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  For the women who have, on principle, said “I am fine”
  every time anyone asked.

  And for the ones who have, finally, in some March of their lives,
  stopped.






  “Il coraggio non è l’assenza della paura.”

  Courage is not the absence of fear.

  — Italian proverb






  A Note from the Author

  Dear reader,

This is Simone's book.

She is the eldest. She is the one who, in the Salvatore family, has been holding the room steady since she was eleven years old. She is, in her professional life, a divorce attorney — the woman who has spent twelve years professionally extracting reasons from other people, and who cannot, on a Thursday morning in March, find a single one of her own.

That is the lie of her life.

This book is the story of what happens when the lie of her life finally walks out of the room, and Simone Salvatore finds herself — for the first time in her adult life — sitting on a kitchen floor. Her own. And the man who walks into a courthouse three days later, with an envelope and a face she has spent twenty years not letting herself remember, is going to ask her — quietly, in a room full of empty chairs — the one question nobody has been brave enough to ask her for forty-three years.

I am asking, in advance, that you trust her with you.

She is going to be cold. She is going to be wrong. She is going to, in the middle of this book, do a thing that will make you want to put it down for forty pages. She earns every one of those pages.

Stay with her.

She is — for all the careful steel of her — the most tender Salvatore of the four. She has been keeping it at the bottom of a briefcase for thirty-five years.

It is, in the spring of her forty-third year, finally, on the table.

Let's let her open it.

— With love,

Adriana Vale

⁂
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    Chapter
    ONE
    

    The Kitchen Floor
  

  Simone Salvatore — forty-three years old, divorce attorney, eldest of four — sat on the kitchen floor of her sister Lucia's condo at ten forty-six on a Thursday morning in March, with her back against the cabinet and her shoes still on, and tried to decide which of the eight specific reasons she had just left Joseph Lentz to enter, first, into the official record.

She had a yellow legal pad on her knees.

She had — and this was the part that, on the drive over from her own condo, had begun to amuse her in a small dry way — taken the legal pad out of the briefcase that was still in the trunk of the BMW because she had not, this morning, been able to leave him without first putting the legal pad in her bag.

She had been driving away from a forty-month relationship at nine forty-eight a.m. on a weekday in March with an empty kitchen behind her and a yellow legal pad in her bag.

It was, she could now see, the most Simone Salvatore exit possible.

She wrote, at the top of the page, in the small precise hand she had been writing in for twenty years:

RE: J. Lentz. March 14. Reasons.

Then, below it, the way she had been outlining briefs since she was twenty-two:

1.

She did not — for one long second — write anything after the 1.

She sat on Lucia's floor in her March coat, with her stupid yellow legal pad on her knees and her stupid pen in her hand, and she stared at the 1, and she registered — quietly, in the small ironic part of her brain that had not, in twenty-one years of legal practice, ever taken a vacation — that she had spent twelve years professionally extracting reasons out of other people, and that she could not, this morning, find her own.

She heard the door open.

She did not look up.

Lucia's voice, from the doorway:

"Sim."

"Luce."

"I drove. I am not, before you ask, going to make this about me. I just — I drove, I did not exceed the speed limit, the thyme is still alive. What can I do."

Simone, on the floor, with the pad on her knees, said:

"Sit down."

Lucia sat down.

She sat down on the floor — her good March coat, her good March boots, against her own kitchen cabinet — directly across from Simone, with their socked feet in the small middle, and she put her bag beside her, and she did the small specific Lucia thing which was to not, in any way, push.

Simone, in the small dry voice of a woman who had decided to let her own oldest sister fail her, said:

"Eight reasons."

"Eight reasons what."

"Eight reasons I left him. I am going to draft them. I am going to give you the draft. You are going to read it. You are going to tell me which of the eight is, in fact, the real one, because I have, this morning, already lied to him about all eight of them in a sentence, and I am not — Luce — I am not going to drive to Tavola at six o'clock for Sunday dinner without knowing which of the eight is the actual one."

Lucia did not, immediately, react.

Then Lucia said, calmly: "All right."

