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She was concerned about whether the children would accept it. Because she was Jewish in a school almost exclusively Christian, because she came from Vienna and had a German accent, she was not sure that they would consider her a foreigner. She had never told me this directly, but I knew it for some on a
December day, when I found her sobbing in the kitchen at the end of the day. His eyes were swollen and raw, scaring me. I imagined that something terrible had happened to her parents or maybe she had had some kind of accident. Then I noticed that the table was littered with an assortment of homemade items. She
explained that her students, each of whom, had donated to celebrate Hanukkah. She would never be sure of how it had happened; she had not told them about the celebration, and it was not clear that one of the students understood the meaning of the celebration. Later, she told me that she had heard one of the
students explain to another that Hanukkah is how Jews celebrate the birth of Jesus, but the truth was less important than the meaning of what the children had done for her. Most of the gifts were simple—painted stones, handmade cards, a bracelet made of shells—but in every gift there was love, and that's when I later
came to believe that Ruth finally accepted Greensboro, North Carolina, as her home. Despite Ruth's workload, we were slowly able to provide our home. We spent many weekends during this first year buying antiques. In the same way that she had an eye for art, she had a knack for choosing the kind of furniture that
would make our home not only uniquely beautiful, but welcoming. The following summer, we would start the renovations. The house needed a new roof, and the kitchen and bathrooms, although functional, were not to Ruth's liking. The floors had to be sanded, and many windows had to be replaced. We had decided
when buying the house to wait until the following summer to begin repairs, when Ruth would have time to supervise the workers. I was relieved that she was ready to take on that responsibility. My mother and father had reduced their time at work further, but the shop had only been busy the year Ruth began teaching. As
my father had done during the war, I took over the lease on the space next to ours. I expanded the store and hired three additional employees. Even then, I had a hard time keeping up. Like Ruth, I often worked late at night. The renovations on the house took longer, cost more than expected, and it went without saying
that it was much more annoying than any of us imagined the process could be. It was the end of July 1947 before the final worker carried his toolbox to the truck, but the changes - some subtle, some dramatic - made the house finally seems finally and I have lived there for over sixty-five years now. Unlike me, the house
still holds up pretty well. Water flows smoothly through the pipes, the cabinets open easily, and the floors are as flat as a pool table, while I can no longer move from room to room without the use of my walker. If I have a complaint, it's that the house seems rough, but then I've been cold for so long that I forgot what it's
like to feel warm. For me, the house is still filled with love, and at this point in my life, I could not ask for anything more. It's full, okay, Ruth says. The house, I mean. I detect a note of disapproval in her tone and I look at her. I love him the way he is. It's dangerous. It's not dangerous. No? What if there is a fire? How would
you get out? If there was a fire, I would have a hard time getting out, even if the house was empty. You're making excuses. I'm old. I could be senile. You are not senile. You're stubborn. I like to remember. There's a difference. It's not good for you. Memories sometimes make you sad. Perhaps, I said, looking directly at
her. But memories are all I have left. Ruth's right about the memories, of course. But she's also right about the house. It is filled, not with garbage, but with the works of art we have collected. For years, we kept the paintings in climate-controlled storage units that I rented monthly. Ruth preferred it—she was always
worried about fires—but after she died, I hired two workers to take everything home. Now each wall is a kaleidoscope of paintings, and the paintings fill four of the five rooms. Neither the living room nor the dining room have been usable for years, because the paintings are stacked in every spare inch. Although hundreds
of pieces were framed, most were not. Instead, these are separated by acid-free paper and stored in a number of flat oak boxes labeled by the year I had them built by a carpenter here in town. I have to admit that there is a cluttered extravagance at home that some might find claustrophobic - the journalist who came
home wandered from room to room with his mouth agape - but my house is clean. The cleaning department sends a woman to my house twice a week to keep the rooms I still use immaculate, and although few, if any, of these women over the years spoke English, I know Ruth would have been happy to have hired
them. Ruth always hated dust or disorder of any kind. don't bother me. Instead, it reminds me of some of the best days of my wedding, including, and most importantly, our trips to Black Mountain College. After the renovations were completed, when we both needed a vacation, we spent our first anniversary at the Grove
Park Inn, the place where we had spent our honeymoon. Once again, we college, but this time we were greeted by friends. Elaine and Willem weren't there, but Robert and Ken were, and they introduced us to Susan Weil and Pat Passlof, two extraordinary artists whose work is also hung in many museums. That year,
we went home with fourteen other paintings. Even then, however, none of us were thinking of becoming collectors. We were not rich after all, and buying these paintings had been a stretch, especially after the renovations on the house. We didn't hang them all right away. Instead, Ruth would turn them from room to
room, depending on her moods, and more than once I came home to a house that felt both the same and different. In 1948 and 1949, we found ourselves returning to Asheville and black mountain college. We bought even more paintings, and when we got home, Ruth's father suggested we take our hobby more
seriously. Like Ruth, he could see the quality in the work we had bought, and he planted in us the seed of an idea - to build a real collection, which could one day be worthy of a museum. I could tell Ruth was intrigued by the idea. Although we made no official decision one way or another, we started saving almost all of
Ruth's salary, and she spent much of the year writing letters to the artists we knew, asking for their opinions on other artists they thought we would like. In 1950, after a trip to the Outer Banks, we went to New York for the first time. We spent three weeks visiting all the galleries in the city, meeting owners and artists that
our friends had introduced us to. That summer, we laid the foundation for a network that would continue to grow over the next four decades. At the end of this summer, we returned to the place where it all began, almost as if we had no other choice. I don't know when we started hearing rumors that Black Mountain
