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AUTHORS’ NOTE

Any memoir is subjective, and this one is no exception, but the events described in the following pages did actually happen. We did not invent scenes or characters, although we did change most people’s names—except for public figures and Graham’s son, because he asked us to use his real name. In order to reconstruct situations and conversations, we relied on email messages, letters, notes, court documents, and input from people who appear in the book, but in some places, the dialogue is based solely on our memories. Some of the letters and email messages quoted have been condensed or edited slightly for clarity. We are grateful for the permission we received to include this correspondence, and for our families’ willingness to expose parts of their lives alongside ours.



“I think we are well advised to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to be, whether we find them attractive company or not. Otherwise they turn up unannounced and surprise us, come hammering on the mind’s door at 4 A.M. of a bad night and demand to know who deserted them, who betrayed them, who is going to make amends.”
 
    —Joan Didion, “On Keeping a Notebook”



PROLOGUE

January 2011

York County Prison, Pennsylvania


I’m sitting in a rental car outside a prison in Pennsylvania, where my ex-boyfriend is being held by the Department of Homeland Security. It’s a frigid day in January, the winter back-to-back blizzards buried the Northeast, but I’ve driven down from Brooklyn during a break in the storms, arriving just as the light is starting to fade.

By 5 P.M., the parking lot where I’m waiting has turned ominous, prison floodlights interrogating a landscape of black and gray.

Inside, Graham can’t see daylight, a frequent complaint during the five months he’s been a prisoner here. The only windows in the dorm are up near the ceiling—too high for any kind of view. He once described how the inmates would stand against the wall whenever a strip of sunlight entered at an angle. As the sun lowered, the light moved higher on the wall, the men following it with their faces until it was out of reach.

Hearing stories like this has made me appreciate the things you take for granted when you’re free.

Last summer, I’d watch the sun set across the East River as I ran along the Brooklyn waterfront, newly conflicted about the Statue of Liberty in the distance. In the fall, I noticed the leaves swirling around the sidewalk, stopping to pick one up so I could share the seasonal shift with Graham. At home I set the leaf on a piece of paper and carefully traced around the edges, knowing I couldn’t send him the real thing. Technically, inmates aren’t allowed to receive drawings—one of many rules I had to learn—but my tracing made it through the mailroom. Many letters didn’t.

The ones that did were often tough to read.

“I just wish I could breathe some fresh air, feel the wind, smell the trees, feel the sun or the rain on my skin,” Graham wrote to me, just after he arrived at the Pennsylvania prison. “Every day here is very painful, lonely and long—no matter what you do to break it up, there’s a limit to how you can use up 16 hours a day with nothing to do.”

I was sympathetic to his complaints—shocked, really, at how he and the other prisoners were treated. But after five months of helping him and fighting for his release, I’m worn down by the whole ordeal. It has also taken a toll on me.

My cellphone rings. The noise seems louder in the car, startling me as I fumble to answer quickly. I can tell from the number that it’s Graham, which means I can’t call him back if I miss it.

“You have a call from an inmate at York County Prison,” the familiar recording begins. “Press one to accept the charges, press two to decline….”

I hold the phone closer to make sure I press the right button, anxious because Graham shouldn’t be calling me now. He should be in a van heading to the parking lot, or busy dealing with paperwork, or changing out of his prison uniform into street clothes. I’m here to pick him up because he’s supposed to be released.

“They haven’t called my name yet!” Graham shouts. I move the phone a little farther from my ear. “It’s after five and they haven’t called my name! They’ve called other names—ages ago—but not mine. I can’t fucking believe it, what is going on?”

“Don’t yell,” I tell him, reflexively worried—even now—that he’ll once again lose phone privileges. “I’m in the car, in the parking lot. The van isn’t here yet.”

By now I’m an expert at remaining calm, offering support, being optimistic. Back when we were together, Graham looked on the bright side and I imagined every possible worst-case scenario, but I’m starting to panic, too. I’ve made this trip once before—and drove home alone when Graham didn’t get released—so this time I told our lawyer I wasn’t leaving Brooklyn until the paperwork had actually been signed.

“Go get your man,” he’d said, when he called earlier today. “The judge just signed the order. They’re going to release Graham before six.”

I look at the clock glowing on the dashboard: It’s 5:13.

“Everybody is asking why I’m still here,” Graham says. “I have no idea, no one has told me a fucking thing. I’m just sitting here waiting—all fucking day, watching the clock. I cannae take this anymore.”

Graham’s Scottish accent is always stronger when he’s venting, despite living in Brooklyn for almost twenty years.

“Go talk to your counselor,” I suggest. “Maybe he can find out what’s going on. The visiting area is closed so I can’t do much out here.”

What I don’t tell him is that I don’t want to leave the car in case I miss the white van I’m expecting, hoping it’s just running late. The paralegal had warned me that if I wasn’t right there to collect Graham when the van brought him to the parking lot, he’d be driven to the bus station and dropped off—with no coat, no ID, and no money.

That is one of the cruelties of a system operating in the shadows of the law: Even though Graham was picked up by Homeland Security in New York City last August, it’s his responsibility to get back home.

Not that he has a home to return to. He lost his house during his downward spiral toward prison, so he’s going to stay with me until he sorts things out.

Thinking about how that cohabitation is going to work makes my anxiety kick into a higher gear. We broke up fours years ago and reconnected when I found out Graham was locked up. That news came as a relief—I thought he was dead when he disappeared—but I had no idea what I was getting into when I finally tracked him down.

Nearly half a year later, setting Graham free has practically become a full-time job. I didn’t expect to fall back in love with him, and we’ve sort of danced around what’s going to happen once he’s out. Until a few days ago, we weren’t even sure he’d get released from prison—theoretically, any moment now.

