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​Chapter One: Jasmine at Forty
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The candle on the kitchen counter had burned down to a stub, and Jasmine hadn't noticed until the flame guttered and died, leaving the room in the gray, secondhand light of the television she wasn't really watching. She sat with her legs folded under her on the couch, a glass of red wine balanced on the armrest, her laptop open across her thighs. The apartment was so quiet she could hear the refrigerator hum. She had learned, over the years, to think of that sound as company.

Forty had arrived the way she suspected it would—not with fanfare, not with crisis, but with a kind of soft settling, like snow accumulating on a windowsill. There had been a small party. Her friend Deb had made a cake with candles that spelled out a number Jasmine asked everyone not to say aloud, and her coworkers had given her a gift card and a card signed in a loop of different handwriting styles, and her mother had called from Phoenix and said, You don't sound forty, as if that were the finest compliment a woman could receive. That had been three weeks ago. Since then, life had resumed its familiar geometry: work, home, the commute in between, and her evenings, which were hers entirely and which she sometimes loved and sometimes found almost unbearably long.

She was not unhappy. She needed people to understand that about her, even though she never said it aloud, even though there was no one to say it to at ten-fifteen on a Tuesday night. She had a good job—senior editor at a mid-sized publishing house, work she genuinely cared about, manuscripts that sometimes moved her so deeply she had to set them down and stare at the ceiling. She had her apartment, which she had furnished slowly and well over the course of seven years, a place that reflected her tastes without compromise. She had her routines, her reading, her Sunday morning walks through the farmers market even in winter, when the vendors sold root vegetables and preserves and looked mildly heroic for showing up. She had Deb, who called too often and meant it affectionately. She had, in all practical senses, a life.

What she had less of—and this was the thing she rarely named, even to herself, even in the privacy of her own mind—was the particular feeling of being known by someone. Not known about. Not liked or professionally respected or reliably texted on her birthday. Known. The feeling that somewhere there was a person who held her in his mind with the specific tenderness she sometimes imagined while drifting off to sleep. She had been close to it, twice. Once at twenty-six, with a man named Derrick who turned out to be better in theory than in practice. Once at thirty-three, with a man named Marcus who was wonderful in every way except the fundamental one of wanting the same things she wanted. Since Marcus, she had dated occasionally, without urgency, in the way one occasionally browsed apartments in cities one had no plan to move to—something between entertainment and longing.

She had not, in the last four years, felt her heart do anything unexpected.

The forum she'd found six months ago was called The Long Read, which she'd discovered after a late-night search for a discussion thread about a novel she'd edited—a quiet, structurally ambitious book about grief that had sold modestly and deserved better. Someone had posted a four-paragraph analysis that understood the novel in precisely the way she'd hoped readers would, and she'd followed the thread back to the community, created an account under the name JasmineReads, and had been lurking and occasionally commenting ever since. It was an unusually civil corner of the internet. People discussed books and films and occasionally music with what seemed like genuine seriousness, disagreed without cruelty, recommended things without being condescending. She had come to look forward to checking it the way she looked forward to the farmers market—a small, reliable pleasure in the shape of her weeks.

Tonight she was reading a thread about a short story collection she'd loved in her twenties, one of those books that had felt like being handed a key to something. Someone had started the thread with a fairly conventional take—beautiful prose, emotionally distant, more interested in style than feeling—and the responses had been piling on in agreement, which Jasmine found mildly irritating. She was composing a response in her head when she saw his comment.

The username was JasperNelson30. He'd posted maybe twenty minutes earlier, and his comment was longer than most, formatted in three loose paragraphs. She read it once quickly, then went back and read it again.

He argued, with the patience of someone who expected to be disagreed with, that the emotional distance people often attributed to the writing was actually the point—that the collection was about the particular experience of feeling life from behind glass, as he put it, witnessing your own existence rather than inhabiting it, and that accusing a book about dissociation of being emotionally distant was a little like accusing a book about silence of being too quiet. He wrote it without aggression, and there was something in the phrasing—witnessing your own existence rather than inhabiting it—that made Jasmine go still for a moment. He'd added a final line that was lighter in tone: Anyway, I've probably read this collection seven or eight times, which either proves my point or proves I have a type, and I'm not sure which is worse.