College might close - 1952 or 1953, I think - but as the artists and faculty we had come to think as close friends, we wanted to fire them. In 1956, however, our fears came true, and when Ruth heard the news, she cried, recognizing the end of an era for us. That summer, we again traveled through the Northeast, and
although I knew it wouldn't be the same, we concluded our trips by returning to Asheville for our anniversary. As always, we went to college, but as we stood near the waters of Lake Eden and watched the now vacant of college, I could not help but wonder if our idyll in college had been nothing more than a dream. Over
time, we went to the place where these first six paintings had already been exhibited. We stood next to the silent blue water and I thought how appropriate the name of the lake had been. For us, after all, this place had always been like Eden himself. I knew that no matter where our lives took us, we would never this
place behind. Surprising Ruth, I offered her a letter I had written the day before. It was the first letter I had written to Ruth since I was at war, and after reading it, Ruth hugged me. At that time, I knew what I had to do to keep this place alive in our hearts. The following year, on our eleventh anniversary, I wrote her another
letter that she read under those same trees on the shores of Lake Eden. And with that, a new tradition in our marriage began. In all, Ruth received forty-five letters, and she saved each of them. They are stored in a box that she kept at the top of her chest of drawers. Sometimes I would catch her reading them, and I
could tell with her smile that she was reliving something she had long forgotten. These letters had become something of a diary for her, and as she grew up, she began to take them out more frequently, sometimes reading them all over a single afternoon. The letters seemed to give her peace, and I think that's why much
later she decided to write to me. I didn't find this letter until after she left, but in many ways it saved my life. She knew I would need it, because she knew me better than I ever knew myself. But Ruth did not read all the letters I wrote to her. She couldn't. Although I wrote them for her, I also wrote them for me, after all, and
after her passed away, I placed another box next to the original. In this box are letters written with a trembling hand, letters marked only by my tears, not the sisters. These are letters written on what would have been another anniversary. Sometimes I think about reading them, like before, but it hurts me to think that she
never had the opportunity. Instead, I just hold them, and when the pain gets too great, I'll wander around the house and look at the paintings. And sometimes, when I do, I like to imagine that Ruth came to visit me, just like she came to see me in the car, because she knows, even now, that I can't live without her. You
can live without me, Ruth tells me. Outside the car, the winds have gone out and the darkness seems less opaque. It's moonlight, I tell myself, and I realize that the weather is finally clear. By tomorrow night, if I last that long, the weather will start to improve, and by Tuesday, the snow will melt. For a moment, it gives me
hope, but as soon as it comes, the feeling fades. I'm not going to last that long. I'm weak, so weak that even focusing on Ruth is difficult. The inside of the car goes round in circles, and I want to reach his hand to me but I know it's impossible. Instead, I try to remember the sensation of her touch, but the sensation
escapes me. Are you listening to me? I close my eyes, trying to stop the vertigo, but it only increases, colored spirals that explode behind my eyes. Yes, I finally a dry grater in the volcanic ash of my throat. My thirst claws at me with a vengeance. Worse than before. Infinitely worse. It's been more than a day since I had
anything to drink, and the desire for water consumes me, stronger and stronger with each breath worked. The water bottle is there, Ruth suddenly tells me. I think he's on the floor by my feet. His voice is soft and lilting, like a melody, and I try to cling to the sound to avoid thinking about the obvious. How do you know? I
don't know for sure. But where else can he be? He is not in the seat. She's right, I'm thinking. It's probably on the floor, but there's nothing I can do about it. It doesn't matter, I said desperately. Of course it matters. You have to find a way to reach the bottle. I can't, I said. I'm not strong enough. She seems to absorb this
and stays calm for a while. In the car, I think I hear him breathe before I realize that I was the one who started whistling. The blockage in my throat began to form again. Do you remember the tornado? There is something in her voice that makes me focus, and I try to understand what she is talking about. The tornado.
This means nothing at first, and then, slowly, memory begins to acquire form and meaning. I had been at work home for an hour when all at once the sky turned a disturbing shadow of grayish green. Ruth went out to investigate, and I remember grabbing her by the hand and dragging her to the bathroom in the center of
the house. It was the first tornado she had ever seen, and although our house was unscathed, a tree down the street had been run over, crushing a neighbor's car. It was 1957, I said. April. Yes, she says. That's where it happened. I'm not surprised you remember. You always remember the weather, even from a long
time ago. Page 2 I remember because I was scared. But you remember the weather now, too. I watch the Weather Channel. It's good. There are a lot of good programs on this channel. Sometimes there's a lot to learn. Why are we talking about this? Because, she tells me, the urgency in her tone, there is something you
must remember. There's something more. I don't understand what she means, and in my exhaustion, I realize that all of a sudden I don't care. The wheezing gets worse and I close my eyes, beginning to float on a sea of dark, undulating waves. Towards a distant horizon, far from here. Away from her. You've seen
something interesting lately! And yet I'm drifting. Outside the car. Flying now. Under the moon and the stars. The night is and the wind is dead, and I'm so tired that I know I'm going to sleep forever. I feel my limbs relax and lose weight. Ira! she screams, panic in her voice rising. There are a you have to remember! It was
on the Weather Channel! His voice sounds away, almost like an echo. A man in Sweden! He had no food or water! Although I can barely hear it, the words are written. Yes, I think, and memory, like the tornado, is also starting to take shape. Umeå. Arctic Circle. Sixty-four days. He survived! She reaches out to me, her
hand rests on my leg. And at that moment, I stop drifting. When I open my eyes, I'm back in the car. Buried in his car in the snow. No food or water. No water... No water... Ruth leans towards me, so close that I can feel the delicate pink notes of her perfume. Yes, Ira, said she, his serious expression. He had no water.