It’s almost six when I notice headlights coming up the road, but it’s too dark to tell if it’s a van and too soon after Graham’s call for him to possibly be inside. At this point, I know the prison bureaucracy moves at a glacial pace, so there’s no way Graham made it from his dorm to the curb in half an hour.

As the headlights arc toward the parking lot, completing a right turn, my heart drops: It’s definitely a white van. I try to summon a shred of hope as I open the car door.

By the time I shuffle across the icy pavement, the van has parked, engine idling. An officer dressed all in black is standing next to the side door, already calling out names. One by one, a few men stumble out—I wonder how that must feel, after months or years of dreaming about this day. But no one is stopping for a long hug or a deep breath of fresh air; family members steer the men toward cars that are still running, mindful of how easily freedom can be snatched away.

I count three—no, four—prisoners who have been released, try to calculate how many seats might be left in the van. As the officer starts to slide the door closed, I step forward and say, “Wait!”

“I’m here to pick someone up,” I tell him, trying to sound confident, assertive. But when I say Graham’s name, there’s a doubtful question mark at the end.

“He’s not on the list,” the officer says, barely glancing at his clipboard.

In that moment, I feel an unworthy kinship with the victims of authoritarian regimes, well aware that my sense of persecution is at odds with the suburban setting: There’s a mall with a Gap and a food court across the street, I have a room at a nearby Hampton Inn.

I explain that Graham is supposed to be released today, that the judge signed the order, that I’ve driven to Pennsylvania twice to pick him up, that this is wrongful imprisonment. My outrage is no match for the power of a functionary who couldn’t care less.

“You’ll have to work it out on Tuesday,” the officer tells me, slamming the van door. “Monday is a holiday, so no one who can help you will be in until then.”

I want to scream every obscenity I can think of, grab his shoulders and shake him, unload all the frustration of the past half year. But I just stand there shivering as he climbs back into the van. He doesn’t give a shit about me—I’m no one to him.

After he drives off, I’m not ready to concede defeat, so I spend another hour outside the prison, shouting at guards through intercoms, calling our lawyer in New York, pleading with night shift employees entering the building to help me. But there’s nothing anyone can do. Graham is not on the list.



Part One

WE


“The obscure we see eventually,

the completely apparent takes longer.”

—Edward R. Murrow



CHAPTER ONE

Summer 2002

Montauk, New York
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When Graham and I first met, in the summer of 2002, it definitely wasn’t love at first sight. We were both part of a group of loosely connected friends who shared a beach house in Montauk, which at that point was still the affordable, laid-back alternative to the Hamptons. As one friend put it: In the Hamptons, you wore a sweater draped over your shoulders; in Montauk, you tied a hoodie around your waist. In either case, it was a way to escape New York City when the heat became oppressive.

About a dozen of us rented a house just uphill from the beach, alternating weekends according to a schedule plotted out at the beginning of the summer—and then promptly abandoned. I had signed up for four weekends, thinking I’d overlap with my sister and a few friends, but as everyone’s plans shifted, I ended up spending two of those weekends with people I didn’t really know.

That was partly the point of doing a share house—mixing it up a bit, maybe indulging in a summer romance—but our group was pretty tame by beach house standards. Most of us were in our thirties, working in advertising, media, photography, or film. I was thirty-three and doing well as a freelance writer, but I wasn’t having much luck finding a partner.

The memories I have of that summer are like slides clicking around a circular tray in an old projector, images that are a bit fuzzy on the screen lit up in my mind. But the first time I met Graham, there’s no doubt he made an impression. A thirty-nine-year-old Scotsman, he was gregarious and self-confident, if a bit cocky about his success as a photographer. Lean and energetic, he talked practically nonstop—funny anecdotes about the people whose portraits he’d taken and frank opinions about American culture. His girlfriend, Liz, was twenty-five and much more aloof, so they struck me as an odd match as a couple.

That weekend, I remember staying up late with Graham and his English friend Tom, empty beer bottles on the kitchen table outnumbering the housemates who had drifted off to bed—including Liz. At first glance, the scene might’ve seemed like typical Saturday night excess, but their banter had a bittersweet context. Tom’s wife had died of cancer a few years earlier, leaving him to raise their young son, and he was moving back to London to be closer to his family. Graham was divorced and had an eleven-year-old son who was spending the summer with his grandparents in Scotland. It was one of the last weekends Graham and Tom would be together on the same side of the Atlantic.

I lingered long after I stopped drinking, just taking in the intensity of their friendship—laughter that brought tears, a crescendo of voices competing to make a point, a shared history weighed down by the ballast of pain and parenting. I had a wide circle of friends, relationships nurtured in the absence of kids or a husband, but this raucous expression of affection felt foreign, a brand of British boisterousness I hadn’t been exposed to reading novels by Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf. It reminded me of the late nights my old boyfriend Ethan and I spent with friends when we were living in Argentina—that unfiltered passion I associated more with Latin America than Britain.

When I finally left the table, it felt like stepping away from a campfire, their voices receding but not quite fading as I walked down the hall. Even after I settled into a twin bed with damp sheets, I could still hear Graham and Tom in the kitchen, arguing about politics or art or the details of some long-ago road trip. It was the soundtrack of an impending end, when suddenly everything and nothing else mattered.

Later that summer, my friend Scott and I tagged along with Graham and Liz to an art opening in East Hampton, riding in Graham’s red Volkswagen with music blaring. The Guild Hall gallery scene was a blur of cocktail party mingling and art-crowd conversation, all the high heels and sundresses making me self-conscious about my jeans and flip-flops. Afterward, the exhibition curator invited us back to the house where he was staying, a stately colonial overlooking Town Pond. We had more drinks on the deck of his garret apartment; other people stopped by and left. I was starving, but eating didn’t seem to be on anyone else’s agenda.