"All right?"

"All right. Draft them. I will read them. I have, in five months, done, with a lawyer, exactly this kind of thing — for myself, and once for Daniel, and twice for Margarita. I am, today, the right sister for this. Draft them."

Simone looked at her.

She had — in eleven months — watched Lucia become a person.

It had been, in fact, the small alarming pleasure of her year. Simone had been watching her quiet middle sister, who at thirty-four had been a woman without interior, become — over a fall and a winter — a woman with a for me page in a clipboard. Simone had not, at any point in those eleven months, allowed herself to ask the question that Lucia, by becoming, had asked her in advance.

The question was: and you, Sim.

The question was: what about you.

She had not, until ten forty-six this morning, been able to answer it.

She wrote, on the legal pad, after the 1.:

1. He chose the wrong cheese.

She showed it to Lucia.

Lucia read it.

Lucia said: "Sim."

"Yes."

"That is not, on its face, an actual reason."

"It is a placeholder, Luce. I am building the structure first."

"You are building the structure first."

"I am building the structure first."

Lucia looked at her for a beat.

Lucia said, in the small dry voice she had been borrowing, all winter, from Simone:

"All right. Build it. I will, while you build it, make tea."

She got up.

She went to the kitchen counter.

The thyme — the small clay pot of Margarita / Helen thyme that had survived a December near-death and a January hospitalization (in the form of two extra days without water) and was, in March, the size of a small green hand — was on the windowsill.

It was, by all visible measures, thriving.

Simone sat on the floor with her pad on her knees and watched her sister make tea from the floor of her sister's kitchen and she registered — quietly, with no comment in her own head — that she had not, in twenty-one years, sat on a kitchen floor in any kitchen, except one, ever, and that the one had been a kitchen in a small apartment in Pittsburgh in November of 2002, and that the man who had been at the kitchen counter making tea on that night had not been — had not, at any point in twenty-one years, been - Joseph Lentz.

She closed her eyes for one beat.

She wrote, on the pad, after the 1.:

1. He chose the wrong cheese.

2. He had, in fact, never given me anything to come home to.

3. He was perfect.

She stopped at 3.

She stared at He was perfect.

She underlined it.

She underlined it twice.

Lucia, at the counter, with her back to Simone, said, in the small specific tone of a sister who had become — in eleven months — the woman in this family who could see things from across a room:

"Sim."

"Yes."

"Number three is the real one."

Simone did not answer.

She did not need to.

She sat on her sister's kitchen floor on a Thursday morning in March, in the spring of her forty-third year, with a yellow legal pad on her knees and the small specific honesty of the sentence He was perfect underlined twice in her own hand, and she registered — quietly, the way a person registers a thing that has, in fact, been true the whole time — that she had not, this morning, left Joseph Lentz because of any specific failing of his.

She had left him because he had been, on a Wednesday night in March at eleven forty-seven p.m., in her kitchen, in a soft sweater, in the particular kindness of a man who was, quietly, asking her to become his wife — and Simone Salvatore, who at twenty-two years old had learned the thing she had spent twenty-one years professionally avoiding, had, at eleven forty-seven p.m., done what she had been doing since she was twenty-two:

She had, at eleven fifty-one, told him she did not, in fact, love him.

She had — and this was the part that, from the floor, she could now see in writing — lied to him.

She had done it because she had loved him.

She had done it because, in twenty-one years, she had not yet, ever, learned how to be in a room with a man who was staying.

She had done it because she had, at twenty-two, in a kitchen in Pittsburgh, made a single specific decision about her own life, and she had been, every day of the twenty-one years since, defending that decision in the only courtroom that mattered, which was her own.

The door opened again.

It was Caterina.

Caterina was twenty-nine — no, thirty now, since February, the youngest by ten-and-a-half years, the one who was not in any way technically a lawyer's sister, - and Caterina had on her teaching clothes, which meant she had left the school during her free period, which meant she had been told, by Lucia, that Simone was here.

Caterina did not, at the door, ask if it was all right.