How did he survive? You have to remember! I blink and my eyes are scaly, like those of a reptile. Snow, I say. He ate the snow. She holds my gaze and I know she dares to look me aside. There's snow here too, she says. There's snow right outside your window. At his words, I feel something leaping in me despite my
weakness, and although I am afraid of movement, I nevertheless raise my left arm slowly. I thumb it forward on my thigh, then lift it, moving it to the armrest. The effort feels mammoth and I take a moment to catch my breath. But Ruth is right. There is water nearby and I extend my finger towards the button. I'm afraid the
window won't open, but I'm extending my finger forward. Something primal makes me go on. I hope the battery still works. It worked before, I still tell myself. It worked after the accident. Finally my finger meets the button and I push it forward. And like a miracle, a freezing cold suddenly invades the interior. The cold is
brutal and a touch of snow lands on the back of my hand. So close now, but I'm facing the wrong way. I have to lift my head. The task seems insurmountable, but the water calls me and it is impossible not to answer. I raise my head, and my arm, shoulder and collarbone explode. I see nothing but white and then nothing
but black, but I keep going. My face is swollen, and for a moment, I don't think I'm going to go. I want to put my head down. I want the pain to end, but my left hand is already moving towards me. The snow is already melting and I feel the water tick and my hand continues to move. And then, just as I'm about to give up,
my hand meets my mouth. The snow is wonderful, and my mouth seems to come alive. I feel the moisture on my tongue. It's cold, lively and heavenly, and I feel the individual water drops trace a path down my throat. The miracle emboldens me and I arrive at another handful Snow. I swallow a little more and the needles
disappear. My throat is suddenly young like Ruth, and although the car freezes, I don't even feel the cold. I take another handful of snow, then another, another, the exhaustion I felt a minute ago dissipated. I am tired and weak, but this seems infinitely bearable by comparison. When I look at Ruth, I see her clearly. She's
in her thirties, that age when she was the most beautiful of all, and she shines. Thank you, I said at last. There's no reason to thank me. She shrugs. But you should roll the window now. Before you get too cold. I do what she tells me, my eyes never leave the buckets. I love you, Ruth, I squeak. I know, said she, her
tender expression. That's why I came. The water restored me in a way that seemed impossible, even a few hours earlier. That way, I mean my mind. My body is still a wreck and I'm still afraid to move, but Ruth seems comforted by my recovery. She sits quietly, listening to the chatter of my thoughts. Most of the time I'm
concerned about whether anyone will ever find me... In this world, after all, I have become more or less invisible. Even when I filled my gas tank—which made me lose myself, I think now—the woman behind the counter was looking in front of me, towards a young man in jeans. I have become what young people are
afraid to become, just another member of the unnamed elderly, a broken old man with nothing more to offer this world. My days are inconsequential, including simple moments and even simpler pleasures. I eat, I sleep and I think of Ruth; I walk around the house and look at the paintings, and in the morning I feed the
pigeons that gather in my garden. My neighbour complains about it. He thinks birds are a nuisance caused by the disease. He may be right, but he also cut a beautiful maple that straddles our properties simply because he was tired of raking the leaves, so his judgment is not something that I consider quite trustworthy. In
short, I love birds. I love the soft cog noises they make and I love watching their bob heads up and down as they pursue the seed I scatter for them. I know most people think of me as a recluse. That's how the reporter described it to me. As much as I despise the word and what it implies, there is some truth to what she
wrote about me. I've been a widower for years, a man without children, and as far as I know, I don't have any living parents. My friends, apart from my lawyer, Howie Sanders, have long since died, and since the media storm—the one triggered by the New Yorker article—I rarely leave home. It's easier that way, but I
often wonder if I should ever have talked to the reporter in the first place. Probably but when Janice or Janet or whatever her name was shown at the unannounced door, her dark hair and smart eyes reminded me of Ruth, and the next thing I knew, she was standing in the living room. She did not leave for the next six
hours. How she on the collection, I still don't know. Probably an art dealer in the North - they may be bigger gossip than schoolgirls - but despite that, I didn't blame him for everything that followed. She was doing her job and I could have asked her to leave, but instead I answered her questions and allowed her to take
pictures. After she left, I quickly put her out of my mind. Then, a few months later, a squeaky-voiced young man who describes himself as a fact-checker for the magazine called to check the things I had said. Naively, I gave him the answers he wanted, only to receive a small package in the mail several weeks later. The
journalist had been thought through enough to send me a copy of the question in which the article appeared. Needless to say, the article enraged me. I threw it away after reading what she had written, but later, after I cooled down, I picked it up in the trash and read it once more. In retrospect, I realized it wasn't her fault
that she didn't understand what I was trying to tell her. In his mind, after all, the collection was the whole story. That was six years ago, and it turned my life upside down. Bars were mounted on the windows and a fence was installed that raised the yard. I had a security system in place, and the police started to try to pass
in front of my house at least twice a day. I was inundated with calls. Journalists. Producers. A screenwriter who promised to put the story on the big screen. Three or four lawyers. Two people who pretended to be distant cousins on Ruth's side. Strangers on their luck and looking for documents. In the end, I simply
disconnected the phone, for everyone - including the journalist - thought of art only in terms of money. What each last person did not see was that it was not money; these were the memories they had. If Ruth had the letters I wrote to her, I had the paintings and the memories. When I see the Koonings, the
Rauschenbergs and the Warhols, I remember how Ruth held me by the lake; when I see the Jackson Pollock, I relive that first trip to New York in 1950. We were halfway on our trip, and on a whim we went to Springs, a hamlet near East Hampton on Long Island. It was a glorious summer day and Ruth wore a yellow
dress. She was twenty-eight years old at the time and growing more beautiful with each passing day, something Pollock did not fail to notice. I am convinced that it was his elegant ride that moved him to allow two strangers to enter his studio. also explains why he finally allowed Ruth to buy a painting that he had just
finished, which he rarely, if ever, did again. Later in the afternoon, on the way back to town, Ruth and I stopped at a small café in Water Mill. It was a lovely place with scered wooden floors and sun-drenched windows, and the owner drove at a wobbly outdoor table. That day, Ruth ordered white wine, something light and
sweet, and we sipped our glasses while looking over the sound. The breeze was light and the day was hot, and when we spotted the occasional boat passing off, we wondered aloud where it could be headed. Suspended next to this painting is a work by Jasper Johns. We bought it in 1952, the summer when Ruth's hair
was at its longest. The weak first lines began to form at the corners of her eyes, adding a woman's quality to her face. She and I had stayed at the top of the Empire State Building earlier that morning, and later in the quiet of our hotel room, Ruth and I had sex for hours before she finally fell asleep in my arms. I couldn't
sleep that day. Instead, I looked at her, watching the gentle rise and fall of her chest, her warm skin against mine. In the dark surroundings of this room, with my hair on the pillow, I wondered if a man had ever been as lucky as me. That's why I walk around our house late at night; that's why the collection remains intact.