By the time Graham was ready to call it a night, it occurred to me that we were all too drunk to drive, but I was too tired to raise the issue—all I wanted to do was sleep. On the way back to Montauk, the car windows rolled down to let in a sobering, exhilarating rush of air, I knew that it was a reckless ride, that I was throwing my usual caution to the wind. But by that summer after 9/11, my concept of danger had shifted: After a year of reading and writing about the survivors and victims of that attack, I didn’t really see the point of calculating risk. It was the kind of thing I did as a teenager in Michigan, riding in cars with boys who shouldn’t have been behind the wheel.

The last scenes I remember from Montauk are actually captured on film; Scott took pictures Labor Day weekend and gave me copies of his prints. It was cold and windy but Graham’s son, Liam, was back from Scotland and they decided to go for a swim, so a few of us followed them down to the beach. We were wearing fleece jackets and sweaters, but Graham and Liam stripped to their shorts, diving into the foamy fury of waves. As soon as they popped up, the current carried them in a line parallel to the shore—two slim bodies no match for the rough sea. They paddled and splashed back to land, ran toward us, then dove in again. Over and over, their bare feet slapping the wet sand as they ran past.

I grew up around lakes—swimming ever since I was two—but I never quite embraced the ocean. On a windy day, I found the unpredictability of the waves unnerving. But Liam seemed to be loving it; he and Graham were both laughing and trying to get the rest of us to join in, but none of us were tempted to leave our perch on a dry berm of sand. We were content to be watching; Graham and Liam were living. There was a part of me that envied them, that adrenaline rush of getting carried away.

Graham had bought Liam a kite, and later that day, Scott took a photo of me helping them put it together on the beach. The string was horribly tangled and I offered to straighten it out, suggesting that my female fingernails would slide more easily between the knots. But Liam quickly grew bored and Graham soon sided with him: It was a cheap kite, it wasn’t worth the effort, they’d find something else to do. Long after they gave up, I was still hunched over the tangled mess—I always thrived on having a challenge to complete.

Eventually, my persistence paid off: The kite flew. There’s a photo of Graham with his head thrown back, his arms spread wide along the string, guiding the kite against the wind. It must’ve been late in the day because Graham is silhouetted against a cloudy sky, a dusky shadow as the sun struggled to announce its descent.

And that’s it. Like clicking through the slides of my 1970s childhood, it feels like there must be more, that surely other images are buried in a box, waiting to summon memories that are missing.

Graham insists that I wore a red bikini that summer, but I’ve never owned a red bikini; in the photos Scott took, I’m wearing a red hooded sweater with denim shorts, my legs tan after a summer in the sun. Graham remembers the party in East Hampton, the late nights with Tom, and swimming with Liam that stormy Labor Day weekend. But I barely made a dent in his consciousness—one admittedly clouded by liquor—and after September, I can’t say that I thought much about him. He had a girlfriend and I was interested in someone else by then.

At some point that fall, Scott told me that Graham and Liz were getting married; Scott was invited to their wedding at Graham’s brownstone in Brooklyn. My initial reaction was, “How come you got invited and I didn’t?” But that sentiment was short-lived. Scott had been friendly with Liz, and with me she always kept a cool distance, although I did wonder if she was going to regret what she was getting herself into. Graham’s drinking was in that zone approaching problematic—maybe fun to be around when he was the life of the party, but not so pleasant to deal with day after day.

Scott was not one to gossip or make catty comments about the odds of a marriage lasting, so his report on the wedding was characteristically succinct: It was a fun party, Graham’s parents and his brother flew over from Scotland, his sister and her family came from Ireland, a few friends from London made the trip. The closest he got to dishing was a comment about how much everyone drank.

The only other contact I had with Graham was the cc list of a few group emails: messages to settle unpaid bills and a couple of invites to parties that Graham and Liz didn’t attend. There was some talk of organizing another rental for the following summer, but it never came together. Prices in Montauk were starting to creep up, a few housemates had moved away, and others had lost interest in the group dynamic—including me. After three summers of dealing with the personalities of different share houses, I’d had my fill of negotiating room assignments and dinner plans.

As a freelance writer, I was shifting from covering technology to writing about travel—mostly for The New York Times—and the new beat meant I could expense the cost of some trips. That fall, I flew out to California to write an article about Point Reyes; toward the end of winter, I went to Brazil for a feature about Búzios, a resort town near Rio de Janeiro. My flight left New York at 10:20 P.M. on March 19, just minutes after George W. Bush announced that the United States was invading Iraq.

By the time the plane landed the war had started, so it was an awkward time to be an American abroad. Years earlier, Ethan and I had spent six weeks traveling around Brazil, getting a warm welcome pretty much everywhere we went. But in 2003, with bombs raining down on Baghdad, the reception from the locals was chilly. Everyone kept asking what the hell the U.S. was doing—a taxi driver, a waitress, other travelers. It was the first time I felt deeply uncomfortable about where I was from.

After I flew back to New York, I wrote an article about the beaches and nightlife in Búzios, describing the waves lapping against the seawall and the palm fronds rustling outside my hotel window. But what I remember most about that trip was an acute sense of shame. It left me with the nagging feeling that I was writing about the wrong things. I wanted to make a change, but I couldn’t afford to turn down the travel assignments that were coming my way.

In 2004, an agent approached me about writing a travel book; within a few months, I had signed a deal. It was a guide to planning, booking, and troubleshooting a trip in a do-it-yourself era—not the kind of book that makes a major impact or wins any awards, but it was a useful topic and it meant I didn’t have to constantly scramble for work. I just didn’t realize how much of my life it would consume. For the next year, pretty much all I did was write.


