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A Note to the Reader

 

 

 

This novel is a love story. It is also a story about a parent’s terminal illness and the slow work of grief that surrounds it. Readers sensitive to depictions of cancer, hospice, parental death, anticipatory grief, professional burnout, or the small specific cruelties people inflict on themselves under pressure may wish to know that these are central to the book.

 

The book contains scenes of consensual adult intimacy, written with care.

 

Be soft with yourselves.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the women who never get asked.

Someone is asking now.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be soft with me always.

Even when I act strong,

Even when I pretend I don’t need it —

I do.
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PART ONE

 

The Armor

 

 

 

 

Be soft with me always.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

Forty-Eight Hours

INES

The deal closed at 11:42 on a Thursday, and the first thing I did when I got off the call was open my mother’s chemo schedule.

I was standing in the corner office I had earned the year I turned thirty-two, in a navy suit I had bought for closings, in a pair of shoes that I had walked into by mistake at six in the morning and not noticed I was wearing until lunch. The skyline behind me was doing the thing it did in late September, which was pretending to be more beautiful than it was. The phone in my hand was going off in three different ways. A text from Marco, the senior structural engineer at the firm and the man I had been collaborating with for nine years, that just said we did it. A voicemail from my sister Lia that I knew, without listening to it, was about Daniel. A calendar reminder that my mother’s port flush was at 2:30 and that I had told her I would drive her.

I opened the chemo schedule first.

I had built it in a spreadsheet eight months ago, when she got the diagnosis, because no one else was going to and because at the time I had thought — in the small, ugly part of my brain that I do not talk about — if I make a spreadsheet, this will not be the kind of disease that wins. I had color-coded it. I had built in the buffer days. I had named the tabs Treatment, Bloodwork, Side Effects, Pharmacy, Driving, Insurance, and a tab called Notes that I had not opened in four months because the last thing in it was a sentence I had typed and not been able to delete.

The 2:30 was still the 2:30. I had three hours.

I closed the spreadsheet. I called Lia back.

“He didn’t sign,” she said, instead of hello.

“Okay.”

“He said he needed space.”

“Okay.”

“Ines, he had the pen in his hand.”

“Lia.”

“What.”

“Are you at home?”

A pause. “Yes.”

“Are you alone?”

A longer pause. “Yes.”

“I’m going to come over after Mom’s appointment. I’ll bring food. We’ll figure it out.”

“You don’t have to —”

“Lia.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t call him. Don’t text him. Don’t write him a letter. Don’t post anything.”

“I wasn’t going to —”

“Lia.”

“Okay. Okay. I won’t.”

I hung up and stood for a moment with my forehead against the cool glass of the window, looking down at the tiny people on Fifty-Third Street, and I did the thing I did sometimes, which was count to ten without thinking about anything in particular. I got to seven before Patricia knocked on the doorframe.

“Mr. Halverson is on line two,” she said, with the particular flat voice she used when she was protecting me from something. “He wants to talk about the Hudson Yards revisions.”

“Tell him I’ll call him at four.”

“He says it can’t wait.”

“Tell him it has to.”

She looked at me for a beat. Patricia is sixty-one and has been an executive assistant in this city for thirty-six years and she has never once, in the four years she has worked for me, asked me if I was okay. She has done a lot of other things. She has put a granola bar on my desk on days when she clocked, somehow, that I had not eaten. She has rescheduled two of my dentist appointments without being asked. She has, twice, walked into my office and quietly closed the blinds when I was on a call I did not want anyone to watch me have. But she has never asked me if I was okay, because Patricia, like me, knows that the question is a trap. If you ask a woman like me if she is okay, she will say yes, and the asking will have cost her something, and the answer will have cost her more.

“I’ll tell him four,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“There’s a sandwich on your desk.”

“I love you, Patricia.”

“I know.”

She closed the door.