That's why I've never sold a single painting. How could I? In oils and pigments, I store my memories of Ruth; in each painting, I remember a chapter of our lives together. There is nothing more precious to me. They are all I have left of the woman I loved more than life itself, and I will keep looking and remembering until I
can't do it anymore. Before passing, Ruth sometimes joined me in these late-hour wanderings, for she too liked to be brought back in time. She also loved to tell stories, even though she never realized she was the heroine in all. She holds my hand as we wandered from room to room, revelling in both of us as the past
alered. My marriage has brought a lot of happiness to my life, but lately there has been nothing but sadness. I understand that love and tragedy go hand in hand, because there cannot be one without the other, but I still wonder if the compromise is fair. A man should die as he had lived, I think; in his last moments he
should be surrounded and comforted by those whom he has always loved. But I already know that in my last moments, I'll be alone. 18 Sophia The following weeks were one of those rare and wonderful interludes in which almost everything made Sophia believe that nothing could be better. Her classes were challenging,
her grades were excellent, and although she had not heard from the Denver Art Museum, her advisor recommended her for internship at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. She was interviewing there during the Christmas holidays. It wasn't a paid position and she would probably have to move out of the house if
she got it, but it was moma. Never in her wildest dreams had she considered it a possibility. In the limited time she spent at the sorority's house, she had noticed Marcia was developing a preance in her approach —the same one she had every time she focused on someone special. She was perpetually in good spirits,
despite her denials that a guy had something to do with it. At the same time, Mary-Kate had significantly reduced her responsibilities to the sorority—apart from attending mandatory meetings, Sophia was mostly exempt from sister obligations. Admittedly, it was probably the result of his own superficial attitude, but hey, all
that worked. Best of all, she hadn't run into Brian around campus - nor had he sent or called - making it easy to forget they had ever dated. And then, of course, there was Luke. For the first time, she felt she understood what it really meant to love someone. Since their weekend in the cabin - outside of Thanksgiving,
when she had come home to visit her family - they had spent every Saturday night together at the ranch, mostly in each other's arms. Between kisses, the sensation of her electric naked skin against hers, she reveled in the sound of her voice telling her again and again how much he adored her and how much she would
come to mean to him. In the darkness, she gently drew her finger on her scars, sometimes finding a new one she had never noticed before; they spoke until the wee hours of the morning, stopping only to have sex once more. The passion they felt for each other was intoxicating, something completely different from what
she had felt with Brian. It was a bond that transcended the physical act. She had learned to appreciate the quiet way Luke slipped from bed at the first hour on Sunday morning to feed the animals and check the cattle, trying her best not to wake her up. Usually she was groping herself again, only to be woken up later
with a cup of hot coffee and her presence next to her. Sometimes they were away an hour or so on the porch or just making breakfast together. Almost always, they would take the horses out, sometimes for an entire afternoon. The cool winter air was going to turn her red cheeks and hurt her hands, but in those moments
she felt connected to Luke and the ranch in a way that made her wonder why it had taken her so long to find him. Page 3 As the holidays approached, they moved much of the weekend into the grove of Christmas trees. While Luke was cutting, transporting and stubborning the trees, Sophia was working on the registry.
During the lulls, she was able to study for the finals. Luke had also begun to practice seriously the mechanical bull again. Sometimes she would look at him at the top of the hood of a rusty tractor in the rickety barn. The bull was installed in a thick makeshift ring padded with moss to break its falls. Usually he started
slowly, riding just hard enough to loosen his muscles, before putting the bull on high. The bull would turn and dive and change direction abruptly, but somehow Luke would centered, holding his free hand up and away from his body. He drove three or four times, then sat down with her while he recovered. Then he would
get back in the ring, with the workout sometimes lasting up to two hours. Although he never complained, she could recognize his pain in the way he sometimes won while changing position or changing his walk. On Sunday evenings, he would often find him in his room, surrounded by candles as Sophia broke through her
muscles, trying to relieve her pain. Although they spent little time together on campus, they would sometimes go to dinner or a movie, and once they even visited a country bar, where they listened to the same band that had played the night they met, Luke would teach him to dance online at the end. Luke made the world
more alive in some way, more real, and when they weren't together, she inevitably found his thoughts drifting towards him. The second week of December brought an early cold front, a severe storm that blew from Canada. It was the first snow of the season, and although most of them had melted by the following
afternoon, Sophia and Luke spent part of the morning admiring the bleached beauty of the ranch before walking to the Christmas tree grove on what ended up being the busiest day at this point. Later, as they had become their habit, they went to his mother. While Luke was working on replacing the brake pads in his
truck, Linda taught Sophia how to cook. Luke had not lied about the quality of his pies, and they spent a pleasant afternoon in the kitchen, chatting and laughing, their aprons covered in flour. Spending time with Linda reminded Sophia of her parents and all the sacrifices they had made for her. Watching Linda and Luke
tease and joke with each other made her wonder if she would have the same kind of relationship with her own parents one day. Gone would be the little girl they remembered; in his place would not only be their daughter, but perhaps a friend as well. Being a part of Luke's life had made him feel more like an adult. With
only one semester to go, she no longer wondered what the university's interest was. The stockings, dreams and struggles, had all been part of the journey she made - a journey that led to a cattle ranch near a town called King, where she had fallen in love with a cowboy named Luke. Again? Marcia was whining. She
crossed her legs on the bed, pulling her oversized sweater down on her tights. What is it? Twelve weekends in a row at the ranch weren't enough for you? You're exaggerating. Sophia rolled her adding one last layer of lip gloss. Next to her, her little bag was already packed. Of course I am. But this is our last weekend
before the Christmas holidays. We leave on Wednesday, and I barely spent time with you all this semester. We're together all the time, Protested. No, replied Marcia. We spent time together. Now you're at the ranch with him almost every weekend. You didn't even go to the winter ceremony last weekend. Our winter
official. You know I don't care about these kinds of events. Don't you mean he doesn't care about them? Sophia gathered her lips, not wanting to sound defensive, but feeling the first hint of irritation in the way Marcia sounded. None of us wanted to go, okay? He was working and he needed my help. Marcia ran her hand
through her hair, clearly exasperated. I don't know how to say that without making you angry with me. Say what? You're making a mistake. What are you talking about? Sophia put on her lip gloss tube and turned to face her friend. Marcia throws her hands. Think about how it looks - imagine what you would say if our