She laughed. Actually laughed, out loud, in her quiet apartment.

She looked at his profile. JasperNelson30. The number presumably an age, which meant he was younger than her—ten years, if it was current—or possibly just a number, the way people sometimes added numbers to usernames when their first choice was taken. He had sixty-three posts across various threads, mostly books, a few films. His comments were consistently long and consistently interesting. He had recommended, in another thread, a novel she had actually worked on—a small coincidence that felt, irrationally, like a kind of signal.

She responded to the main thread, agreeing with his point and adding her own angle: that the collection's formal distance was also a kind of mercy, that some emotional experiences could only be approached obliquely, that the author was writing from inside a feeling that had no direct language yet. She tagged his username in her reply, crediting the idea.

He responded within ten minutes. Yes, exactly—oblique is the right word, and I think that's also why it doesn't work for everyone, because some readers want the full-frontal version of feeling, which is valid, it's just a different kind of book. And then: Also, your point about experiences without language yet is something I've been thinking about for months in a different context. Jealous that you put it so cleanly.

They went back and forth in the thread for half an hour. It was easy in the way that conversation was sometimes easy with a new person, when the registers matched without either party having to work at it. He was funny in an understated way, tended toward the precise word rather than the approximate one, and seemed to hold his opinions firmly enough to defend them but loosely enough to let them change. At one point he admitted to never having finished a book she considered unambiguously great, and rather than defending himself, he said only: I know, I know. It's been sitting on my shelf for three years being quietly disappointed in me.

When the thread wound down, Jasmine closed the laptop halfway and looked at the dead candle on the counter. The refrigerator hummed. The television was showing something with a laugh track that she couldn't remember selecting.

She thought about what it felt like to talk to someone—actually talk, exchange something real, the back-and-forth of a genuine exchange—and how rarely she experienced that with the ease she'd just felt in that thread. With Deb she loved but had to translate herself for sometimes. With her colleagues she was always, slightly, performing competence. With her mother she was always, slightly, performing okayness. She couldn't remember the last time a conversation had felt like relief.

She opened the laptop again.

She found his profile and looked at the direct message button for a moment. It was the small, blinking kind of digital threshold that usually meant nothing—a message on a book forum was not a significant act—and yet her brain was performing calculations she hadn't consciously requested, tallying reasons not to and finding them thin: He's probably not local. He might not respond. It's late. You're reading into a comment exchange. All true. Also thin.

She opened the message window.

She typed and deleted four different openers. Hey, following up on the thread— no, too formal. I didn't want to clog the thread with this but— also strange. Random to reach out but your point about glass really stuck with me— closer. She sat with that for a moment, then decided to just say the thing she actually meant instead of the polished, oblique version of it.

Hi—I'm Jasmine. We were just talking in the thread about that collection, and I don't usually do this, but I wanted to say that the phrase "witnessing your own existence rather than inhabiting it" has been sitting in my chest since I read it, which is exactly what good criticism is supposed to do. So. Thank you for that. And for being the only person in that thread who actually read the book.

She read it back twice. It was honest and a little vulnerable and she wasn't sure that was the right choice and she hit send anyway.

Then she sat very still.

The feeling that moved through her in the next few seconds was not the heavy, significant feeling she might have expected from a moment she knew, already, she would remember. It was lighter than that, and stranger—a loosening, somewhere in her chest, like a knot that had been there so long she'd mistaken it for architecture. Her heart was going faster than made any logical sense for the sending of a message on a book forum at ten-thirty on a Tuesday to a stranger who might not respond until morning, if at all. She was aware, with the clarity that sometimes came in the small hours, that she was feeling something she hadn't let herself feel in years: the specific aliveness of wanting something to happen.