The sandwich was turkey and cheddar on sourdough. I ate it standing up at the window, looking down at the tiny people on Fifty-Third Street, while I read a text from my mother that said don’t worry about driving, Mrs. Vasquez can take me, which I knew was a lie because Mrs. Vasquez had her grandson today, and which I also knew, separately, was my mother trying to take care of me, which I could not allow, because if I let her take care of me now there would not be enough time later for me to take care of her.

I texted back: I’m coming. I’m leaving in thirty minutes.

She sent back a heart.

I closed my eyes for two seconds, opened them, and called Marco.

“We did it,” he said.

“We did it,” I said.

“You don’t sound like we did it.”

“I sound exactly like we did it. You’re projecting.”

“Ines.”

“What.”

“Take the afternoon.”

I laughed, because what else was I going to do, and I told him I would think about it, and we both knew I was lying, and he hung up.

The site walk-through with the new contractor was tomorrow at eight a.m.

I had not slept more than five hours a night since June.

My sister was crying in an apartment in Astoria.

My mother had a port that needed to be flushed at 2:30.

My phone was buzzing again.

I picked up my coat.

RAFAEL

She came out of the building like she was being chased.

I was across the street, leaning against the truck, drinking the second coffee of the day. I had been waiting on the foreman from the demo crew and he was running late, which was fine, because I had been doing this long enough to know that nothing on a Thursday in September moves at the speed it tells you it is going to move at.

She was on the phone. She was walking fast. She had a coat over one arm and a bag over the other shoulder and she was not looking where she was going, which on Fifty-Third Street is a way to die, and a man on a bike swerved around her and yelled something and she did not flinch.

I had never met her.

I knew who she was. They had told me at the kickoff meeting on Monday — Marchetti, senior architect, Carrow & Daly, the whole project lives or dies on her sign-off, don’t get cute with her — and they had shown me her photo on the firm’s website, which had been a corporate headshot of a woman in a black blazer with her arms folded and a very specific kind of smile.

The woman across the street was not smiling.

She had hailed a cab without breaking stride. She got into it the way someone gets into a cab when they have done it eleven thousand times. She closed the door. The cab pulled into traffic. She was gone.

I drank my coffee.

Diego pulled up four minutes later.

“You ready?” he said.

“Yeah,” I said.

I had not been doing anything. I had been standing on a sidewalk drinking coffee. But something in my chest had moved, the way it does sometimes when you see someone walk out of a building too fast, and I had logged it the way I logged everything — without any plan to do anything about it — and we got in the truck and we drove to the site.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

The Site

INES

The kickoff was at eight on Friday and I got there at seven-fifteen, because I always got there at seven-fifteen, because the half-hour before a site meeting was the only time I could walk a building alone and listen to it.

This building was going to be eighty-four units of mixed-use along the West Side, and it was, at the moment, a hole in the ground with a crane in it. I had designed it. I had designed it for sixteen months. I had designed it through my mother’s diagnosis and her first round of chemo and her second round and the surgery and the fact that the surgery had not done what it was supposed to do. I had designed it on a folding chair in a hospital corridor at three in the morning. I had designed the lobby on a napkin in a Starbucks on Eighty-Sixth Street while my mother was in radiology. The building did not know any of this. The building was just a building. It was going to stand there for ninety years after I was dead, and that was the point.

I walked the site with my coffee. The light was the early light. The cranes were not moving yet. I climbed the temporary stair to what would, in eighteen months, be the second-floor amenity terrace, and I stood where the railing would be, and I looked east toward the river, and I let my shoulders drop for the first time in two weeks.

Behind me, someone said, “Don’t stand there.”

I turned around.

There was a man in a Carhartt jacket and steel-toed boots, holding two coffees and a roll of plans. He was about six feet tall. He had a beard that he had clearly stopped paying attention to about three weeks ago. He had a face that did not give me very much information.

“I’m the architect,” I said.

“I know who you are.”

“Then you know I can stand wherever I want.”

“You can,” he said. “But there’s no anchor on that beam yet. If you step left of where you are right now, the joist behind you is going to remind you that a building is a verb, not a noun.”

I stepped right.

He held out one of the coffees.

“I got an extra,” he said. “Diego is running late.”