Caterina did the thing Caterina had been doing for twenty-nine years, which was to walk into rooms.

She said, from the doorway: "Sim. Mom is making veal Marsala for tonight, the way she does for the major events, the way she does, Sim, when one of us has, by her count, broken a thing, - and I have, in advance of the veal, brought you a pastry. It is the size of my head. I am sitting on the floor with you."

She sat down.

She put a paper bag on the floor.

She opened the bag.

The bag had — Simone counted — three pastries.

Caterina said: "Lucia's. Mine. Yours. Eat."

Simone — for the first time since nine forty-eight this morning — laughed.

It was a small dry laugh.

It was, she registered, the laugh of a woman who had been keeping it together, professionally, for forty-three years and was, today, on a kitchen floor with her sisters, finally, briefly, allowed to let one specific muscle, in her chest, release.

She picked up the pastry.

She ate it.

She said, to Caterina, with her mouth full: "I am — Cati — going to need you to not, today, tell our mother about this."

Caterina looked at her.

Caterina said — and this was the specific small Caterina sentence that, twelve months ago, would not have been possible - :

"Sim. I am thirty years old. I am, in this family, the youngest. Do you really want — really want — to keep being the sister who decides what I tell our mother."

Simone looked at her youngest sister.

She thought, with the small dry clarity she had: Lucia did this. Lucia, in October, did this. Lucia made Caterina, by accident, a person.

She said: "No. You can tell her."

Caterina nodded.

Caterina said: "Good. Because I was, anyway, going to."

She bit into her pastry.

The three of them sat on the floor of Lucia's kitchen — Simone in her March coat, Lucia with the kettle behind her on the stove, Caterina in her teaching clothes — and they ate, in silence, three pastries.

After perhaps four minutes, Simone said, in the small dry voice she had been carrying for twenty years:

"I want — you two — I want to tell you a thing now. I want to tell you so that I do not, again, be the sister in this family who has not told you. Lucia, in October, did the work of telling you. I am — today — going to do mine."

Lucia and Caterina did not, in any way, react.

They sat on the floor with their pastries.

They listened.

Simone said: "His name was Rhys."

She said it the way you put a folder on a table.

She said: "I was twenty-two. He was twenty-four. We lived in Pittsburgh for four months. I was working, that summer, at an internship, and he was — Rhys was — finishing his master's at Pitt. We were in love. I have — for twenty-one years — not used that sentence about a man. I am using it today. We were in love. And in November of 2002, in his kitchen, on his floor, I - "

She stopped.

She did not finish.

She did not have to.

It was — she would think later — the first time, in twenty-one years, that she had let her sisters see the specific shape of the door at the back of her chest.

Lucia, on the floor, set her tea down.

She reached, across the small middle, and took Simone's hand.

Caterina, on the other side, did the same.

Simone — who at forty-three had spent her entire adult life being the sister whose hand was, on principle, never available to be held — let both of her sisters hold her hand on the kitchen floor of her sister's condo at ten fifty-three on a Thursday morning in March.

She did not, on the floor, cry.

She had not, in twenty-one years, cried about Pittsburgh.

She was not — today — going to start.

But she did — and this was the new thing — let the two of them hold the hand for three full minutes.

When the three minutes had passed, she said:

"All right. Pastries. Tea. Fix me."

Lucia laughed.

Caterina laughed.

Simone — for the first time since eleven forty-seven on Wednesday night — exhaled.

She did not yet know, sitting on the kitchen floor on a Thursday morning in March, that the man whose name she had just, for the first time in twenty-one years, said out loud, was — at exactly that moment, in a small office on the third floor of the Morello County Courthouse, three miles away — opening a manila folder, and that the manila folder said, on the tab, in a clerk's hand:

Salvatore, S. - opposing counsel.

She did not know it.

She was not, on this Thursday morning in March, going to be allowed to not know it for very much longer.






  
    Chapter
    TWO
    

    Eight Reasons She Left Him
  

  The eight reasons, as Simone eventually drafted them — on the kitchen floor of Lucia's condo at eleven forty-one a.m., on the second pastry, with Caterina now on the floor with her shoes off — were as follows.