Not wanting a relationship, not wanting to solve anything, not wanting the big, shape-shifting future her mother asked about every Thanksgiving. Just wanting this—the next message, the next exchange, the possibility of a voice she'd just found continuing to speak. It was small, and it was enough, and it had been so long since something small had been enough to make her feel this way that she pressed her hand briefly to her sternum as if to confirm her own presence.

Her phone buzzed on the cushion beside her. She ignored it. She looked at the message window on her screen instead.

She thought about the way he'd written witnessing your own existence—how he'd gotten, in five words, at something she'd spent years living without naming. She thought about the last line of his comment, the one that had made her laugh, and how laughter was trust, in some small way, an agreement between two people that the world could be looked at with a certain lightness without collapsing. She thought about how the best conversation she'd had this week was with a stranger on the internet who had read a short story collection seven or eight times, which either proved his point or proved he had a type.

She thought: I don't know anything about this person.

And then, quieter, almost like a correction: I know something.

She uncurled her legs from beneath her and stretched, and got up to pour the last inch of wine from the bottle on the counter, and turned off the television and the lamp in the corner, leaving only the light from the laptop, which sat open on the couch cushion and glowed with the patient, unassuming brightness of something waiting. She stood in the kitchen and held her wine and looked at it from across the room.

She was forty years old and her apartment was quiet and she had just sent a message to a stranger because a phrase he wrote had sat in her chest like a stone, and the rightness or wrongness of any of that felt, right now, beside the point. What mattered, for reasons she couldn't have articulated to Deb or her mother or anyone who might ask—what mattered was the feeling that had moved through her when she hit send, the loosening, the liveness, the particular and long-absent sensation of her own heart doing something without her permission.

She took her wine back to the couch. She pulled the laptop onto her knees. She did not check the message window—she told herself she would wait, would not become the kind of woman who refreshed compulsively, would give the moment room to breathe. She lasted forty seconds before she looked.

No reply yet. Of course not—it had been four minutes. She set the laptop beside her and picked up the book she'd been reading, a galley from a debut novelist, and read the same paragraph three times without retaining any of it.

The refrigerator hummed.

Outside, the city carried on with its ordinary nighttime business—taxis and wind and the distant percussion of the elevated train two blocks east—and Jasmine sat in the light of her quiet apartment and felt, for the first time in longer than she could honestly remember, that the evening was not too long. That, in fact, she had no desire for it to end.
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​Chapter Two: Jasper Replies
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The reply came at eleven-fourteen.

Jasmine knew this because she had, despite her best intentions, checked the message window six times between putting the book down and ostensibly deciding to go to bed, and the sixth time she checked it, there it was—a small bold indicator beside his username, the notification landing with a quiet weight she felt in her collarbone before she'd read a single word.

She sat up straighter against the couch cushions. She told herself to read it once, normally, at a normal pace, like a person reading a message rather than a person who had been thinking about a message for forty minutes.

Jasmine—this is a nice thing to come back to after spending the last hour losing an argument with a grant application. Thank you. And I have to say, "sitting in your chest" is a better response than my writing usually gets, so I'm going to hold onto that. (My writing usually gets: a thumbs-up emoji from my friend Cal, who means well but reads everything on his phone at the gym.)

Also, the only person who actually read the book—I'll take it, though I suspect you may have read it too.

She read it twice. She was smiling before she'd consciously registered that she was smiling, which felt both pleasant and mildly exposing, as though she'd been caught at something.

He had a grant application. He had a friend named Cal who read things at the gym. His humor was the kind that arrived sideways and didn't announce itself. She noticed that he'd used her name—just the once, at the start, the way people sometimes did when they wanted a message to feel less like a broadcast and more like a letter. She noticed that she had noticed this.

She typed back: Cal sounds like the friend everyone has who technically supports you. I may have read it twice, but I'm not going to confirm that until I know more about who I'm talking to.

She hesitated over the last clause, wondering if it was too much—too pointed, too forward, too much like an invitation. She sent it.

His reply took four minutes, which she did not time but could have.

