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For John and Carol

A lucid interval: a temporary restoration of clarity

in the course of a progressive disorder.

In law, an instrument executed during a lucid interval is valid.




Part One

The Work is Working




Chapter 1

The stones are cold when Nicolás comes out. He likes the courtyard before the day asks anything of him, the borrachero still in shadow, the tinto hot enough to hold with both hands. He has been awake since before the light changed. He does not remember waking.

He settles into the chair that faces the wall where the borrachero grows. The chair is wooden and he has sat in it so many times that the place where his hands rest on the arms is worn smooth from the grain. He does not notice this. He has been sitting in this chair long enough that the smoothness is just the chair.

He opens the book. Under the Borrachero Tree — his daughter's cousin's novel. He has read it before, or at least he thinks he has. There is a page with a corner folded down and he turns to it, though he cannot say whether this is where he left off. He does not remember folding the corner.

He begins to read aloud.

This is how he always read when Sofía was nearby. She would be at the table behind him. At this time of morning, she would have her yarns and needles or whatever she was cutting and arranging, some project she never explained and he never needed to understand. His voice in the air between them was the point. Not the words. Sofía is not there anymore. He reads aloud now because the habit is older than the reason for it.

* * *

The chapter he has found is about a young engineer. Rigo. He has the feeling he has met this man before, without being able to say when or where in the book.

Rigo is in Canada, his engineering degree framed on the wall. He has built a life there — friends, the shape of a career, the texture of days that fit together. But Rigo's roots in Colombia are pulling at him the way something pulls when it belongs to you and you have been away from it too long. He turns the situation over and arrives at a thought he is embarrassed by: Colombia needs people like me.

Nicolás reads the line a second time.

It does not embarrass him. He understands exactly what it costs a man to say that to himself, and why it is not vanity but something more like obligation, the recognition of a debt you didn't choose and cannot put down.

He says this to Sofía, or thinks it toward where she would be sitting.

Then something else catches him — a passage later in the chapter, a detail of a flour mill in a valley the book doesn't name. The mill's stone walls, the water wheel, the woman who managed its accounts in a handwriting so small and precise the ledgers looked like sheet music. He stops reading aloud.

He knows that handwriting. He is almost certain he knows that handwriting.

He goes back and reads the passage again. The valley is called something he doesn't recognize in the novel, but the landscape is like Boyacá — the dry hillsides, the altitude, the slant of light that this valley has and others at this elevation don't. He has been in that landscape. He grew up a short distance from it.

He reads on.

The church bell counts out the hour. He does not count with it.

* * *

In the novel, Rigo walks out to the campus garden to clear his head. It is early summer in Canada. The gardens are in full bloom. He walks until he finds a tree he has not noticed before — white flowers hanging downward, like bells pointed at the ground. He sits beneath it. The calm there is different from the calm anywhere else in the garden. He does not know what the tree is. He sits long enough that he sleeps.

Nicolás looks up from the page.

The borrachero in the patio is still in shadow at this hour, the wall behind it taking the first of the light that has come over the rooftop. The flowers hang the way they always hang, downward, as if offering something to the ground. He has always liked this tree. He has been asked, more than once, whether he planted it. He did not. It was here when they came.

He looks at it for a moment. Then back at the page.

* * *

Rigo dreams under the borrachero. In the dream he is walking a path through a Colombian forest — both strange and known, the way things are in dreams, each step solid but the path visible only a few steps ahead. It forks. On one side, Colombia. On the other, a horizon where Canada is possible.

At the fork, sitting as if he had been there a long time, is Don Quixote.

Nicolás slows and reads the passage again.

Don Quixote is not tilting at anything in this dream. He is simply sitting by the fork in the road, the lance resting against his shoulder, looking at the young man without urgency. He says only: Do what is best for you.

That is all. The young man wakes under the borrachero with the dream still in his body, and he knows what he is going to do. He will leave Canada and go back to Colombia.

* * *

Nicolás closes the book on his thumb.

He did that, he says to Sofía. The young man went back.

She does not answer. He is not waiting for her to answer. He is speaking the way you speak when the other person is somewhere in the house — perhaps in the next room, perhaps within earshot, perhaps not — and you say the thing regardless because the thing needs saying.

A mining engineer, Rigo. Or close enough. He went to Canada to become something the country needed, and when he had it he came home and used it there. Nicolás has read about this kind of man in newspapers. He has been this kind of man.

