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For the past few years, you and I have shared the same pillow as man and wife who intended to live and grow old together, and I have become as attached to you as your own shadow.

â€”Lady Shigenari to Kimura Shigenari, 1615



1
â€¢

We two, you know have everything before us, and we shall do very great thingsâ€”I have perfect faith in us.

â€”Katherine Mansfield to John Middleton Murry, May 18, 1917


There are these two little words I know, that we all know; we learn them so early that we can't remember when we did. They have a gravitational attraction to each other, I would say: the one word
love,
and the other word
story.
'Cause you can have a story without love, sure; but when it comes to the kind of love you fall in, whether it's a slow glide or a blind plunge over the edgeâ€¦you can't have a love without a story.

I thought I knew mine.

Adam and I had promised we would grow old together, and we had already started to. The finest creases had etched themselves into the tender skin at the corners of his eyes, delicate as spider silk. They weren't visible most of the time; only in our bed, when the sunlight elbowed in on us and my eyes opened to his face. I remember brushing my fingertips against them, the morning of the day I found out, in the stillness after I switched off my alarm. I remember the little pat on the butt he gave me as I hurried out the door to work. The way he nodded when I reminded him to be ready to leave by two, so we could make it to the city on time.

Because the thing that kills me the most, when I think about that day, is how damn eager I was to get there. The three of us were spilling along the Chelsea sidewalk through the early evening warmth, dodging across Twenty-first Street in front of an oncoming delivery van, hurrying to the gallery because the opening had started twenty minutes ago and the crowd around the photographs would be starting to thicken. I was walking so fast that I stubbed the toe of my favorite wedges on a piece of fractured concrete, and the ugly scratch across the beige leather made me so
irritated,
because at that moment, it was the most upsetting thing I could imagine going wrong all evening.

I had been looking forward to it all week. A trip into the city with Adam: the long drive from the Berkshires, down the lush green tunnel of the Taconic Parkway, then meeting up with Jonathan for this gallery opening, followed by dinner at some new restaurant in the Meatpacking District that one of Jonathan's chef buddies had opened. I could hardly wait for the people watching: the gallerinas with their sleek ponytails, and the collectors, and the wannabe collectors, and all the other art world acolytes who would be idling around the party, drifting up to and away from conversations like fireflies in my yard. I would wear my new sundress and bask in the familiar pleasure at the pride Adam took in me when we were out together. After the meal, we'd stumble home to our little walk-up apartment at one o'clock in the morning and fall asleep after some tipsy sex, lulled by the distant horns of the cabs on Ninth Avenue.

And, of course, I was excited to meet Patrick, the photographer whose show it wasâ€”I'd had a migraine the night of the party for his representation with Jonathan's girlfriend's gallery a few months back, though I'd made Adam go without me. I've thought about that, since: whether things would have turned out differently if I'd been by Adam's side that very first night. I've wondered it more than once. I've wondered what would have happened if I'd missed the night of the opening, too. But the thing about what-ifs is that you can drive yourself crazy, spinning your thoughts around and around until you're dizzy; and for all that, you only ever end up in the same place you're standing. All you can work with is what happened. What might have happened only haunts you.

So the night of Patrick's show, I was hurrying.

Beside me, Jonathan was hurrying, too; his girlfriend was going to be pissed at him for being late, because Jonathan is the kind of man you want to show off when you're dating him.
Look what I snagged! I captured him myself, from the wild.

But Adam, I remember, was quiet. I wonder now what was shuffling through his brain as we careened toward the party. He must have been nervous. His mind must have been one long unsettled stutter of
It's going to be fine; he's not going to say anything. He has no reason to say anything. He won't say anything. He wouldn't. He won't.
I honestly believe that Adam had no idea what was about to happen, because as selfish as he is, as heedless and self-indulgent and emotionally greedy as I now know him to have been, he has never actually been
mean.

It seems strange now that I didn't notice how quiet he was being, but of course there's no reason I would have paid it any particular attention on that particular walk on that particular evening. I do remember, though, that he didn't laugh at the comment Jonathan made about Patrick's name when we spotted it on the poster in the gallery's window.

“By the way,” Jonathan said, pointing at the poster, “Patrick Timothy? Alicia told me his real name is Patrick Rubinowitz. But apparently that didn't sound cool enough.”