Fair. Okay: I'm Jasper. I'm thirty, I live in Chicago, I work in urban planning—specifically green infrastructure, which sounds more exciting than it is, though I do get to argue about trees for money, which is not nothing. I read too much, I cook adequately, I run in the mornings with the grim dedication of someone who does not enjoy running but has convinced himself it's load-bearing for his personality. I have strong opinions about coffee and weak opinions about most television. I used to play piano badly and now I play it even worse because I only play when I'm procrastinating, which means I only ever practice the first eight bars of things. What else. I have a brother and a sister—Caleb and Andrea—who I don't see as much as I probably should. That's a whole thing I'll explain if you ever want to hear it. I have been a member of this forum for two years and you are the first person who has ever messaged me privately, which either says something about me or about the forum and I genuinely don't know which.

Your turn.

Jasmine read it and laughed again—the real kind, not the small polite reflex she deployed at work functions, but the kind that came from somewhere unguarded. The piano detail got her specifically. She could picture it exactly, the opening bars of something repeated and then abandoned, the instrument going quiet when the procrastination was over and the work resumed. It was an oddly intimate detail for a stranger to offer. Or maybe not odd—maybe that was just what honesty looked like when it wasn't being careful.

She thought for a moment about how to answer and decided to match his register: open, a little self-deprecating, unhurried.

I'm Jasmine. I'm forty—you knew that from my username, and yes, it's exactly what you think it is, and no, I'm not going to pretend it isn't slightly funny. I live in New York and I work in book publishing, which sounds glamorous to people who don't work in it and is actually mostly emails and spreadsheets and the occasional manuscript that makes you feel like your chest has been opened up with a very small and precise instrument. I make good coffee and I know it. I walk everywhere, which in New York is less a choice than a survival strategy. I grew up in Georgia, which people always find surprising because I apparently don't present as Georgia. I'm not sure what that means but I've heard it enough that I've started wondering. I read for work and then I read more when I get home, which my friend Deb thinks is like a chef cooking dinner after a restaurant shift, but I think is more like a mechanic going for a drive, which is a different thing. I like this forum because it's the only place on the internet where I can be pretentious about books without it being embarrassing.

She paused, finger hovering. Then added: Also I've read that collection three times, not twice. I lied earlier to seem cool.

She hit send and felt the same loosening she'd felt before, somewhere in the upper chest, a physical sensation that she associated more with jumping from heights than with typing on a laptop. It struck her as disproportionate and also non-negotiable, the way physical responses often were.

His reply came in two minutes this time.

The mechanic going for a drive is a much better metaphor and I'm going to steal it. Also I refuse to believe you don't present as Georgia—I think you present as wherever you decided to be from, which is different. And three times is correct. Three times means the book did its job.

And then, below it, a second message that came thirty seconds after: What's the manuscript that most recently opened you up with the small precise instrument?

Jasmine looked at that question for a moment. It was a good question, the kind that took its subject seriously—not what's your favorite book or what are you reading but something more specific, more interested in her experience than in the abstract topic. She thought about the debut novel sitting half-read on the couch cushion, a galley she'd been given three weeks ago by a colleague with the words you're going to feel things about this.

She told him about it. Not the title—it wasn't published yet—but the shape of what it did: a novel about a woman sorting through her mother's belongings after an unexpected death, and how the author had found a way to write grief that didn't aestheticize it or resolve it, just held it at the exact temperature it actually was. She wrote more than she'd intended, three full paragraphs, and then looked at what she'd written and felt briefly self-conscious and sent it anyway because it was honest and she'd already established honesty as the operating mode of this conversation and it seemed too late to stop.

His response took longer this time—seven minutes, which meant he was reading carefully or thinking, and either option felt good.

That's the thing about grief writing that usually fails—it reaches for the universal and loses the specific. The specific is the whole thing. The specific is the only thing that's actually true. I think that's also why that short story collection works and why people who don't like it don't—because it's so stubbornly, specifically one person's experience that it either fits you or it doesn't, and there's no arguing your way into it.