roles were reversed. Let's say I've been in a relationship for two years - Not likely, Sophia stopped her. Okay, and I know it's hard, but just pretend. I'm doing this for you. Let's say I experienced a really terrible breakup and hid in my room for weeks, then out of the blue I meet this guy. So I talk to him and visit him the
next day, then I talk to him on the phone and I visit him the following weekend. Very quickly, I treat him as if he were my whole world and I spent every free minute with him. How do you feel about that? That I happened to meet Mr Right while I was recovering from a horrible breakup? I mean, what are the odds? Sophia
could feel the blood start beating in her veins. I don't know what you're trying to say. I'm saying you could make a mistake. And that if you're not careful, you could end up getting hurt. I'm not making a mistake, Sophia broke in 2012. And I'm not going to get hurt. I like spending time with Luke. I know. Marcia softens,
patting the bed next to her. Sit down with me, she pleaded. Please? Sophia debated before crossing the room and sitting on the bed. Marcia was facing him. I understand that you love her, she said. I really do. And I'm glad you're happy again. But where do you see this going? I mean, if it were me, I'd be happy to hang
out and have fun, just see where he's going and live for the day. But I would never let myself think for a minute that I'm going to spend the rest of my life with him. I don't think so either, Sophia interjected. Marcia chose her sweater. Are you sure? Because that's not the impression I have. She paused, her expression
almost sad. You shouldn't have fallen in love with him. And every time you are with him, you are only making things worse for yourself. Sophia flushed. Why are you doing this? — Because you don't think clearly, Marcia replied. If Si were, you'd think of the fact that you're an elder in college - a new Jersey art history
major, for God's sake - while Luke rides bulls and lives on a ranch in rural North Carolina. You'd wonder what was going to happen in six months, once you graduated. She stopped, forcing Sophia to focus on what she was really saying. Can you imagine living on a ranch for the next fifty years? Riding horses, raising
cows, and cleaning stalls for the rest of your life? She shook her head. No — Oh, said Marcia, cutting her off. So maybe you see Luke living in New York while you work in a museum? Perhaps you both imagine that you spend every Sunday morning at the last hot spots of brunch, sipping cappuccinos and reading the
New York Times? Is this how you imagine your future together? When Sophia did not answer, Marcia reached out. I know how much you care about him, she continued. But your lives are not just on different tracks, they are on different continents. And that means you're going to have to look at your heart from now on,
because if you don't, it's going to end up breaking into all sorts of pieces. You have been silent tonight, said Luke, between sips of hot cocoa. Sophia held her hands around her cup, looking from their spot on the couch to snow showers beyond the window, the second snow of the season, although this one was not likely
to stick. As usual, Luke had the fireplace going, but she couldn't shake the cold she felt. I'm sorry, she said. I'm just tired. She could feel her attention tonight for some reason left strangely unstable. Do you know what I think? I think Marcia told you something and it upset you. Sophia did not respond immediately. Why
would you say that? He shrugged. When I called you to tell you that I was on my way, I could barely get you off the phone. When I got home, you were silent. And I noticed the way you and marcia looked at each other. It was as if you just shared some kind of confession, and neither of you was happy about it. The
warmth of the cup radiated into his hands. You're very perceptive to a guy who can spend a whole day without talking, she says, looking towards him. That's why I'm perceptive. His answer reminded him of why they had become so close so quickly. But if it was such a good idea was no longer so clear. You think about it
again, And it's starting to make me nervous. Despite the tension, she laughed. Where do you think all this is going? she suddenly asked, echoing Marcia's previous question. Between us, you mean? I'm going to be spring. In a few months. What's going to happen then? What happens when I get home? Or get a job
somewhere? He thought forward, putting his cup on the coffee table before turning slowly to face him again. I don't know, he said. You don't know? His face was unreadable. I can't say in the future any more than you can. That sounds like an excuse. I'm not looking for excuses, he says. I'm just trying to be honest. But
you don't say anything! Luke kept his voice steady. So how about that? I love you. I want to be with you. We'll find a way to make it work. Do you really believe that? I wouldn't have said it if I hadn't. Even if it means you have to move to New Jersey? The lamp of fire threw half of his face into the shadows. Do you want
me to move to New Jersey? What's wrong with New Jersey? — Nothing, he says. I told you that I've been there before and I've loved it. But? For the first time, his eyes fell. I can't leave the ranch until I know my mom's going to be okay, he says with some purpose. She understood her reasons, and yet... You want me to
stay here, she said. After graduation. No. He shook his head. I would never ask you to do that. She couldn't hide her exasperation. So, again, what are we going to do? He put his hands to his knees. We're not the first couple to face something like this. I have the impression that if it was supposed to be, we would find
out. No, I don't know the answers, and no, I can't tell you how it's going to be. And if you left today, I'd be more worried. But we have six months, and things could be different by then ... Maybe I'll ride well and I won't be so worried about the ranch, or maybe I'll dig up one of the fence posts one day and discover a buried
treasure. Or maybe we'll end up losing the ranch entirely and I'm going to have to move anyway. Or maybe you'll find a job in Charlotte, somewhere close enough to commute. I don't know. He thought closer, no doubt trying to emphasize his words. The only thing I know for sure is that if we both want to, we're going to
find a way to make it work. She knew that was the only thing he could say, but the question of their future still lay her off. But she didn't say that. Instead, she scooted closer and let him slide her arm around her, her hot body against hers. She took a long breath, wishing that time might somehow Or at least slow down.
Okay, she muttered. He kissed his hair, then rested his chin on top of his head. I love you, you know. — I know, she whispered. I love you too. I'm going to miss you while you're gone. Me But I'm glad you'll be spending some time with your family. Me too. Page 4 Maybe I'll drive to New Jersey and surprise you. I'm sorry,
she said. You can't do that. Why not? I'm not saying you're not welcome to visit me. I'm just saying it won't be a surprise. You kind of ruined everything. He's been thinking about it. I guess I did, didn't I? Well, maybe I'll surprise you by not coming. You'd better come. My parents want to meet you. They've never met a
cowboy before and I know they have this crazy image in their head in which you walk around with a six-shooter and say things like Howdy, pardner. He laughed. I guess I'll disappoint them. — No, she replied. It's something you won't do. To that, Luke smiles. How about New Year's Eve? Do you do anything? I don't
know. Am I? Now you are. Perfect. But you can't come at night. You are going to have to spend time with my parents, as I said. That's fair enough, he said. He nodded toward the corner. Will you help me decorate the tree? What tree? He's in the back. I chose him yesterday and I dragged him. It's a bit small and sparse
and it wasn't likely to sell, but I thought it might be nice here. So you know what you're going to miss. She thought of him. I already know what I'm going to miss. An hour later, Sophia and Luke stood back and admired their work. It's not quite right, said Luke, crossing his arms as he walked through the glitter-strewn tree.