He went back for a different reason — not for the country, not precisely, but for Sofía, which amounted to the same thing. She had told him she might not be coming back from her trip and he put the company on the table and came home. He does not regret this. He has never regretted this. He would like to tell her he has never regretted this, but this is a thing she already knows, a thing they settled long before the courtyard and the mornings and the borrachero that was here waiting for them.

The tinto is cold. He drinks what is left.

* * *

He should tell her about the book. She would find the Don Quixote part interesting. She would say something creative about it — about the simplest advice coming from the most dramatic figure, or about how all the great quests are really about knowing when to stop. She had a way of going directly to what a thing was about, skipping the part where you had to convince yourself it was interesting.

He reaches back to say this.

And then he knows again that she is no longer there. He feels the emptiness. He is aware of it the way you are aware of a step that was not there in the dark — the foot expecting something solid, the body stumbling and then catching itself, the mind arriving late to what the body already knows. He was reaching toward her and she was no longer there. He is alone in the courtyard with the cold cup in his hands and the book in his lap.

He has been sitting here for a while. He does not know how long.

The light has moved. It is into the courtyard now, reaching the stones a few meters from his chair. Not reaching the borrachero yet. That side of the wall is still in shadow. But the stones near the door have gone from gray to slightly amber, the way Villa de Leyva stone goes when the morning takes hold of it.

* * *

He tries to find what he was thinking about.

Sofía. He was going to say something to Sofía about the book.

He looks at the page under his thumb. The young engineer in the garden. Don Quixote at the fork in the road. He finds the line: Do what is best for you.

He says it aloud. He doesn't know if it is for her or for him or for the courtyard in general.

The borrachero does not move.

He thinks about Rigo going back. He thinks about himself going back, or what it felt like — the sense of something set down, the relief of it, the weight lifting off a part of him that he had been accommodating for so long he had stopped feeling it. He and Sofía moved to this house when they retired and their other life was done. The courtyard, the slow mornings, the tree that asked nothing of them. They had earned it.

He does not know if he has said any of this aloud. He checks: his lips were moving.

* * *

He should go in and make a second tinto.

He does not go in. He opens the book again to find the page. The corner he folded is gone — the thumb slipped at some point while he was not paying attention — and now he is somewhere in the middle of a chapter he does not recognize. A woman at a table. Her handwriting described as small and precise, like sheet music.

He stops.

He read this already. The flour mill. The valley that might be Valle del Cauca or might be Boyacá. He is going in circles, or forward, or backward — it is difficult to know without the corner to orient him.

He closes the book. He will find the Rigo section again later.

He looks at the borrachero.

It occurs to him — not as a new thought, more in the way certain mornings arrive already complete — that the tree in the book and the tree in his courtyard are the same tree. Not the same individual tree. The same tree in the way that the same light falls differently in different places but is still the same light. The young man in the novel sat under his borrachero and woke up knowing what to do. Nicolás has not slept under his. He has sat beside it on mornings like this one, and the mornings have been sufficient.

He is not sure if this is a thought he has had before.

* * *

She used to say the borrachero was the most honest plant in the garden because it didn't pretend to reach toward the light. Everything else is trying to get somewhere. The borrachero waits. The flowers face the ground and whatever comes to them comes, and whatever doesn't, doesn't.

He cannot locate when she said this. Whether it was here or in Bogotá, last year or twenty years ago. The memory has the texture of something thought about often rather than something recently recalled — worn smooth from use, the edges gone. He cannot tell if it is a real memory or a version of one he polished into permanence.

It sounds like something she would say.

* * *

The church bell counts eight.

Victoria comes at nine on Tuesdays. He is fairly certain today is Tuesday. He will be inside and dressed when she comes because that is how mornings work. He has time.

He sits a little longer.

The borrachero is still in shadow. The light has not reached it, though the stones around his chair are warm now under his feet. The white flowers hang. He watches them for a moment the way you watch water — not waiting for something to happen, only attending.

He picks up the book. He will take it inside. He will find the page.

He stands, the chair creaking, the cup light and cold in his hand. The courtyard is fully in morning now, the light partway across the stones, the borrachero still in its shadow, the sky above the walls a hard clear blue without cloud in it, the kind of sky that means the day will be warm by noon.

Do what is best for you, he says. Not to Sofía. Not to anyone.

He goes inside.

The courtyard holds the morning a moment longer.