I want to read the novel you're describing. Can you tell me the title when it comes out?

Also—it's almost midnight on a Tuesday and I have a 7am meeting about a median strip in Wicker Park that I care about more than is professionally defensible. I should go. But I want to keep talking. Is that okay to say?

Jasmine read the last paragraph three times.

Is that okay to say. The question wasn't rhetorical. It was an actual question, asked by a person who knew that what he was saying was slightly more than casual and who was asking her permission before crossing that small threshold. She found this—she took a moment to find the right word for it—she found it decent. Old-fashioned in the best sense. He had said the thing that was true and then immediately left room for her to respond to it as she chose.

She became aware, sitting in her dim apartment with the laptop warm on her knees, that she had not once in the last forty-five minutes thought about the wine or the television or the dead candle on the counter or the refrigerator's hum or any of the ambient furnishings of her solitary Tuesday evening. She had been entirely somewhere else—or entirely, rather, right here, more present in her own living room than she had been in months.

It's okay to say, she typed. I want to keep talking too. Go defend your median strip.

It has three red maples, he wrote back. They deserve defending.

She laughed and closed the laptop and sat in the dark for a moment with her hand resting on the lid.

She opened it again.

She read the conversation from the beginning, which she recognized as the behavior of a person who was trying to prove something to herself, or to understand something—to verify that it had been as good as it felt in the moment, that she hadn't been inflating it the way the mind inflated small things at night when it was quiet and you were alone and open to being inflated. But reading it back, it was still good. The piano detail was still there. Three times means the book did its job was still there. Is that okay to say was still there, and still had the same quality—that careful, sincere, slightly disarming quality—it had had the first time.

She told herself: he's just a warm person. He's just friendly. Some people are like this—open without meaning anything particular by it, generous conversationalists who make everyone they talk to feel interesting and attended to. It was possible. It was likely, even. She had no data suggesting otherwise.

But then she thought about attentive—how his questions had been specific to what she'd said, not generic, not the conversational equivalent of a form letter. How he'd remembered that she'd said sitting in her chest and circled back to it. How he'd offered the piano detail, which was oddly intimate, without seeming to notice that it was. How he'd asked about the manuscript that moved her rather than the manuscript she liked best—a distinction that required you to understand, already, that they were not the same thing.

That was not nothing. That was, in fact, something. She wasn't sure yet what kind of something, but she was old enough and had been wrong enough times to know the difference between a mind reaching hopefully toward a pattern and a mind recognizing one.

She went to bed at eleven forty-five. She lay in the dark and looked at the ceiling and felt the particular texture of being awake when you'd expected to be asleep, a mild, pleasant restlessness with no urgency to it—the kind that came not from anxiety but from having something to think about that was worth thinking about.

Jasper. Urban planner. Chicago. Red maples in Wicker Park. The first eight bars of things, repeated and then abandoned. A friend named Cal who thumbed-up everything at the gym. A grant application he'd been losing an argument with at eleven o'clock on a Tuesday. Thirty years old, which was ten less than her, which she had thought would feel more significant than it did. She waited for the number to land with some weight and it didn't, particularly. It sat there. She looked at it. It seemed less important than the piano detail, less important than the careful phrasing of is that okay to say, less important than the fact that he had read a short story collection seven or eight times and could tell you exactly why.

She told herself, with the firm internal voice she used for things she genuinely meant: don't make it into something. The next-day voice, the reasonable voice, the voice that had learned things from Derrick and Marcus and the years of quiet afterward. You exchanged messages with a stranger who was pleasant and funny. That is all that happened. People are pleasant and funny on the internet every day without it meaning anything. You have no information. You have forty-five minutes and an exchange about a short story collection and a man who cares too much about a median strip. That's all.

The ceiling offered nothing in response.

He asked if it was okay to say he wanted to keep talking, said a different voice, quieter and less responsible. He asked permission. He planted three red maples and he thought that was worth mentioning.

Outside, the elevated train went past—she could hear it two blocks east, the familiar iron percussion of it—and she listened until it faded and the apartment settled back into its nighttime register, the refrigerator, the wind against the window glass, the building breathing around her.