She wrote them out in her own hand.

She showed them to her sisters.

She did not, at the bottom, sign it. She had decided, halfway through, that the document was not going to be signed. It was, in the small dry taxonomy of her own thirty-year filing system, a draft. Drafts were not, on principle, signed.

The eight reasons said:

RE: J. Lentz. March 14. Reasons.

1. He chose the wrong cheese on Saturday at the Italian market on Crawford. He bought a Pecorino Romano when, by twelve months of standing kitchens, he should have known I would have wanted the Asiago. It was, in fact, a gift. He had a meeting near the market. He had, on a Saturday, gone twenty minutes out of his way to bring me a cheese. The cheese was the wrong cheese. I criticized him for it. He apologized. The apology was correct. I was not, at any point in the conversation, kind. (Nb. He had never asked me what cheese I wanted. He had inferred. The inference was wrong. I had been, by the inference, slightly insulted. I had not, in the twelve months we had been together, ever told him I take Asiago. The fault, on the cheese, was not, technically, his. The fault was mine.)

2. He had, in fact, never given me anything to come home to. He had, in twelve months, not once, in his apartment, made me the kind of careful welcome that Daniel made for Lucia. (Nb. I had, three times in the same twelve months, told him, in a brisk dismissive voice, that I did not, on principle, like careful welcomes. He had, sensibly, stopped trying. The fault, on the welcome, was not, technically, his.)

3. He was perfect. (Nb. See additional pages.)

4. He, on Wednesday night at eleven forty-seven p.m., in my kitchen, in the soft gray sweater, asked me — without asking me — to consider, in advance of summer, whether we might be open to discussing, in an unhurried way, the possibility of building a life together. The exact language was: "I have been thinking about us." That was the entire sentence. He did not name a thing. He did not propose a thing. He asked me to consider, in the most careful, generous, non-pressing way a man has ever asked a woman a question, whether I would, with him, in time, like to be in a marriage. (Nb. I — in the next four minutes — told him I did not, in fact, love him. I have, since approximately eleven fifty-three p.m. on Wednesday night, been a woman who has, on the record, lied to a man.)

5. He had, in his apartment, on the second shelf of his bookshelf, a copy of Ungaretti's "Vita d'un uomo" with a marginal note in his hand, in pencil, on page eighty-seven, which said: "for S, when she is ready." I had, three weeks ago, found this. I had not, in three weeks, told him I had found it. (Nb. Reason five is the smaller version of reason three. Disregard.)

6. He had, twice in twelve months, used the phrase "if we are still together at Easter" — once in November, once in January. The phrase was, by my standards, the verbal equivalent of a carbon-monoxide detector quietly, calmly, reporting elevated readings. The phrase had been correctly placed by him. He had been, twice, telling me — in plain English — that he was paying attention to whether I was still in the relationship. The fault, on the phrase, was, in fact, his and mine equally. (Nb. The phrase had not, in either instance, been a complaint. It had been, in both, an observation. He had, in November, said: "If we are still together at Easter, would you want to come to Vermont with me." He had, in January, said: "If we are still together at Easter, my mother will want to meet you." He was, by both phrasings, asking, gently, whether I was, in fact, going to allow us to still be together at Easter. He had been, in both, doing the work that I have, for twenty-one years, refused to do for any man.)

7. He kissed me on the temple — the way Italian women kiss their daughters — at six fifty-three a.m. on Tuesday. I had registered the kiss in my body for eleven hours. I had registered it as foreign. (Nb. It was not foreign. It was warm. It was the specific warm thing my mother does to my sisters. I have, in forty-three years, not allowed any man to do that to me. I have, on principle, been a woman who could not, by small physical kindness, be undone. He had, on a Tuesday at six fifty-three a.m., undone me. I did not — Luce — know what to do with it.)

8. The eighth reason is the real one and is on the second page.

She turned the page.

On the second page, in the same careful hand, were three sentences.