“WASP-washing one's ethnic surname is a time-honored tradition, Jonathan,” I said.

“Yeah, for actors and musicians. Artists are usually a little more real than that.”

“Maybe you just don't understand,” I said. “Your last name is five letters long.”

“True,” he said, and swung open the door to the end of my marriage as I knew it.

â€¢

It was quite a big deal, this opening. Patrick Timothyâ€”or Patrick Timothy Rubinowitz, as his birth certificate would have itâ€”was the (latest) toast of the New York art scene. Only twenty-five years old, he was being hailed as the next Mapplethorpe; in the year or so since he'd started coming to people's attention, he'd been universally anointed by everybody who mattered as photography's Next Big Thing. In an artistic landscape where for so long the focus had been on what could be done with the digital, Patrick was obstinately old-school. Critics fawned over his impeccable classical technique, the richness of light in his images, the depth of contrast and range of tone he coaxed from his film. And, of course, the beauty of his compositions.

The rooms of the gallery rattled with activity. Voices and laughter ricocheted off the walls and polished concrete floor, competing in volume with the Vampire Weekend song blazing out of the speakers. The crowd was exactly as I had expected: gallery girls, their equally polished but not-quite-as-artsy friends who roamed the space like nervous gazelle, and legions of downtown chicerati in Warby Parkers and high-water trousers. Next to me, a cat-faced woman flung bangled wrists wide and exclaimed to her damp-looking assistant, “This photographâ€¦isâ€¦
stunning.
I
have
to have it for the Zolkows' dining room. Saskiaâ€¦willâ€¦
love it.
”

As I reached for a second glass of cold sauvignon blanc from a passing server, Jonathan poked the side of my waist. “Easy now, darlin'. Don't want you gettin' blitzed before we even make it to dinner.”

I smacked his hand away and seized my wine. Jonathan has been teasing me about overdrinking for the last fifteen years, ever since the night my freshman-year roommate introduced me to vodkaâ€”cleverly concealed in cranberry juiceâ€”and my stomach rebelled several hours later by rejecting the vodka and the cranberry juice all over the floor of Jonathan's dormitory bathroom. Since my roommate had disappeared into the filthy bedroom of one of the rectangle-shaped football players with whom Jonathan had been assigned to share a suite, Jonathan was the one who shepherded me back to my room across campus and somehow, out of that ignominy, our friendship was born.

I turned to see if Adam needed another glass, but he was scanning the room for something, or someone.

“Babe, wine?”

He shook his head without looking at me. “Nah, I'm good.”

“What about this photo?” I said, pointing to the one the decorator had been so enamored of. “Do you agree that Saskiaâ€¦willâ€¦
love it
?”

But instead of the eager humor I'd expected to send him leaping into the game, all I saw in his face was confusion.

“Never mind,” I said, and stepped closer to the photograph I had been studying. Shenanigans with his honest Jewish name aside, Patrick was extravagantly talented. The subject of his work was bodies. Sometimes his own, sometimes other people's, but, in this exhibition at least, they were all men. There were a few images of Patrick with his subjects, tooâ€”nothing played for shock value, simply snapshots of the interaction between two bodies, some more overtly sensual than others. The emphasis was on the shapes created: the contrast between two different tones of skin, or the negative space defined by the curve of a hand. Patrick presented the swells and dips and curves and ridges of the human body as a landscape, in lush black and white. Most of the images were close-ups, rendering the subject almost abstractâ€”here the arch of a flexed calf, there the graceful terrain where the shoulder merges into the neck. I wondered: Did he already have the compositions in his mind's eye when he pressed the shutter? Or did he set the camera to keep shooting over the space of a few breaths, and then go back through the negatives to see what arrested his attention?

A voice behind me interrupted my scrutiny. “Hey, guys.”

Patrick himself was standing arm in arm with Jonathan's girlfriend Alicia, or, should I say, Patrick was tolerating Alicia while she dangled off him, giggly and friendsy-wendsy. Aside from his unquestionable talent, it was easy to see why people got so worked up about himâ€”the kid was beautiful. He had the kind of face that cried out for magazine editorials: full lips, arresting cheekbones, puppy-dog brown eyes with curving lashes, smooth tan skin. A slightly cleft chin added dimension to his otherwise regular bone structure. This was a face that could launch a thousand crushes.