“I have a coffee.”

“Yours is empty.”

I looked down at the cup in my hand. It was, in fact, empty. I had drained it walking up the stairs without noticing, which was a thing I did so often I had stopped flagging it as a thing.

He kept holding out the coffee.

I took it.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Mm.”

We stood there. He unrolled the plans on a sheet of plywood that someone had laid across two sawhorses, and weighted the corners with four short lengths of rebar, and pulled a pencil out from behind his ear that I had not noticed until that moment.

“You’re Costa,” I said.

“Rafael.”

“Ines.”

“I know.”

“Right.”

He drew a small mark on the plans, low corner, southwest. He did not look up. “Your plumbing riser at column line four is going to fight the structural grid. We can move it. We have to move it. I wanted to tell you in person before the meeting because the engineer is going to make it a thing, and you are going to want to have already had the thought.”

I looked at the spot he had marked.

He had marked it correctly.

I had spent two weeks last March arguing with the MEP team about that exact riser. I had won the argument. Winning the argument had felt, at the time, like one of the more minor satisfactions of my professional life. I had been wrong. The riser was going to fight the grid. It was, in fact, going to fight the grid in approximately the way this man, who I had known for eleven minutes, had just told me it was going to fight the grid.

“Show me,” I said.

He showed me.

He had a pencil and a roll of plans and a way of explaining the path of a four-inch pipe through a building that was, as far as I could tell, the way a person who liked buildings explained things to another person who liked buildings. He did not condescend. He did not perform. He drew a small dotted line. He drew an arrow. He said, “Here is where I think we should put it instead.” He said, “I could be wrong. You’ll tell me.”

I was, at the time, thirty-four years old, and I had been a senior architect for four years, and I had been an architect of one kind or another for nine, and I had worked with somewhere between forty and fifty general contractors, and I will tell you, with my whole chest, that no contractor in my life had ever once said I could be wrong, you’ll tell me to me about anything.

“That works,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

He rolled up the plans. He put the pencil back behind his ear. He picked up his coffee. He looked at me — not for long, just for the second it took to clock something he was not going to say — and then he said, “The kickoff’s at eight. I’ll see you down there.”

He walked back toward the stair.

“Rafael,” I said.

He stopped.

“Thank you.”

“For the coffee?”

“For the riser.”

He looked at me over his shoulder.

“Mm,” he said.

And he went down the stairs.

RAFAEL

She was tired in a way I did not, at the kickoff, have a category for.

It was not the kind of tired where you can see it on someone. She was put together. The suit was clean. The hair was in the thing women put their hair into when they have decided not to think about it for the next ten hours. She drank the coffee I gave her without commenting on the coffee, and she ran the meeting, and she ran it well — she was clear, she was direct, she did not waste anyone’s time, and she handled the riser exactly the way a person who has been told something privately handles a thing publicly, which is to say, she handled it like she had always known.

But she ate nothing. There was a tray of pastries on the side table. She did not look at it. The men in the room ate from it like men in a room with free pastries always eat from a tray. She did not. She drank the coffee, and another coffee, and a glass of water, and I watched her shoulders climb half an inch up toward her ears every twenty minutes, which is what people’s shoulders do when they have been carrying something for so long that the carrying has become posture.

I have a sister who used to do this. I was trying not to look at Ines Marchetti and see my sister.

I was failing, slightly.

I logged it.

I did not say anything about it.

After the meeting, she shook my hand at the door. Her hand was cold. She said, “Costa. Welcome to the project.” I said, “Thanks for the catch on the riser.” She said, “You caught it.” She did not smile. She did not need to. She was already onto the next thing.

I watched her walk back to her car.

I did not watch her for long.

I had a job to do.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

Coffee, Unasked

INES

The first time he brought me coffee without being asked was a Wednesday in the middle of October, and I was on the second floor of the site office, in a folding chair, in front of a folding desk, with a roll of plans and a laptop and a yogurt I had not opened, and I had been there since six-fifteen.