He needs something more. There's not much more we can do with it, Sophia said, reaching out to adjust a strand of lights. A lot of branches are already collapsing. It's not that, he says. It's... Hold on. I'll be right back. I know exactly what he needs. Just give me a minute — Sophia saw him disappear into the room and
come back with a medium-sized gift box, tied with tape. He passed her and put him under the tree, then joined her again. Much better, he said. She looked at him. Is it for me? Actually, it is. It's not fair. I didn't get you anything. I don't want anything. Maybe it's, but now I feel bad. Don't. You can make up for it later. She
studied it. You knew I was going to say that, didn't you? It was all part of my plan. What's in it? Go ahead, he urged. Open it up. She approached the tree and picked up the box. It was light enough for her to guess what was inside before she untied the tape and lifted the lid. She took it out and held it in front of her,
examining it. Dyed black and made of straw, it was decorated with beads and a band that held in place a small feather. A cowboy hat? — A beautiful one, he says. Says. Girls. Is there a difference? Well, I would never wear one with a feather or beads. And I thought that since you were going so far here, you really
needed yours. She leaned over and kissed him. It's perfect. Thank you. Merry Christmas. She put it on and looked at him flirtatiously. What does it look like? — Beautiful, he said. But then again, you always look beautiful. 19 Luke With the start of the season less than a month away - and Sophia in New Jersey - Luke has
stepped up his training regimen. In the days leading up to Christmas, he not only increased the length of his mechanical bull walks by five minutes a day, but added strength training to the program. He had never liked weightlifting, but no matter what he did in the way he worked - which lately mainly sold the remaining
trees - he would sneak to the top of every hour and do fifty push-ups, sometimes finishing four or five cents in a day. Finally, he added pull-ups and basic work to strengthen his stomach and lower back. By the time he collapsed in bed at the end of the day, he was falling asleep within seconds. Despite his sore muscles
and exhaustion, he could gradually feel his skills coming back. Its balance improved, making it easier to keep f irmly seated. His instincts, too, sharpened, allowing him to anticipate turnovers and throws. Within four days of Christmas he went to Henderson County, where he rode live bulls. A guy he knew had a training
facility there, and although the bulls weren't of the highest quality, practicing on the mechanical bull could only do a lot. Live animals were never predictable, and although Luke was wearing both a helmet and a flak jacket, he found himself as nervous before these encounters as he had been in McLeansville in October.
He pushed himself hard, and then even stronger. The season started in mid-January, and he needed a good start. He needed to win or place as high as possible in order to collect enough points to move on to the major league tour by March. By June, it may be too late. His mother saw what he was doing, and gradually
she began to retire again. His anger was obvious, but so was his sadness, and he found himself wishing Sophia would be with them, if only to ease the growing awkwardness. Again, he wished sophia were there, period. With Sophia back in New Jersey for the holidays, Christmas Eve had been a quiet affair. Christmas
Day was also brought under control. He had not gone to his mother's house until the early afternoon, and tension was palpable. He was happy to have the Christmas tree sales behind him. Although they had done well, the month in the grove meant everything else on the ranch had deteriorated further, and time did not
help things. Luke's to-do list grew, and he him, especially because he knew he would travel a lot in the coming year. His absence would only make things more difficult for his mother. Unless he started winning right away. Still, he came back to that. Despite the sales of trees, which his mother used to add seven pairs to
the farm, the farm's income was not going to be close enough to cover their payments. And with that in mind, Luke would go to the barn to train, counting the days until New Year's Eve, where he would finally see Sophia again. He left early in the morning, arriving in Jersey City a few minutes before lunch. After spending
the afternoon with Sophia's parents and sisters, neither Luke nor Sophia wanted to face the crowd in Times Square for New Year's celebrations. Instead, they had a quiet dinner at an unpretentious Thai restaurant before returning to Luke's hotel. In the hours after midnight, Sophia found herself on her stomach while Luke
was tracing small circles on her lower back. Stop, she said, waving. It's not going to work. What's not going to work? I've already told you I can't stay. I have a curfew. You're twenty-one, he protested. But I'm at my parents' house, and they have rules. And in fact, they were very permissive in letting me stay outside for up
to two hours. Normally, I have to be in one. What would happen if you stayed? They'd probably think we slept together. We slept together. She turned her head to face him. They don't need to know. And I don't intend to make it obvious. But I'm only here for one night. I have to leave tomorrow afternoon. I know, but rules
are rules. Besides, you don't want to put yourself on the wrong side of my parents. They liked you. Although my sisters told me they were disappointed that you were not wearing your hat. I wanted to fit in. Oh, you've done it all right. Especially when you started talking about 4-H again. You noticed that they had the same
reaction as me when they found out that you were selling these poor little pigs for slaughter after raising them like pets. I intended to thank you for talking about this. — You're welcome, says Sophia, her mischievous expression. Did you see Dalena's face when I explained it? I thought his eyes were going to come out of
his head. How's your mom, by the way? She's fine. I suppose she's still mad at you? You could say that. She's coming. I hope so. He thought, kissing her. Although she returned his kiss, he felt his hands move towards his chest and gently push him away. You can kiss me whatever you want, but you still have to take me
home. Can you sneak me into your room? Not with my sister there. That would be so weird. If I had known that you wouldn't stay any longer, I might not have all the way here. I don't believe you. He laughed before he got serious again. I missed you. No, you don't. I was too busy to miss. Every time I called, you were
always on your way. Between work and practice, you probably haven't even thought of me. I missed you, he said. I know. And I missed you too. She stretched her head, touching her face. But unfortunately, we're going to have to dress anyway. You're supposed to be coming for brunch tomorrow, remember? Back in