She fell asleep thinking about Chicago, which she had visited once, years ago, in winter, when the cold had come off the lake with a physical force that had felt almost personal. She hadn't thought of it since. She thought of it now—the wide grey water, the specific architecture of the city against a white sky—and found that she was already half-curious what it looked like in spring, which was a strange thing to be curious about for no reason at all.
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​Chapter Three: The First Conversation
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He messaged her the next evening at seven-twelve.

She was still at her desk—not her office desk, which she had left at six with the deliberate energy of someone trying to establish a boundary with themselves, but her home desk, the small one in the corner of the bedroom where the light was good until five and then required the lamp, and she had been reading the debut galley again, making notes in the margins in pencil the way she'd been taught never to do with galleys and had been doing for fifteen years anyway. When the notification appeared on her phone she looked at it with a feeling she didn't immediately name and then named: relief. As though something she'd been waiting for without admitting she was waiting had finally arrived.

How was the median strip meeting?

She had sent that. Last night, before closing the laptop, she'd typed it and scheduled nothing and sent nothing and then this morning, in the ten minutes between waking and getting up, she had opened the message thread and typed it and sent it before she was fully conscious enough to deliberate, which was either instinct or cowardice and she'd decided not to determine which.

The median strip meeting, he wrote back now, was a triumph. The maples stay. I presented seventeen slides about soil permeability and root systems and the surprisingly political history of urban tree canopy, and the committee looked at me the way people look at someone who has clearly prepared too much for a thing, which is a mixture of respect and pity, and then they approved the plan. I went home and made pasta to celebrate, which is what I do for all my victories, large and small. Last week I made pasta because I found my keys.

Jasmine was still holding the galley when she read this. She set it down.

Pasta is an entirely appropriate victory meal, she wrote. What kind.

Cacio e pepe. Which sounds impressive and is actually just pasta, cheese, and pepper, but the technique is finicky enough that you feel like you've done something when it works. It didn't fully work—I got a little clumping—but that's not the point. The point was the gesture.

The point was the gesture, she repeated back. That's going to be the title of my memoir.

Only if I get an acknowledgment. Something modest. Just: "And to Jasper, who taught me that intentions are more than half the thing."

She smiled at her phone. Then she thought: this is the third evening in a row I've smiled at my phone in a way that would require explanation. She did not find this thought troubling. She found it, instead, mildly interesting—clinical and warm at once, the way she sometimes observed herself from a slight remove, as if she were a character she was following with interest and some affection.

She moved from the bedroom to the couch. She poured a glass of water. She put the phone on the cushion beside her and they talked.

He asked what she'd been listening to and she told him: the same album she'd been putting on for years when she wanted to think, a pianist she'd discovered in her late twenties whose music sounded like the last twenty minutes before dark, and she didn't know how to describe it except that it felt like a room she recognized. He said he knew exactly what she meant—that there was music for thinking and music for feeling and music for neither, just existing inside, and that those three categories were not interchangeable and the music that crossed from one to another was rare. He said he'd been stuck for two months on a folk record a colleague had played in the office, something sparse and close-miked that he'd initially dismissed and then found himself humming in the shower, which was how he knew it had gotten in.

She asked him what he put on when he cooked. He said it depended on the dish—something with rhythm for anything requiring attention, something with space for the things that could look after themselves. He said the cacio e pepe had gotten Bill Evans, which was probably why the clumping happened, because Bill Evans made him dreamy and dreamy was not the right register for emulsification. She laughed at that and typed dreamy is not the right register for emulsification into the message window and added I need you to know that is a sentence I will think about for the rest of my life.

He sent back: It's yours. No acknowledgment required.