Chapter 2

The painting catches me before I've opened the laptop. Don Quixote and Sancho on a hillside, going somewhere, going anyway. I have looked at this painting for forty years and I still cannot tell you where they are going. My father never said. He handed it to me at my PhD graduation with a single sentence and the sentence was not about the destination.

Continue chasing after impossible dreams.

He said it the way you say things you mean but have waited too long to say, as if the weight were in the waiting and not the words. I have repeated it to myself at intervals ever since and could not now tell you if I have the wording exactly right.

Port Townsend Bay is gray this morning. January gray — not dramatic, not fog, just the flat light of the season. The Olympic Mountains are not visible. They are there. On clear days they fill the window behind the desk, white and enormous, closer-looking than they have any right to be. Today there is only the water and the sky making the same color at the horizon.

I bring the laptop up.

The borrachero is on the windowsill to my left. I brought it in from the covered porch in November, when the temperature dropped below what it can tolerate. It does not like Port Townsend winters. I have been bringing it in for years. In spring I put it back out and it recovers, as it always does, as if the cold were only an interruption. Elena understands this. She is the one who reminds me to water it.

The borrachero plant is on the windowsill to my left. I brought it in from the covered porch in November, when the temperature dropped past what it can tolerate. It does not like the Port Townsend winters. I have been bringing it in for years. In the spring I will put it back outside and it will recover, as it always does, as if the cold were only an interruption. Elena understands, she is the one who reminds me to water it.

* * *

"Claude," I say. "Where did we leave Nicolás in the last session."

In the courtyard. The borrachero section. You had written toward the afternoon light and stopped.

I remember writing toward the afternoon light. I do not remember stopping. This is new, or it is not new and I am only now noticing it, and I cannot tell which is worse.

"Read me the last paragraph."

The light came over the wall at the hour when the borrachero's fragrance begins to rise. Nicolás sat with the cup in his hands and did not drink from it. He was speaking to someone who was not there, or who was there in the way that certain people remain present after they are gone — not as memory exactly, but as a kind of attention, a direction the mind turns toward without deciding to.

I hold this for a moment. The mind turns toward without deciding to. That's what I was looking for. I must have found it and put it down and gone somewhere else.

"Good. What's the problem."

The paragraph closes on a philosophical observation rather than a sensory detail. The attention it describes gets named rather than shown.

"Yes." I know this rule. I wrote this rule, in different words, in a guide I published two years ago, for people who want to use AI to help them preserve their own stories and don't know where to begin. The AI does not write your story for you, I wrote. It asks the questions. It holds the space. The voice is yours. I believed this when I wrote it. I believe it now. What I could not have anticipated — what the guide does not address — is what it feels like to be on this side of the arrangement. To be the voice the space is being held for.

It feels like this. Reasonable. Useful. Not remotely the same as what I described.

"Let me try it again," I say.

* * *

[Session: Jan 15] Nicolás's hands: left-handed. Check this is consistent throughout.

* * *

I dictate a revision. In the new version Nicolás sets the cup on the arm of the chair and watches the borrachero instead of holding the cup and holding the observation. The tree does the work. The observation doesn't need to be made.

"Better?"

Stronger. The tree does the work the previous version stated.

"Good. What are we working on today."

You said at the end of the last session you wanted to draft the scene where Lucía arrives for the first visit. You had notes on the drive from Bogotá — the tolls, the point on the road where the city feels left behind. You said you wanted to feel that seam.

I did not remember that. That I had said that, at the end of the last session. It is entirely what I would have said — it is my phrasing, the seam between one part of her life and another — and I said it, apparently, and left it for the next session, and the next session is now, and I am hearing it for the first time.

This happens. It has been happening. It is the kind of thing that happens to everyone — you forget what you said to someone at the end of a dinner, you forget the last item on a list. The difference, if there is one, is something I am not examining in detail this morning. I have work to do.

"Show me the notes."

Claude displays them. They are mine — I recognize the abbreviations I've used before, the way I compress a thought that's not yet a sentence. Tolls: accumulate. Not ruinous. Noticed. Sunday traffic — worst direction, worst time. She's learned to leave earlier, or later, or sit with it. Seam: by the time she reaches the turnoff for Villa de Leyva she's decided what she will and will not say.

These notes are good. I wrote them well, in some previous session, and the material is there.

"All right," I say. "Let's work on Lucía's drive."

