I had one. I'd sit on a cliff with the sea in front of me and find out whether there was anything left in me that wasn't borrowed, whether, stripped of other people's lives to feed on, I could make a single true page out of my own. It was a noble plan. I believed it on the plane.

I've thought since about the particular cruelty of that belief. I crossed an ocean swearing to write about no one but myself, and within a season I was writing the most I'd ever written about someone else, and the swearing made no difference at all, because the thing in me that took didn't care what I'd promised. It only waited for someone worth taking.
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LISBON MET ME WITH a wall of sensation, and I walked into it the way you walk into surf, braced and still knocked sideways.

The airport was a river of motion, suitcases and trolleys and voices braided together in a dozen languages I couldn't separate. Then the automatic doors gave way, and the Portuguese sun came down on the arrivals concourse like a thing with weight. It was a different light from any I knew. New York light fell between buildings, rationed, angled. This came at you whole, off pale stone and white pavement, making every edge sharper than I was ready for. The air carried the rumble of cars, the bark of a distant horn, and under it two smells I'd come to know as the city's signature: warm stone and the faint mineral tang of salt that meant the river and the sea were never more than a turned corner away.

I stood in it a moment, genuinely overwhelmed. And, this is the tell, this is the thing I can't get out of myself even now, in the same breath, the small clerk in the back of my mind was already reaching for the words. A living mosaic, it offered. Stone warmed by the sun. Salt under everything. Filing the light. Filing the heat off the pavement against some future paragraph that didn't yet have a home.

I let it. I always let it. I didn't yet know there was anyone in this country whose filing would cost a life.

The cab ride into the city felt like something happening to someone else. The driver was a wiry, cheerful man who talked the whole way in rapid Portuguese, glancing at me in the mirror to see if any of it had landed, and I gave him the nods and half-smiles his tone seemed to ask for, understanding nothing, soothed anyway. Lisbon unspooled past the glass like a painting set in motion. Pastel buildings stacked up the hills, rose and ochre and a washed Atlantic blue, their facades worked over with tilework I'd come all this way to escape into and didn't yet know it, glazed surfaces catching the sun and throwing it back in a thousand small mirrors. Yellow trams clattered up impossible inclines, passengers leaning from the open windows for the breeze.

I leaned toward the window like a child. I want to set that down honestly, too, because so much of what I have to confess is cold, and this wasn't. For one cab ride across a strange city, I was helplessly delighted, and no part of me was working. The tilework was only beautiful then. Only color. Only a city showing off. I watched it with the uncomplicated pleasure of a woman who hadn't yet done the thing she'd spend the rest of her life accounting for.

The hotel was a small ivy-covered building wedged between two larger ones, charming as something pulled from a storybook. The receptionist handed me a key and a map and told me, with what I'd learn was the national habit of meaning it, that I'd love her city. My room was small and whitewashed, a plain wooden bed and a window that opened onto the whole tumbling maze of the lower town, red roofs falling away toward the Tagus, the river a hard line of silver laid across the afternoon. I pushed the window wide and stood in the warm breeze and felt, under the wonder, the thing the wonder was covering, how far I'd come from everything I knew, and how completely alone I'd arranged to be.
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I HAD A DAY BEFORE the car came to take me west, and I spent it walking, because walking was the one thing that had always quieted me, and I didn't yet trust the quiet of a still room.

The city was built to be walked and to punish you for it, all hills and stairs and sudden plunging views. I climbed until my legs ached, until the laundry strung between balconies threw moving shadows on the cobbles and the smell of grilling sardines came up out of doorways. I had no plan. I let the streets take me. And the streets, in their idle Lisbon way, took me to the tiles.

I'd been seeing them all day without seeing them, the way you see weather. They were everywhere, the azulejos, sheathing whole buildings, floor to roof, blue and white and ochre, geometric here and pictorial there, saints and ships and flowers and whole painted scenes climbing the fronts of churches. But it was the museum I stumbled into by accident, following a sign down a side street because the name was pretty and the afternoon was hot, that stopped me where I stood.

It had been a convent once. They'd left the bones of it, the cloister, the cool stone, the chapel gone gold and dim, and filled it with five centuries of tile. I went through it slowly, the way you go through a place that's doing something to you before you've worked out what. Room after room of them. The earliest were stiff and Moorish, repeating shapes that never quite met, color held inside hard ridges of clay so the glazes wouldn't run into each other in the kiln. Then the centuries loosened. The ridges fell away. The painters learned to let the blue bleed and pool, to make a wave look wet, to put a whole storm or a whole calm into a panel the size of a tabletop. There was one enormous frieze, forty feet of it, the whole pre-earthquake city laid out tile by tile, a Lisbon that had been shaken to rubble and survived only here, in fired clay, because
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