She asked about Chicago and he told her it was finally warm, after a winter he described as operatically long, and that the city in spring was something that had to be earned, which was why people who grew up there loved it in a way that felt almost defensive—because you couldn't have the spring without surviving the February, and the spring therefore meant something. He asked about New York and she told him it was the same but louder, and that the particular quality of a New York summer evening, when the heat softened around nine and people put chairs on stoops and the whole city seemed to exhale at once, was one of the things that had made her stay when she'd considered leaving twice. He asked when she'd considered leaving and she found herself answering honestly: once at thirty-two, when Marcus left and the city had briefly felt like it belonged to someone else; once at thirty-seven, when she'd been offered a job in London that she'd turned down for reasons she still wasn't entirely sure about. He asked what the London job was. She told him. He said: Do you regret it?

She thought about it. I don't know, she wrote. I think I made the decision from fear, which isn't the same as making the wrong decision, but it also isn't not that. I think I stayed because I knew New York and didn't know London, and I told myself a story about rootedness that was really a story about being afraid of starting over.

She sent it and then looked at what she'd said—more honest than she'd intended, more self-aware than she usually allowed herself to be in conversation, even with Deb, who knew most of her stories but not all of their undersides.

That's very clear-eyed, he wrote. Most people don't admit when their reasons were also fears. They pick one and stick with it.

It took me three years to see it that way.

Still counts.

She held the phone in both hands for a moment, the screen bright in the dim room. There it was again—that quality she'd tried to name last night and called attentive for lack of a better word. The way he responded to the thing she actually said rather than the surface of it. The way he didn't rush to reassure her or redirect or perform sympathy, but just met her where she was and said something true.

She asked about his work—not the median strips, but what had drawn him to it, what he was actually trying to do with his days—and he turned serious in the way she was beginning to understand he could turn, without warning and without self-consciousness, the humor dropping away like a coat he'd set down.

He said he'd grown up in a neighborhood in Cincinnati that had no trees. He meant that literally: it had very few parks and almost no canopy, and the summers were measurably hotter than neighborhoods with more green because concrete absorbed and held heat in ways that the city's poorer districts had always been left to absorb without remedy. He'd learned this in college—that it had a name, urban heat island effect, that the differential could be as much as ten degrees, that it tracked almost exactly along the lines of which neighborhoods had historically received investment and which hadn't—and something about that had crystallized for him. The idea that the physical experience of living in a city—whether your street was shaded, whether your children played on grass or asphalt, whether the air you breathed in August was one temperature or another—was not random, was designed, was the result of a hundred years of decisions that could be made differently. He'd decided to be one of the people who made them differently.

So the median strip with the three red maples isn't really about the median strip, Jasmine wrote.

No, he wrote. It never is.

She stared at that for a moment. She thought: this is a person who knows what he's for. She had met very few of those. She was not sure she was one herself, though she'd gotten closer in the last decade—closer to understanding that the manuscripts she championed were not arbitrary, that she was drawn to writing that sat with the difficult and the unresolved and refused to make it easier than it was, that this was connected to something in her, a commitment to reality over comfort that she'd had since childhood and had only recently learned to call a value rather than a trait.

She told him some version of this—clumsily, she thought, but he didn't seem to find it clumsy.

You have a way of making me think, he wrote. Like, actively think, while I'm reading what you wrote. Not think about a topic but think about what I actually believe. That's rare.

She read that three times. She felt warm in a way that was not temperature. She considered and discarded several responses and finally wrote: That might be the nicest thing anyone has said to me in recent memory, and I work with writers.

Writers are too busy being made to think by other writers, he wrote. You're unguarded competition.

She spent the next twenty minutes telling him about the most difficult manuscript she'd ever edited—a novel that had come to her in pieces, brilliant and broken, from an author who could not see the book's architecture and whose defensiveness was proportional to his talent, which meant it was considerable—and how she'd spent four months finding a way to show him what the book already was, to point toward its own best self rather than toward a version she might have written. He asked good questions. He pushed back once, gently, on something she'd said about the author's resistance, suggesting that sometimes resistance was the author protecting something real that a clear-eyed outside eye couldn't fully see, and she had paused and considered and said: Yes. You're right. He was protecting the ending and I was wrong about the ending and when I finally saw it I had to go back to him and say so.