North Carolina, Luke made the decision to redouble his training efforts. The first event of the season took place in less than two weeks. The two days in New Jersey had given his body a chance to rest, and he was feeling good for the first time in weeks. The only problem was that it was as cold here as it had been in New
Jersey, and he dreaded the cold of the barn even as he was heading in his direction. He had just turned on the barn lights and was extending before his first race of the night when he heard the door open. He turned around as his mother emerged from the shadows. Hey, Mommy, he said, surprised. Hi, she said. Like
him, she was wearing a heavy jacket. I went to your house and when I realized you weren't there, I thought that's where you could be. He did not say anything. In silence, his mother entered the foam-padded ring, sinking with each step until she stood on the other side of the bull of him. Unexpectedly, she reached out
and ran her hand over her. I remember when your father brought this home for the first time, she said. It was all rage for a while, you know. People wanted to put these things together because of that old John Travolta movie, and pretty much every country bar put one on, just to watch the interest go away in a year or
two. When one of these bars was demolished, your father asked me if he could buy the bull. It didn't cost much, but it was even more than we could afford at the time and I remember being furious with him. He had gone to Iowa or Kansas or somewhere, and he went back here to drop him off before turning right and
heading to Texas for another set of rodeos. It was only when he returned that he realized that it was not working. He had to rebuild the thing pretty much from scratch, and it took him almost a year to make it work the way he wanted. But by that time, you came and he had retired. He was sitting in the barn here collecting
dust until he ended up putting you on it... I think you were two years old. at the time. I got mad about it, too, even though it was barely moving. I knew you'd follow in his footsteps. The thing is, I never wanted you to go up. I always thought it was a crazy way to try to make a living. In his voice he heard an unusual trace of
bitterness. Why didn't you say anything? What was there to say? You were as obsessed as your father. You broke your arm when you were five on a calf. But you don't care. You were just angry because you couldn't ride for a few months. What could I do? She did not expect an answer, and she sighed. For a long time,
I hoped you would grow up out of it. I was probably the only mother in the world to pray that her teenage daughter would be interested in cars, girls or music, but you never did. I liked these things, too. Maybe. But riding was your life. That was all you really wanted to do. It was all you really dreamed of, and... She closed
her eyes, a long wink. You had the making of a star. Even though I hated it, I knew you had the ability, the desire and the motivation to be the best in the world. And I was proud of you. But even then, it broke my heart. Not because I didn't think you'd make it, but because I knew you'd risk anything to make your dream
come true. And I've seen you hurt yourself over and over again. She's changed her position. What you need to remember is that for me, you will always be my child, the one I held in my arms right after you were born. Page 5 Luke remained silent, overcome by a familiar shame. Tell me, said his mother, searching his
face. Is this something you feel like you couldn't live without? Are you still burning with the desire to be the best? He looked at his boots before reluctantly raising his head. No, he admitted. I didn't mean it, she said. Mommy I know why you're doing this. Just like you know why I don't want you to know. You're my son, but
I can't stop you, and I know that, too. He breathed for a long time, noting his weariness. The resignation clung to her like a shredded shroud. Why did you come here, Mom? It wasn't to tell me all that. She gave a melancholy smile. No, it's not. Actually, I came here to check on you, to make sure you were okay. And to
find out how your trip went. There were others and he knew it, but he still answered. It's been a good trip. In short, though. I feel like I spent more time in the truck than I did with Sophia. That's probably right, she agreed. What about his family? Nice people. Close family. There was a lot of laughter from the table. She
nodded. It's good. She crossed her arms, rubbing her sleeves. What about Sophia? She's great. I see the way you look at it. Yeah? It's pretty clear what you think of her, her mother said. Yes? he said. again. It's good, she says. Sophia is special. I enjoyed getting to know her. Do you think there's a future out there? He
went from one foot to the other. I hope so. His mother was looking at him seriously. Then you should probably tell him. I've done it before. No, his mother's mother shaking his head. You should tell him. Tell him what? — What the doctor told us, she said, without bothering to mince her words. You should tell him that if
you keep driving, you'll probably be dead in less than a year. 20 Ira When you wander around the house at night, Ruth suddenly interjects, you don't do what you say. What do you mean? I am surprised to hear his voice again after this long silence. They're not like the newspaper you made for me. I could read all my
letters, but you don't see all the paintings. Many of them are stacked in overcrowded rooms and you haven't seen them in years. And the ones you store in oak boxes that you don't look at either. It is impossible for you to open the boxes these days. That is true. Maybe I should call someone, I said. I could hang different



on the walls. Just like you used to. Yes, but when I did, I knew how to organize them to their best. Your taste is not so good. There were simply workers hanging them in all the open spaces. I like the eclectic feel. It's not eclectic. It is sticky and cluttered and is a fire hazard. I'm smiling. It's a good thing that no one comes
to visit, then. No, she says. It's not good. You may have been shy, but you've always drawn people's strength. I have drawn strength from you, I said. Although it's dark in the car, I see her rolling her eyes. I'm talking about your customers. You've always had a special way with them. That's why they stayed customers.
And that's why the store failed after selling it. Because the new owners were more interested in money than in providing services. Ruth may be right about that, but I sometimes wonder if market developments have more to do with it. Even before my retirement, the shop had been attracting fewer customers for years.