CHAPTER TWO

January 2005

Upper West Side, Manhattan
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In January 2005, after having no contact with Graham for three and a half years, I dug up his email address and sent him a message. The subject line said: long time, no Montauk swims.

“It’s Susan, formerly of the Montauk share house a few summers ago,” I wrote. “I’m attaching a photo to refresh your memory, which also serves a second purpose: I need to get a more professional photo taken because I’m writing a book.”

In the picture I sent, I’m wearing a red turtleneck sweater with my curly hair piled up in a loose bun. Despite my slightly parted lips and weirdly come-hither look, I wasn’t trying to seduce Graham—it was the only close-up I could find on my computer. I sent it mostly because I wasn’t sure Graham would recognize my name.

Without confirming that suspicion, he wrote back saying he was “just in from a shoot for the Guardian in London” and had been “away for a month over xmas all over the globe.” But he’d be happy to take my picture and would give me a call.

That would be the first time Graham promised to call, and then didn’t.

There wasn’t really a rush to get a photo taken, so I let it drop as I got consumed by writing the book. (Lesson learned: Get an author photo taken before you’ve got dark circles under your eyes from staring at a computer screen for a year, and don’t wait until your summer tan fades to a dull winter pallor.)

By December, I was under the gun to submit a head shot to my publisher, so I decided to try Graham again—despite my sister’s unenthusiastic response when I asked what she thought of his photos. After looking at his website, she told me she didn’t think he made people look attractive, and that his lighting was a little harsh.

Since she had met Graham at the share house in Montauk, I wondered if her opinion of his work was clouded by his boisterous behavior that summer. Still, I clicked through his online portfolio again—mostly portraits of authors and artists and musicians, along with photos from ad campaigns for clients like IBM and ESPN.

In some sense, my sister was right: These were not glamorous images, highlighting perfect makeup and flawless skin. But I didn’t want to look like I was auditioning for a bit part on Broadway, or trying to get a date on Match.com. I wanted to look like the people in Graham’s pictures: self-assured and authentic, not trying to be somebody they weren’t. Besides, I was sort of curious to see him again.

So as much as it was a practical decision to contact Graham—I couldn’t afford any of the photographers my friends recommended—I didn’t choose him entirely on a whim. There was even a fair amount of deliberation behind the breezy follow-up email I sent.

“So I never did anything about a photo,” I wrote. “I don’t suppose you’re in town and have time in the next couple of weeks to shoot a writer who isn’t quite as famous as your usual subjects?”

This time, Graham did call. At first, I had a hard time understanding his accent—the Scottish way he rolled the r in his name, and said “cannae” instead of “can’t.” He suggested I come by his house in Brooklyn, instructing me to exit the subway from “the ass end of the train.” When I asked about his rate, I was relieved to hear that he’d only charge me for his expenses.

The day we’d agreed on, two weeks before Christmas, he answered the door half-dressed, his brown hair a bit disheveled. Clearly, he had forgotten our plan.

“Is this a bad time?” I asked.

Graham was still buttoning his shirt, a vintage western pattern, and his wool pants were falling down—not a style statement so much as a size mismatch. He looked thinner than I remembered, but still had a rough-around-the-edges charm.

“I couldn’t find a belt,” he said, abandoning the shirt buttons to hike up his trousers. “Sorry, I just woke up.”

It was one o’clock on a Saturday afternoon.

“Did I get the time wrong?” I asked, knowing perfectly well that I hadn’t. “I can come back later—I’ll go get a coffee or something. Or we can do this another day if now isn’t a good time.”

“No, it’s fine. I was up late, scanning some photos I had to send to London.”

“Oh, I thought maybe you’d had a rough night,” I joked, thinking about the time Graham and Tom had kept half of the Montauk house awake.

“I gave up drinking,” Graham said, quick to correct my assumption. He held open the door as I stepped over the mail scattered near the entrance, shoes climbing up the wall in a pile. “Do you want coffee? Actually, I might not have any coffee. I can make you a cup of tea.”

“That would be great,” I said, hoping I hadn’t offended him with my comment. I wasn’t much of a tea drinker but the house felt chilly, like the heat hadn’t been turned on yet for the winter.

Graham lived in a brownstone he bought back when taxi drivers wouldn’t take passengers to the outer boroughs, renovating the parlor floor so it was one big open room. It felt more like a loft than a nineteenth-century home—sort of an artist’s studio with a kitchen at one end. As we waited for the kettle to boil, I looked at the photographs on the walls: a nighttime view out an airplane window, a shot of two gas storage tanks just as one was exploding, and a picture of a tiny soccer field surrounded by tall buildings.

“Did you take these?” I asked.

“The big prints, not the black-and-white ones. That one of the row houses in Edinburgh I picked up at the Chelsea flea market. It’s an albumen print from the 1860s.”

“I’ve never been to Scotland,” I said, feeling a bit awkward, wondering if Liz was still asleep downstairs. But it turned out she and Graham had split up.

Before he snapped a single photo, while my tea was still warm, Graham summed up the previous three years of his life: He had gotten married, then divorced, fell into a funk, took time off from work. But he had quit drinking, he assured me—even went to rehab to get sober. I knew plenty of people in recovery, so this confession didn’t set off alarms. If anything, it seemed like a positive sign.

Every time he disappeared to the basement to fetch more film or a different light, I perused all the collections on his shelves—photography books and record albums mixed with stoop sale and trash night finds: piles of sunglasses, punk band pins, Scottish trinkets, and little windup toys. It was the opposite of my sparsely decorated apartment, which didn’t give much away—except for shelves full of books. I was drawn to Graham’s world, full of personality and art and clutter.