There was an awkward moment while I waited for Jonathan or Adam to introduce me, then I gave up and offered my hand. “Hi, I'm Caroline, Adam's wife. It's great to finally meet you.”

“I'm glad to meet you too,” Patrick said. His handshake was firm, and it lingered. “You had a headache the night of the party, right?”

“I did. But I'm in fighting shape this evening,” I said, lifting my wine glass briefly. “Your work is remarkable. Absolutely gorgeous.”

“Agreed,” said Jonathan. “Incredible stuff, man.”

“Thank you,” Patrick said. He was studying me so intently that my skin prickled with self-consciousness. It wasn't a sexy stareâ€”Patrick's artwork broadcast resolute disinterest in womenâ€”but there was a curiosity about it that I wasn't expecting. The guy was looking at me like I was a foreign exchange student who'd showed up in the middle of homeroom. In a Stormtrooper outfit.

“You had a little help showing it off,” whined Alicia in a way I suppose she thought was cute, and bumped her hip against him chidingly. Patrick didn't remotely strike me as the kind of gay man who calls his female friends “gurlfriend” and swaps catty observations from behind fruity cocktails, but apparently Alicia had never gotten that memo, because she was trying to make it happen. The predictable effects of Jonathan's Tennessee growl and rugged, unstudied masculinity had led me to dub him “the Panty Blaster” by the end of our freshman yearâ€”and when he got lazy, he tended to end up with physically ripe but intellectually low-hanging fruit. And then we all suffered.

“Indeed I did,” Patrick said, favoring Alicia with a lazy smile. His eyes drifted to Adam, like he was expecting something.

“It's great,” said Adam, flicking his gaze to Patrick briefly before returning it to the gallery floor.

“Thank you, Adam,” murmured Patrick, after waiting a beat to see if my husband would elaborate. “Well, if you guys will excuse me, I need to continue with the mix-and-mingle routine. Please go ahead and drink all of our wine.”

After he drifted away, I resumed my study of the photographs. They really were something special. The museum where I worked, MASS MoCA in northwest Massachusetts, didn't acquire artwork for a permanent collection, but a vital part of my job as a curator was to keep my eye out for developing talent to potentially showcase in an exhibition.

“Hey, Alicia,” I said, tapping her on the arm. “Can we talk a little shop for a few minutes?”

“Suuuure!” she breathed, as if I'd offered her a free first-class flight upgrade. And it belatedly occurred to me that, of course, this was why I had been invited here tonightâ€¦not because I was Jonathan's friend. Because I was a museum curator. And now
I
was trapped arm in arm with her as she wheeled us around the gallery, pointing out some of her favorite pieces, extolling Patrick's talent, his craftsmanship, his vision.

“You know what?” she whispered conspiratorially at one point. “There are a few other photographs I want you to see. Patrick didn't want us to put them in the main show, but I don't know why, because I think they're some of his strongest work.”

My interest was piqued, as it was meant to be. “Sure, yeah, I'd love to see them.”

“Come on, follow me!” she said, and towed me toward the back office of the gallery.

“Top secret,” I mouthed to Adam, as she pulled me past him, and he instinctively moved as if to come with us. Just as he detached from his group, though, he was hailed by a filmmaker friend of his mother's. I smiled to myself, knowing how the unsatisfied curiosity would itch him.

Inside the storage room, the noise of the party was muffled. As I watched Alicia in her tight dress and Louboutins struggle to manhandle a couple of large, crated canvases out of the way, I almost felt bad for her, butâ€¦best to let her handle them. Wouldn't want to be held liable if I damaged anything.

“Aha!” she said, tugging forward a crate with a number of mounted, unframed photographs inside. “Here we go.”

As soon as she lifted the first print out of the crate, I could tell that these were differentâ€”and I could see why Patrick had wanted to withhold them from the main show. Although, curiously, he'd had no problem turning them over to the gallery for sale. They were similar to the rest of the collection in that they were beautifully composed nudes, but these had a different character. Gone was the frozen, art-directed style of the other photographs; these were vivid, active. Full of erotic tension. As with the other images, none of these overtly depicted sex; their power derived from what was implied, yet not shown. Patrick could only have taken them in the midst of making love with his partnerâ€”the images crackled with sensuality.
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