How did that feel?

Embarrassing and correct. Which is the best kind of embarrassing.

Agreed, he said. I made an argument to a city council last year that I was wrong about and had to retract publicly and I wanted to dissolve into the carpet tiles but it was also—I don't know. Clarifying. Like the humiliation burned something off.

She understood exactly what he meant and told him so.

They talked about food. He had opinions about sandwiches that he delivered with the gravity of a man addressing a senate committee—the structural problems of the club sandwich, the tragically misunderstood virtue of the simple ham-and-butter on good bread, the impossibility of the Reuben outside of specific geographic contexts. She told him she had given up cooking for real some years ago and now maintained what she called a serious snack infrastructure, meaning her refrigerator at any given moment contained things of quality that required no preparation: good cheese, good olives, fruit that was actually ripe, bread from the place three blocks over that she considered one of the genuine privileges of her adult life. He said that sounded like a more honest relationship with eating than most people had. She told him the bread was called a miche and it weighed nearly two pounds and she could finish half of it in a sitting without remorse. He said: That's not a character flaw, that's a calling.

She laughed out loud. The second time this evening. She noted both.

At some point she became aware that it was late without being sure how late, the way you lost track of time in certain conversations—not because you stopped existing in time but because the time stopped being the point, stopped being the thing you measured the experience against. She checked and it was ten fifty. They had been talking for nearly four hours, and she'd had water and then tea and then more water and she hadn't finished the galley or checked her email after seven-twelve and she felt, sitting in the low light of her living room in the middle of another Tuesday, like herself—specifically, precisely herself, the version that existed before she had learned to perform competence and okayness and quiet contentment for an audience that included herself.

I should sleep, she typed, and added: I've said that the last two nights and not meant it.

I know, he said. Same.

Do you have to be somewhere tomorrow?

I have a site visit at nine. Which means I need to look like a person who has slept and also like a person who has opinions about drainage, both of which require preparation.

Go, she said. Drain something responsible.

You make it sound so glamorous, he wrote. Good night, Jasmine.

She looked at her name in his message. The way he used it—not as punctuation, not as filler, but placed just so, at the end, like a door held open. She had noticed it the first night and noticed it again now and thought it was probably a small habit of his and was probably meaningless and felt, nevertheless, like something small and deliberate and warm.

Good night, Jasper, she wrote.

She closed the app and set the phone face-down on the couch cushion and stayed still for a moment, listening to the apartment settle around her. The refrigerator. The wind. Two blocks east, the train. The ordinary nighttime world in which she sat, lighter than she'd been in the morning, lighter than she'd been in months—she felt it like a physical fact, like something that had been sitting on her chest had lifted an inch, not gone but relocated, manageable.

She thought about what he'd said: You have a way of making me think. She thought about the maples in Wicker Park, which were standing now in the spring dark of a city she'd visited once in winter, and how it wasn't really about the median strip. She thought about Bill Evans and emulsification and the idea that humiliation sometimes burned something off. She thought about the way he'd asked do you regret it without flinching—direct without being aggressive, curious without being extractive, the question of someone who wanted to know the actual answer.

She picked up the galley and took it to bed with her, though she didn't read much. She lay with it open and the lamp on and her mind not quite where the pages were, drifting pleasantly sideways, the way a mind drifted when it had been given something good to turn over in the dark. She thought that there was a particular texture to feeling known that was different from being liked, different from being admired, different even from being loved if the loving was the easy kind that didn't require you to show yourself fully—and that she had not felt that texture in a long time, had almost forgotten the weight and warmth of it, and that tonight it had come from a man in Chicago who argued about trees and got clumping in his cacio e pepe and left the piano after eight bars and had asked her, carefully, if it was okay to say he wanted to keep talking.

She turned the lamp off.

She thought, on the edge of sleep, that she would like to tell him something tomorrow that she hadn't told anyone else. She wasn't sure yet what. But she wanted to find out what it was, and then she wanted to offer it, and see what he did with it.

That wanting


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