He teased me about the sweaters I’d brought for the photo shoot, rejecting my admittedly plain choices. “No turtlenecks—necks are sexy,” he said. “Not a cardigan—unless you want to look like a librarian….Do you have anything that’s not black or gray?” (The J.Crew V-neck we settled on was navy.)

I gave him a hard time about his unconventional lighting methods: fluorescent tubes I thought would make my pale skin look purple, aluminum foil he rolled out on the table in front of me—to bounce light up under my eyes. Even though I expressed my reservations in a playful manner, my sister’s comment hovered like a cartoon thought bubble at the back of my mind.

“I know I said I liked how natural people look in your pictures,” I told Graham. “But please don’t make me look too real.”

“Well, I could smear some Vaseline on my lens and give you a nice soft-focus look, but I think you look pretty good. Just give me a smile that says, ‘Buy my book!’ ”

After hours of flirtatious banter, and more photos than I suspect Graham really needed to take, he suggested we go get something to eat. That didn’t seem like a typical way to wrap up a photo shoot, but I was enjoying being with him so off we went to Smith Street—Graham narrating a monologue almost the entire way.

He had settled in Brooklyn when he moved to New York in 1992, working at a photography gallery after getting his MFA from the Royal College of Art in London. He and his first wife, Anna, shared custody of Liam (who was now fifteen); she lived in their old brownstone a few blocks away.

It was tough to break in once Graham got going on a topic, but I managed to squeeze in a few details about my life. After graduating from Stanford University, I taught English in Argentina for two years, then got hired by an Internet start-up in San Francisco. A job at The New York Times website brought me east, just before the dot-com boom went bust. Luckily, I’d cashed in my stock options for the down payment on an apartment in Manhattan, but I didn’t love where I lived—surrounded by chain stores on the Upper West Side.

“You should move to Brooklyn,” Graham said. “Before it gets too expensive. All there used to be along this street was a dodgy bar, a diner, and a couple of delis, but now it’s becoming like Soho.”

Bypassing a French bistro and other restaurants he deemed too trendy, Graham chose a tiny Spanish place with Formica tables and bright lights. He revealed that he was “sort of” a vegetarian and ordered a salad; I polished off a steak burrito. Since he wasn’t charging me for the photo, I insisted on paying for the meal.

It was dark by the time he walked me to the subway, offering to wait with me until the train came. Before I passed through the turnstile, he surprised me with a kiss—an impulsive swoop toward my lips that I didn’t quite know how to interpret. It was more forward than an Italian cheek kiss, but too quick of a peck to be sure it was a romantic gesture.

“Do you think that’s a Scottish thing?” I asked my friend Sara, calling her as soon as I got off the train. She told me I was being an idiot—of course he’d made a move—but I wasn’t entirely convinced. I wasn’t used to being hit on so quickly.

The next day, I got my answer. “I had a nice time Saturday,” Graham emailed me. “We should jump on a plane to Vegas and hit the desert for a few days.” We had joked about using some of Graham’s frequent flier miles to fly somewhere sunny—I’d get a tan, then he’d retake my photo. But in case he thought I might actually take him up on that offer, I replied saying Vegas was a little too far to travel, so he invited me to a friend’s Christmas party instead. “I hate going to things like that alone and I’d really like to go w/you if that’s ok. Sort of like an uncomplicated date!!”

That was a reference to a story he’d told me about a woman who had propositioned him, promising “uncomplicated” sex. I was a little surprised when he revealed that he wasn’t a one-night-stand type of guy; it didn’t track with his flirtatious behavior.

“I think a transcript of Saturday’s conversation would confirm that your life is definitely not uncomplicated,” I wrote back. “Where/what time is the party?”

Graham never followed up about the Christmas party, but after he got his film processed he invited me over to his house to choose a photo. Carefully scrutinizing the contact sheets, I had a hard time hiding my disappointment: His lighting tricks were no match for my raccoon eyes. Even though I looked young for my age, with freckles and reddish-brown curly hair, you could tell I’d spent too much time in front of a computer.

“That’s what Photoshop is for,” Graham promised. “A little dodging to lighten the shadows under your eyes, some work with the healing brush to smooth out a few wrinkles.”

“I hope you’re not planning on charging me extra for that,” I joked. “Remember—you already told me you’re still learning digital retouching.”

After flipping through the contact sheets a second time, I marked a couple of photos with the yellow-arrowed stickers Graham gave me. It all felt very old school, with a loupe and the rolls of film scattered on the table. Graham hadn’t yet made the transition to the digital era—he’d taken my portrait with a 1970s Hasselblad, one of those cameras you hold at your waist, looking down into the lens. I wished I’d looked closer at the Polaroids he shot to test the lighting, telling him I should’ve at least tried to tame my wild hair.

“Listen, I think you look brilliant,” he said. “But if you don’t like any of these, we can try again. You’re not gonna hurt my feelings if you tell me they’re all crap.”

“No, they’re fine,” I insisted. “One of these will work. I just didn’t realize how tired I look. And my hair always seems so messy in pictures.”

“I like your hair,” Graham said.

We were sitting next to each other at a long pine table made by one of his friends. Our knees were touching; I wondered if he was going to kiss me, couldn’t decide if I wanted him to or not. I was attracted to him, but sitting for a portrait and then getting hit on by the photographer seemed like such a cliché, and I didn’t want to be one of those gullible girls if Graham was that kind of guy. But then his phone buzzed—it was always beeping or buzzing. He picked it up to read a text. With that momentary distraction, the charged moment between us passed.

“I have something for you,” I said, reaching into my bag for the books I’d bought for him: The Year of Magical Thinking, by Joan Didion; The Namesake, by Jhumpa Lahiri; and The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini.