He came in around nine. He did not say anything. He put a paper cup on my desk, on the corner of the desk, in the spot where I would not knock it over with my elbow when I leaned in to mark up the plans. The cup had a lid. The lid had the small hole pushed in. The coffee inside it was, I would later confirm, hot, black, two sugars.

I had never told him how I took my coffee.

I had not asked him for a coffee.

He went back outside.

I sat there for a minute with my hand around the cup. I could see him through the open door, talking to one of the framers about something that involved gesturing at the steel.

I drank the coffee.

I did not think about it again until two weeks later, when I realized I had been getting one every morning, on the corner of the desk, on the side away from my elbow, hot, black, two sugars, and that I had stopped noticing, and that the not-noticing was, in some way I could not yet name, the point.

I started noticing again after that.

I noticed that he did not announce them. I noticed that he did not do the thing some men do, which is bring you a coffee and stand there waiting for you to acknowledge the coffee. I noticed that he did it on the days when he thought I needed it — and I thought, the first time I had this thought, that is a generous thing for me to assume; he probably just always brings me a coffee, and then I started keeping track, and I realized he did not always bring me a coffee. He brought me one on the mornings when I had been there before he got there. He brought me one on the mornings when my hair was wet, which meant I had showered at the gym, which meant I had not been home. He brought me one on the day after my mother’s CT scan, which I had not told him about, and which he had no way of knowing about, but which had registered on my face in some way I had not been able to mask, apparently, and he had looked at me once, very briefly, when I came in, and an hour later there was a coffee on the corner of the desk and a bagel next to it, and the bagel was the kind of bagel a person buys when they have noticed that you have not been eating.

He never asked me how I was.

I thought about this a lot.

Other people asked me how I was. My mother asked me. Lia asked me — Lia asked me twice a day, sometimes, since the surgery. Patricia, once, in October, came as close to asking me as Patricia ever came, and what she actually said was Ines, your hand is shaking, and I said I had too much coffee, and she said yes, that’s what I thought, and then she went and got me a sandwich.

Rafael did not ask me how I was.

He brought me coffee.

I want to say something about this, because I have thought about it more than I should and I do not want to be coy about it.

The reason it mattered was not that he was nice to me. Plenty of men have been nice to me. Nice, in my experience, is mostly a transaction — a man is nice to you and the bill comes later, in some form, in some currency, and you pay it, and the niceness is logged on the receipt. I was nice to her and she did not appreciate it, I was nice to her and she did not respond, I was nice to her and she said no. Nice is a thing that gets withdrawn.

He was not being nice to me.

He was paying attention.

The distinction took me a long time to put into words, but I will try.

Nice is something a person does to you. Attention is something a person does of you. Nice has a face. It wants to be looked at. Attention does not have a face. It is something a person does in their own quiet way, on their own time, without expecting you to clock it, because the point of it is not for you to clock it — the point of it is that they have, and you do not have to.

Rafael was paying attention.

He was paying attention, every day, on a worksite, in the middle of a project that had a thousand moving pieces, while running a crew of fourteen men, while dealing with weather and inspections and the kind of small daily catastrophes that make general contractors quit the trade and take desk jobs at forty.

He was paying attention to me.

He had not, as far as I could tell, told anyone about it.

He had not, as far as I could tell, expected me to thank him for it.

He just kept doing it.

And on a Wednesday in the third week of October, on the second floor of a half-built building, with a cup of black coffee with two sugars on the corner of my desk, I looked up from a set of plans I had been reading for ninety minutes without absorbing a single line of, and I thought —

Oh.

Oh, no.

That was the first time I knew.

RAFAEL

You learn a lot about a person by what they don’t ask you to do.

She did not ask me to bring her coffee. She did not ask me to leave it on the corner. She did not, in those first three weeks, ask me for anything, which was the entire reason I started bringing her things. The men on this site asked me for things forty times a day. The PM asked me for change orders. The structural engineer asked me for shop drawings. The owner’s rep asked me for schedules. Ines walked into the trailer every morning carrying about six things, and she did not ask anyone to take any of them.