8. He had, in twelve months, never once given me a reason to leave him. I had been, in twelve months, waiting for the reason. The waiting was, by Wednesday night, exhausting me. I left him because I could not — for one more day — wait for him to give me one.

That was the entire bottom of the page.

Lucia read it.

Caterina read it.

Caterina, who had just, three minutes earlier, eaten the last bite of her pastry, said, in the small specific Caterina sentence:

"Sim. That is — that is the saddest fucking thing I have read in a year."

Lucia did not say anything.

Lucia, on the floor across from Simone, just held her sister's hand.

After a long minute, Simone said:

"I am going to drive to Tavola at six. I am, today, going to tell Mom."

"Sim - "

"Cati. I am going to tell her the way Lucia told her in October. In the kitchen. After dinner. With the two of you in the room. Mom is, on this one, going to know things by Sunday whether I tell her or not. I am going to tell her tonight."

Caterina said: "All right."

Lucia said: "All right."

Simone, on the floor, with her two sisters' hands still in hers, did the small specific Simone thing of folding the legal pad in half — because Simone, on principle, did not, at any point in her professional life, leave a draft visible - and putting it back in her bag.

She stood up.

Her knees, at forty-three, made the small protest they had not, six months ago, made.

She straightened her coat.

She said: "I am going to my office for two hours. I have, this afternoon, a deposition. I am going to do my deposition. I am going to come to Tavola at five forty-five. I will see you at Tavola."

Lucia stood up.

Caterina stood up.

Simone walked to the door.

At the door, she stopped.

She turned.

She said, in the small dry voice that was hers: "Lucia."

"Yes."

"Thank you for the pastry."

"Caterina brought the pastry."

"Caterina. Thank you for the pastry."

"Take the third one."

"There are three. We have eaten three."

"There are, in fact, four. The bag is opaque. I lied. Take the fourth."

Simone took the fourth.

She walked out of her sister's condo at twelve oh seven on a Thursday afternoon in March with a fourth pastry in a paper bag, a folded legal pad in her briefcase, an eight-reason draft she had decided was, in fact, only one reason long, and a small specific weather in her chest that she had not been allowed to feel — had not, in fact, allowed herself to feel, - since November of 2002.

She drove to her office.

She did her deposition.

The deposition was a contested custody. The wife, on the stand, in answer to a question Simone had asked her in the small calm voice of a woman who had, twenty minutes earlier, eaten a pastry on her sister's kitchen floor, said something Simone had not, in twelve years of taking depositions, ever heard a witness say.

The wife said: "I left him because I had been waiting, for fourteen years, for him to give me a reason. He never did. I left him on a Tuesday in February in the kitchen because I could not — for one more day — wait for him to give me one."

Simone, at the deposition table, held her face very still.

She did not, at the deposition, react.

She wrote, in the legal pad, the specific phrase: for the witness's own attorney to ask her about, and she moved on.

But she sat with the sentence, in the back of her head, for the rest of the deposition.

She sat with it on the elevator down at three forty-eight.

She sat with it in her car at three fifty-one.

She sat with it at the stoplight at the corner of Crawford and Main at three fifty-six.

She thought, with the small dry clarity she had: the wife had, in fact, written, with words, the bottom of my legal pad.

I had, this morning, written, with words, the bottom of the wife's legal pad.

We are, the wife and I, the same kind of woman.

I am — it is now possible to say this in a sentence — about to have to be the lawyer for myself.

She drove to Tavola.

She arrived at five forty-three.

She did not — for once — go in through the back door.

She went in through the front. She walked through the dining room, past Patrice at the host stand, past the table where Caterina was already seated with Henry, past the bar where Daniel — now her brother-in-law - was pouring a glass of wine, and she walked into the kitchen at Tavola for the first time in eleven years through the front door, and her mother, at the stove with the veal, looked up and saw her, and her mother's face — her mother, sixty-seven now, smaller, with a thin gray streak in her hair that had not been there last year — did the small specific Rosa thing it had not done at any of Simone's arrivals in twelve years.

Rosa Salvatore, at the stove with the
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