While he was taking my picture, Graham had asked which authors I liked, saying he mostly picked up books his neighbors left outside for anyone to take—but there was usually a reason they were giving them away.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” Graham said. “I only asked because you’re a writer and I figured you’ve read things I haven’t. I could’ve gotten them myself—I was going to ask you to email me the names.”

“I wanted to give you something, for taking my picture,” I said, suddenly self-conscious about the gift. Maybe it came across as a bit condescending, like I thought he should be more well-read.

Graham was flipping through the books like a boy who didn’t expect a present at Christmas—the way he carefully turned the pages, his head bowed in concentration. I got the sense that he wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of anyone’s generosity, at least not lately.

“Thank you,” he said, in a quieter voice than usual. “I’ve got something for you, too.”

“You already gave me something,” I protested. “You took my picture!”

But Graham was already clomping down the stairs, rummaging around one of the bedrooms on the floor below. I could hear him opening and closing drawers, a closet door banging shut, more footsteps—as if he’d descended one more level, to the basement. When he finally resurfaced, he was holding something up, triumphant about whatever he’d found.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

I did, playing along. After more rustling, and what sounded like paper being cut, he placed a small object in my hand, his fingertips brushing my palm.

“You can open them now.”

I was holding a blue plastic cone with a white rectangle connected to a key chain at one end. I had no idea what it was.

“Look,” Graham said, grabbing it out of my hand. He held it up to my eye: It was a toy photo viewer, with my picture lit up inside.

“I think I look better this way,” I said, genuinely touched by his gesture. “I like the tiny version of me.”

“I prefer the big version of you,” Graham said, not missing a beat.

There was something refreshing about how direct he was—I wondered if that was a Scottish trait, or if he just blurted out whatever popped into his head. But I still hadn’t made up my mind about how I felt about him, and I wasn’t going to decide that night: The transit workers were threatening to strike starting at midnight, so I wanted to get home while I could still catch a train.

“I should probably get going,” I said. “It sounds like there really might be a strike.”

“You could always get stuck in Brooklyn…Liam is staying at his mum’s house tonight.”

“Except I’m flying to Michigan tomorrow morning, remember? I told you—I’m going to see my family for Christmas.”

“Oh, right. I forgot about that.” Graham wasn’t any better than me at hiding his disappointment.

Standing up to get my coat, I suddenly felt bad about leaving, insisting I’d be fine walking to the subway alone. The route to the quickest train meant passing by the housing projects Graham had warned me about. “Drug dealers hang out there,” he’d said. “Just watch your back.”

I gave him a hug at the door and thanked him again for taking my photo. He thanked me for the books and gave me a polite peck on the cheek. When I turned around to wave from the sidewalk, he’d already gone back inside. For a moment, I regretted rejecting his offer to walk me to the train.

The street was dark and the wind blew back the hood of my coat. Pulling it up over my head, I snapped the flap tight under my chin, checked my watch—10:20—and hustled toward the subway. Waiting on the platform, I took the photo viewer out of my pocket and looked at my picture again.

I had plenty of reservations about getting involved with Graham—mostly, his two divorces and the prospect of dating a guy with a teenage son. I liked him, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with all that baggage. He had talked a lot about his messy breakup with Liz, so I wasn’t sure he’d really put that behind him.

But no one had ever pursued me as intensely as Graham did, through a flurry of emails and text messages he sent while I was away: updates about his bathroom renovation (“I bet you’ll want to submerge yourself in warm soapy water the minute you see it!”), synonyms for the word yuppie (despite his working-class upbringing, I told him owning a brownstone meant he had to embrace his bourgeois status), and many suggestions that we test my travel skills by jetting around the world (“We could take your book and see if it works!”).

I was used to men who had their pick of available women, so Graham’s full-court press was definitely flattering. And there was certainly something appealing about his Scottish charm. Sending a few flirty messages of my own while I was away for Christmas—dropping hints that I hoped to see him again—I decided it couldn’t hurt to see where this went.

When I got back to New York, I surprised Graham by showing up at his door.

—

IT WAS AFTER midnight on New Year’s Eve—really, New Year’s Day—by the time I stumbled over to Graham’s house. Fueled by champagne and the depressing moment when all the single people watch all the couples kiss, I had walked there after leaving a party at a friend’s house ten blocks away.

His front door was open and I could see lights on inside, but I hesitated on the sidewalk across the street. I hadn’t told him exactly when I was flying back from Michigan, and now I was having second thoughts about my last-minute surprise. Why would anyone leave their front door wide open late at night, in January, with drunken revelers wandering around?

There were shades covering the windows, but I thought I could see people inside—maybe the heat was cranking so they were letting in some cool air. Or I could just interpret it as a sign: The door is open, all you have to do is walk through.

My New Year’s resolve was wavering and I was freezing. If I was going to do this, I had to make a move. Just then I saw Graham through the doorframe, at the far end of the room—I quickly ducked behind a tree. But I was facing a long subway ride to get home, with no chance of catching a cab. The thought of that journey, combined with the effect of too much champagne, propelled me across the street and up the stairs.

Graham’s back was turned, so I made it through the door and across the room without him noticing my entrance. Standing behind him, I reached around and covered his eyes with my hands. The shock of my cold fingers may have startled him more than my presence, and as he spun around, I barely finished saying “Happy New Year” before he kissed me—this time leaving no doubt about his intentions. His enthusiastic reaction overcame any of mine.

Later, I asked him why he’d left his door open.

“I was waiting on first footers,” he said.

“First footers?”

“In Scotland, when people walk by and see your door open you welcome them in and ring in the New Year.”

What he neglected to mention about this tradition was that ideally, the first person to enter your home after midnight on January 1 was supposed to be a tall, dark-haired man bearing gifts for good luck. Blonds, redheads, and women should be sent away, lest they bring misfortune to the household.

Unaware of this superstition, I spent the night and most of the next day.