She also did not eat.

This was not a thing I was projecting. I worked with men who didn’t eat and men who ate every two hours and men who ate at noon out of a Tupperware their wives had packed, and I knew the rhythm of a person eating. Ines didn’t eat. She drank coffee. She drank water. There was a pack of almonds in her bag, sometimes — I saw it once when she dropped the bag on the desk and the almonds slid out, and she put them back without opening them. She had been carrying that pack of almonds for at least four days, because I had clocked them on Monday and they were still there on Friday.

She was running on something. I did not know what.

A man on a job site does not get to ask a woman who outranks him whether she is eating. A man on a job site does not get to ask a woman who outranks him whether she is sleeping. A man on a job site does not get to ask a woman, period, what is going on with her, unless he has a relationship to her where the question is welcome, and I did not have that relationship to her, and I was not going to invent one.

So I brought her coffee.

I brought her a coffee on the days she walked in too fast. I brought her a coffee and a bagel on the day she walked in with a face that I will not describe, because I do not have the right to, but which I will say was the face of a person who had received a piece of information she was not yet ready to carry. I did not ask her about it. I did not need to. I had carried that face once myself.

I figured, if she wanted to tell me, she would tell me.

If she didn’t, the coffee was still a coffee.

That was all I was trying to do.

I was, I will admit, also paying attention.

I was paying attention to her shoulders. I was paying attention to whether she was sleeping. I was paying attention to the way she walked into the trailer in the morning, because the way a person walks into a room in the morning tells you most of what you need to know about the night they just had.

Ines walked into the trailer like a person who had not had a night.

I do not know how to describe it more precisely than that. She did not look exhausted. She looked like a person who had skipped a step of being a person. Like she had gone from one day directly into the next without the part in the middle where you stop.

I have known a lot of people like this. Most of them are women.

I logged it.

I did not say anything.

I brought her coffee.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

The Birthday

INES

My mother turned sixty-three on the second Saturday of October, and we had her birthday in her apartment in Bensonhurst, in the kitchen she had cooked in for thirty-one years, with a cake my sister had made and a casserole I had made and a bottle of wine my mother was not going to be allowed to drink because of the meds.

She drank a small glass anyway.

I let her.

We were six people in the kitchen. My mother, Lia, Lia’s friend Marisol, my Uncle Tony, my cousin’s wife Joanne, and me. My father had been dead eleven years. My uncle had been her brother for sixty-three of her sixty-three years and he was, that night, the loudest person in the room, because that was the deal he and my mother had had since they were children — when she got quiet, he got loud, and that was how they balanced.

She was very quiet.

She was quiet because the chemo made her quiet now. She was quiet because she was conserving. She was quiet because she had been told, six days earlier, in a conversation I had been in the room for, that the second-line treatment was not working as well as the doctors had hoped, and that they were going to have a conversation with us in two weeks about next steps.

We had not told anyone yet.

She had asked me not to. She had said, Ines, I want to have a birthday before I have a conversation, and I had said, okay, Ma, and I had not told Lia, and I had not told Tony, and I had carried it for six days alone and I was, that night, in a kitchen full of people I loved, holding a glass of wine I was not drinking, watching my mother eat half of a piece of cake my sister had made and tell my uncle a story about the summer she was nine, and I felt — I want to be precise about this — I felt the way a person feels when they have been holding their breath for so long that they have forgotten breathing is something a body does on its own.

I excused myself at some point to use the bathroom.

I sat on the closed lid of the toilet for four minutes with my hands flat on my thighs and I did not cry, because I had not cried about any of this, in nine months, since the first appointment, and I was not going to start in my mother’s bathroom on her birthday.

I came out. I sang happy birthday. I cleaned up. I drove Lia home. I drove home myself. I let myself into my apartment at midnight. I stood in the dark in my kitchen and I drank a glass of water and I thought, I have a kickoff Monday at eight, and I went to bed, and I lay there, and I did























OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
A Love Story for the o
Women Who Carry
Too Much

& &

LEN® MARSH

17/ Y-
R