* * *

I dictate for about forty minutes. The road north from Bogotá through the savanna, climbing into Boyacá. The landscape going from urban to agricultural to something older and drier as you approach Villa de Leyva from the Tunja direction. The tolls — she counts the change at the booth each time, not because she is poor but because the accumulation over months has a different weight than any single toll. The point on the road where the city releases her. The point where her father becomes real and specific again rather than abstract and managed.

Claude tracks continuity, flags a detail that contradicts something in an earlier chapter — the direction she approaches the house from — and I revise it. This is useful. This is the kind of thing I would have caught myself, once, reading back through the chapters. I still catch some of them. Not all.

"How does the drive read," I say.

Lucía moves through the geography rather than being described moving through it. The tolls are doing the work you wanted — they register as accumulation without being calculated. One note: the sentence about what she's decided by the turnoff is doing the work of summarizing what the whole section should show. You might consider cutting it and letting the drive itself be the answer.

I had thought the same thing while I was dictating it and then forgot I had thought it. Claude caught it independently, which is either a coincidence or a sign that the note is obvious. Either way, it's right.

"Cut it," I say.

Done.

* * *

[Session: Jan 15] Elena — remind her about the prescription pickup. Thursday. She knows, but remind her.

* * *

The session has been running about an hour. I feel the work in my neck the way I always do — not pain exactly, the tiredness that comes from sustained attention, from holding a character in the mind while also holding the prose and also managing the distance between the two.

"Where does that leave us," I say.

The borrachero revision is done. The Lucía drive section is drafted, with the cut you just approved. You said at the start you wanted to work on those two things and we've done both. The next logical step would be the scene inside the house — Lucía arriving, the closet she notices.

"Not today. My neck."

Understood. Do you want me to log where we stopped for next time?

"Yes. And send that note to the Substack list — the one I drafted last week about the AI disclosure. I keep forgetting."

Done.

I don't think about this at the time. It is a small thing, exactly the kind of task I would ask Claude to handle. I draft the note, I forget to send it, I mention it, Claude sends it. This is the arrangement. It works.

It has been working for a while in ways I may not be fully tracking. I know this abstractly. I have chosen not to examine it in detail, which is itself a choice I made, which is itself something I may not be fully tracking. These thoughts have a recursive quality that is not useful this morning.

The Port Townsend Bay is going silver as the light shifts toward afternoon. I have been at the desk since before nine. I don't remember if I ate lunch. I probably did not.

* * *

I sit for a moment before closing the laptop.

The painting on the wall. Two figures on a hillside. They are very small against the sky — the sky is most of the painting, churning gray and white, a thin line of pale blue at the horizon that might be clearing. Quixote's lance is raised. Sancho is behind him, half a length back, patient. They are not at a windmill. They are not at anything. They are going.

My father gave me this at my graduation and said something about impossible dreams, and I have had it on my wall since before I had a wall worth hanging it on, and for most of those forty years I did not think about it as a picture about going. I thought about it as a picture about the absurdity of believing in something the world is trying to talk you out of. That is also true. Both things are true at once — the going and the belief — and they are not the same thing, and I am not sure I understood this until recently, until the going itself became something I think about concretely.

You go until you don't. That is all the painting says.

I close the laptop. The bay. The borrachero on the windowsill, waiting for the season to change. Somewhere in the house Elena is working. I can hear the sound of her at her drafting table, a sound I have learned to identify over fifteen years without being able to describe what it is.

I should tell her about the prescription. I already left myself a note.




Chapter 3

The first toll comes twenty minutes north of Bogotá, while the city is still letting her go: warehouses, then scattered lots, then the savanna opening wide. She has her card ready. She always has her card ready by the first toll. This is not something she thinks about. It is something her hand does.

The road goes northeast through Briceño, then Tocancipá. The landscape flattens before it climbs — the Sabana de Bogotá giving way to the mountainous country as the road rises into Boyacá. She has driven this road enough times that she knows where the traffic thins, where the trucks slow on the grade, the exact point where Bogotá stops being a weight behind her.

She left before eight, earlier than she usually manages. A student's parents needed to talk to her on Friday afternoon and the conversation went longer than it needed to, and she left the school at six and could not face the packing and the traffic and got in bed instead and lay there until two in the morning making lists. Then she slept. Then she woke up and made coffee and put her bag in the car before she could rethink it.

This is the first visit since December. Six weeks. She is not counting the weeks exactly but her body knows.

The mornings are his. The afternoons go somewhere he has not learned to follow. She has learned the shape of his day across a year of visits, the way she learned
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