In the haze of that alcohol-tinted first sleepover, I chose to overlook a few details that clashed with my idea of a grown-up life. There was no food in the refrigerator, Graham’s bedding looked like it had been discarded from a college dorm room, and the general housekeeping could be summed up with the word disarray.

He apologized for the clutter in an email he sent just after I left, with the subject line www.you&me.com.


You completely took me by surprise last night - smarty pants! I’m still thinking about it ’coz it was the last thing I expected and I got a bit embarased coz I’m Not really used to that sort of thoughtfulness these days. and sorry it was messy and I was a bit scatterbrained…It was a treat to wake up with you this morning.

G xxxxx


I attributed the messiness to bachelorhood and the part-time presence of his teenage son. Any other reservations I pushed aside. I had just spent the past year holed up writing a book—I was ready for a break. Getting involved with Graham wasn’t a fling, but it was definitely some kind of escape.

—

AT FIRST, OURS was an obsessive, indulgent connection, which excluded the rest of the world. If I woke up craving a chocolate croissant, Graham would bike to every bakery in the neighborhood until he found one, returning with lukewarm cups of coffee and a bouquet of some budding vine, chosen because it didn’t look like flowers. He never wanted to be ordinary—which was a big part of his appeal.

He had just renovated his bathroom and put in a claw-foot tub, which we christened with hot baths for two after scouring nearby stores for bubbles. He paid attention to details like candles and music and pieces of colored fabric thrown over a lampshade to create a mood. I made sure we had clean towels.

But I had my spontaneous moments. One night, late, it snowed. We had just taken a bath and were in the kitchen making tea, naked except for our towels. There was enough snow on the back deck to make snow angels, I pointed out. He dared me, so I stepped into the frigid air, stretched out in the fresh powder, and spread my arms and legs wide to create wings and a skirt.

The snow was still falling, swirling through the light shining on the deck and melting on my skin, now barely covered. Laughing, tingling, alive, I got up and dashed inside. Graham was standing by the stove, warming his towel over the flame. When he turned toward me holding the corners wide to wrap me up, he didn’t realize it had caught fire—until I shrieked and threw it outside.

I was caught up in his intensity, but I hadn’t completely abandoned myself.

“Tell me you love me,” he said, lying on top of me but not looking at me, his breath warming the place where my neck sloped into my shoulder. I kissed him instead; it was too soon for those words. Too soon for me, at least—we’d only been dating a couple of weeks. Graham had no reservations about how he felt.

When I was at my apartment, he would email me photos of himself, self-portraits that were childishly sentimental yet professionally composed. In one he was holding a heart over his chest that he’d cut out of construction paper. In another, he’d written our initials in black marker on his arm. At my desk one morning, I clicked to play a song he’d sent just after I left Brooklyn: “Nobody Does It Better,” the Radiohead version. My whole body flushed, still lit up from the previous night.

“Couch? Floor? Bed?” Graham would whisper in my ear, kissing me at the door when I arrived at his house. It became a routine, each of us adding increasingly uncomfortable options to the list.

“Table?”

“Stairway?”

“Desk?”

“Sink?”

Our clothes were usually off before either of us said much else.

Music became a way Graham communicated whatever he was feeling, making me CDs labeled with themes for all the songs he chose. “S Is for Suzie,” featuring twenty-six songs with my name in the title, or a mix called “Scottish Minute,” a reference to Graham’s tendency to show up late when we had plans—with songs like “Wait a Minute” by Ray J and Lil’ Kim.

I wasn’t sure if Graham was more interested in expanding my musical tastes—as a teenager, he took the overnight bus to London to see punk bands; my first concert was Air Supply—or if he wanted me to glean some deeper meaning from each collection he made. One CD was an eclectic mash-up of artists: Nouvelle Vague singing “This Is Not a Love Song” by Public Image, followed by Johnny Cash covering U2’s “One.”

I expressed my affection by cooking for Graham—lasagna, risotto, cookies, and pies—and by commuting back and forth to Brooklyn, more than an hour each way. I preferred staying at Graham’s house, and so did he, but I worked better at mine. My book was coming out soon and I was busy dealing with the galleys, so it’s fair to say that Graham was a welcome distraction at a stressful time.

He tried to be sensitive to the boundaries I set up, determined to keep one foot firmly planted in my other world of deadlines and responsibilities and bills. But each message he sent chipped away at my walls. “Let me know if you’re tied up with work and stuff later or if you want me to kiss you,” he wrote.

“Both,” I wanted to reply. I liked all the attention, but I wished Graham would slow down. A long email, titled “this n that,” summed up how he was feeling about our future together—just a few weeks after I showed up at his door.

He wrote it late one night at his computer upstairs, printing out a copy and slipping it under my pillow when he finally came to bed. I was already asleep, barely registering his body nestling up against mine, so I read it when I woke up the next day. The time stamp on the email version was 4:46 A.M.


okay, don’t know what to say so straight up……i wasn’t really expecting this. yes i definately led you on, flirted, peppered phone calls and conversations with wee inuendos. basically i got a real crush on you and i liked it. i love your company, your humor, the way you talk to me……almost everything but now i’m getting scared ’coz i don’t know what you want……I know you plan on travelling after being tied down with the book for so long - that’s great you deserve it. i just don’t wanna fall in love (’coz it’ll happen) then watch you head off - but more so i don’t want to make you sacrifice anything that you’ve been thinking of doing. i don’t really know what your thinking so i’m throwing my cards on the table - early on. of course I want to be with you i feel fucking great with you - it feels like we’ve been together ages……actually i’m at the point of almost deleting this and coming to bed but i won’t ’coz it’s important-ish. i could really simplify this.

susan calls graham for pic

graham obliges and flirts with susan

susan falls for graham

graham’s already fallen for susan

susan is on graham’s mind

graham is a bit confused about relationship when

he should really just relax and see what happens.

susan needs to tell graham this in a nice but

assertive way (if she wants).

i think you’ll know what i mean. I don’t want someone so good coming into my life only to leave again. unless i can work on taking it as it comes - and not to give or expect too much too soon. i’ve had a long time off and got comfortable in that space but now i realize how much better it can be.

and don’t think i’m expecting a vow of commitment or anything like that. i’m just trying vainly to let out what’s on my mind in a more coherent manner than if I blurted it out…..i’m sure you’ve pretty much guessed all this so you can throw it back at me or give me some constructive critisism whatever you fancy - i can take it.

love,

graham


He’d added handwritten notes to the copy he printed out, and some of the words were highlighted with little question marks—where his email program’s spell checker had suggested replacements. It made Graham’s letter seem even more vulnerable and earnest.

Still, I was touched by everything he wrote. Despite his tattooed arms and rough Scottish accent, Graham had a schoolgirl’s sensitivity—all these feelings swirling around, sometimes spilling over or misunderstood. I was attracted to that passion, but wondered if I could navigate such intense emotions over the long haul. My temperament was much more even-keeled.

“Thank you,” I told him, after reading the printout he’d given me. We were still in bed, Graham pressed tight against me.

“Sorry for the weird formatting,” he said. “And all the typos—I’m not a good speller. I know I’m probably saying too much and you’re gonna tell me it’s too soon….”

I kissed him to stop him from talking—a rare time when that actually worked.

“You don’t have to apologize,” I said. “It’s a beautiful note. But I wish you wouldn’t worry about me selling my apartment and moving. First of all, I’m not as impulsive as you, so if I ever do anything like that you’ll have plenty of notice.”

That made Graham smile. He had called me the least impulsive person he’d ever met, which annoyed me at first, but I knew it was probably true.

“And when I said I wanted to travel—of course I’d rather be traveling than stuck at home in front of a computer. But I’ve got a book coming out so it’s not like I’m going to take off anytime soon.”

“We should go somewhere,” Graham said, seizing the opportunity to press his case for a vacation—or a holiday, as he called it. “I keep telling you, I’ve got all these miles on United—we could fly business class. We’ll pick somewhere warm, lie on the beach, get a tan. Maybe find you a red bikini.”

“Business class?” I joked. “You really are a yuppie. I might have to find someone to travel with who’s a little more down-to-earth.”

After years of interviewing people, I was good at redirecting conversations, so I was relieved when Graham didn’t press me to respond to his note right away. Because as much as I appreciated all the heartfelt things he wrote, I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the cards he was throwing on the table. Even though he’d quit drinking, I still wasn’t sure what had led him into rehab—or whether that problem was likely to rear its head again. So I felt like I needed to communicate that, gently, when I replied to his message later that night.

Back at my apartment, I probably spent as much time as he did carefully crafting my email, beginning with a reference to the song “Collide,” by Howie Day.


Don’t dis my not-so-edgy musical tastes, and don’t take the lyrics too literally, but the idea of two people colliding is sort of how I feel about all this. I didn’t really see it coming either, but I guess there was a moment when I felt like I’d regret it more if I didn’t take that leap and see what happened, even though I knew it wasn’t going to be uncomplicated, and that your world is much more chaotic than mine.

You might worry that I’m going to sell my apartment and buy a one-way ticket to Thailand (not likely). I worry that I’m going to show up some day and find the Graham I knew in Montauk (not all bad, but you were obnoxious when drunk) or the Graham I’m probably lucky I didn’t know whenever you hit bottom. For all your openness, you’ve never really talked about what made you decide to put your life back on track.

But you have to give me credit for believing that you are trying to do that—and believing that you can. I feel like I reconnected with you somewhere on the path to rebuilding your life, but that’s also nervous-making because you seem really vulnerable right now. It’s really intoxicating to be on the receiving end of all that attention, but I don’t want to take advantage of your generosity or feel like you’re doing things because of me, because that puts a lot of responsibility on me.

I guess the last thing I want to say is that even though I can’t promise that this is forever (and you can’t either), I think it’s worth taking a chance. So here’s what I’m supposed to tell you: just relax and see what happens. Having a stress-free solo life has its benefits, but then you’d be missing out on snow angels at 5:00 a.m. And I’d be missing out on all the good things I’ve gotten since entering Graham’s world…not the least of which is remembering what it feels like to get so close to someone that when they’re across the room that’s too far away.

xo,

-s-


Even then, I knew Graham would notice that I didn’t use the word love. But I was relieved when he wrote back saying, “It’s probably about the nicest, most honest letter I’ve ever got. I won’t go on except to say ‘thank you’ and I’ll relax and we’ll just take it as it comes. No seeing other people though—can’t do that one. Also, I’ll tell you whatever you want—I’ve not hidden or lied about anything.”

It was hard to imagine Graham keeping much to himself. The nights we were apart, usually during the week, we’d talk on the phone for hours. Or rather, Graham would do most of the talking and I’d listen, the battery of my cellphone heating up as he described whatever he’d done that day: scanning negatives for his website, replacing the faucet in his kitchen sink, painting a bookshelf he’d found. He was in an industrious phase, hoping to impress me with all his accomplishments, but he got sidetracked easily—in life, and on the phone.

A discussion about his website would lead to a story about the friend who was helping him with the redesign, a bass player in a band that was about to become famous. Which would remind him of the first few times he saw them play, in small bars on the Lower East Side, but now they were playing concerts all over the world. That would segue into an anecdote about the time he took Michael Jackson’s portrait—Graham had a picture on his refrigerator of the two of them, their arms casually
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