There were larger stores, with more selection, opening in other areas of Greensboro, while people began to flee the city to the suburbs and downtown businesses began to struggle. I warned the new owner about it, but he intended to go ahead, and I left knowing that I had given him a good deal. Even though the store
was no longer mine, I felt a great pain of regret when I realized it was going to go bankrupt after more than ninety years. The old haberdashery, the kind I've run for decades, have taken the path of covered wagons, buggy whips, and rotary dial phones. My work never been like yours, however, I said at last. I didn't like it
like you liked the 4th. I could take away whole summers. I shake my head. Or rather, I guess so. It was because of the children, I said. You may have inspired them, but they also inspired you. As memorable as our summers were, in the end you were always excited to be back in the classroom. Because you missed the
kids. Missed. missed their laughter and curiosity and the innocent way they saw the world. She's looking at me with her eyebrows raised. And how would you know? — Because, I say, you told me. Ruth was a third-year teacher, and for her it was one of the key educational periods in a student's life. Most of the students
were eight or nine years old, an age she still saw as an educational turning point. At this age, students are old enough to understand concepts that would have been foreign to them only a year earlier, but they are still young enough to accept adult advice with almost undisputed confidence. It was also, in Ruth's view, the
first year in which students really began to differentiate themselves academically. Some students began to excel while others fell behind; although there were countless reasons for this, in this particular school, at that time, many of its students—and their parents—simply didn't care. Students attend school until grade 8 or
9, then drop out to work on the farm full time. Even for Ruth, it was a difficult challenge to overcome. It was the children who kept Ruth awake at night, the ones she was constantly worried about, and she tinkered with her lesson plan for years, looking for ways to get through them and their parents. She would have them
plant seeds in Dixie cups and label them to encourage them to read; she would like students to catch insects and name them too, in the hope of awakening intellectual curiosity about the natural world. The math tests always included something on the farm or money: If Joe collected four baskets of peaches from each
tree, and there were five trees in each of the six rows, how many baskets of peaches will Joe be able to sell? Or: If you have $200 and you buy seeds that cost $120, how much money do you have left? It was a world that students understood important — and more often than not, she got away with it. While some still
ended up giving up, they would sometimes come to visit her in later years, to thank her for teaching them to read and write and perform the basic math necessary to understand their purchases at the store. She was proud of it — and proud of the students who eventually graduated and went to university, of course. But
from time to time, she had a student who made her realize again why she wanted to be a teacher in the first place. And that brings me to the paint above the fireplace. You think of Daniel McCallum, she tells me. Yes, I said. Your favorite student. His is animated, and I know that her image of him is as vivid as the day she
first met him. At the time, she had been teaching for fifteen years. It was very difficult. That's what you told me. He was very wild when he arrived. Ihs Ihs were dirty all the time and he could never sit still. I scolded him every day. But you taught him to read. I taught them all to read. He was different, though. Yes, she
says. He was taller than the other boys and he hit the other students on the arm at recess, leaving bruises. It was because of Daniel McCallum that my hair started to turn gray. To this day, I remember his complaints about him, but his words, as they are today, had always been tinged with affection. He had never been to
school before. He didn't understand the rules. He knew the rules. But at first, he cared. He was sitting behind a pretty girl named Abigail, and would constantly pull her hair. I would say, You mustn't do this, but he would do it anyway. I finally had to sit him in the front row where I could keep an eye on him. And that's when
you learned that he couldn't read or write. Yes. Even now, his voice is dark. And when you went to talk to his parents, you found out that they had passed away. It turned out that Daniel was raised by an older half-brother and his wife, none of whom wanted him to attend school at all. And you saw that all three of them
lived in what was essentially a shack. You know this because you went with me that day to the place where he lived. I took a first step. You were so calm on the drive of the house. It bothered me to think that in this rich country, there were people who still lived like them. And it bothered me that he had no one in his life
who seemed to care about him. So you decided not only to teach him, but to give him private lessons as well. Before and after school. He was sitting in the front row, she said. I wouldn't be a good teacher if he didn't learn anything at all. But you also took pity on him. How could I not? His life was not easy. And yet, I
finally learned that there were many children like Daniel. No, I said. For both of us, there was only one. It was early October when Daniel entered our house, a gangly boy, towed with rough country mannerisms and a shyness that I hadn't anticipated. He did not shake my hand on that first visit, and he did not meet my
eyes. Instead, he stood with his hands in his pockets, his gaze fixed on the floor. Although Ruth gave her private lessons after school, she worked with him again that evening at the kitchen table while I sat in the living room, listening to the radio. Then she insisted that he stay for dinner. Daniel not the first student she
had invited to our house for dinner, but he was the only one who ever came regularly. This was partly due to the family's situation, Ruth said. Daniel's half-brother and his wife could barely keep the farm afloat and were resentful that the sheriff ordered them to send Daniel to school. Still, it did not seem that they wanted it
around the farm, either. On the day Ruth visited, they sat on the porch smoking cigarettes and answered Ruth's questions with indifferent and mono-syllable answers. The next morning, Daniel came to school with bruises on his cheek and a red eye like a ruby. The sight of her face almost broke Ruth's heart, making her
all the more determined to help her. But it wasn't just the obvious signs of abuse that upset her. When given private lessons after school, she often heard her stomach scolding, but when asked, he denied that he was hungry. When Daniel finally admitted that he sometimes went days without eating, his first instinct was to
call the sheriff. Daniel begged her not to, if only because he had nowhere else to go. Instead, she ended up inviting him to dinner. After this first visit to our house, Daniel started eating with us two or three times a week. As he became more comfortable with us, shyness evaporated, replaced by an almost formal
politeness. He shook my hand and addressed me as Mr. Levinson, always making a stop and asking me how my day had been. The seriousness of his behaviour saddens and impresses me, perhaps because he seemed to be the product of his prematurely hard life. But I liked him from the beginning and I loved him
more and more as the year progressed. For her part, Ruth would end up loving her like a son. I know that in this day and age, it is considered inappropriate to use such a word when describing a teacher's feelings for a student, and it may have been inappropriate even then. But his was a maternal love, a love born of
affection and worry, and Daniel flourished under Ruth's care. Again and again, I heard him tell him that she believed in him and that he could be all he wanted to be when he was grown up. She stressed that he could change the world if he wanted to, make it a better place for himself and others, and he seemed to believe
it. More than anything, he seemed to want to please her and he stopped acting in class. He worked hard to become a better student, surprising Ruth with the ease with which he learned. Although he was not educated, he was very intelligent, and in January he read along with his classmates. In May, he was almost two
years ahead, not only in reading, but also in all other subjects. His memory was remarkable; it was a real sponge, absorbing everything Ruth or I said to her. Page 6 As if eager to know Ruth's heart, he showed an interest in the art that hung on our walls, and after dinner, often walked him through the house to show him
the paintings we had collected. He holds Ruth's hand and listens to them as she describes them, his eyes flickering paintings to her face and again. He ended up knowing the names of all the artists, as well as their styles, and in this way I knew he had come to take care of Ruth as as as she cared about him. Ruth once
asked me to take a picture of them together. After she introduced him, he clung to it for the rest of the afternoon and I saw him watching him some time later, his face engraved with wonder. Whenever Ruth dropped him off at home, he never forgot once to thank her for the time she spent with him. And on the last day of
school, before he went to play with his friends, he told her that he loved her. At that time, the idea had taken root in his mind to ask Daniel if he wanted to live with us permanently. We talked about it, and the truth is, I would not mind it. Daniel was a pleasure to have around our house and I told him as much. But by the
end of the school year, Ruth still didn't know how to approach the subject for him. She did not know if Daniel would agree or even if he wanted such a thing, and she did not know how to suggest this to her half-brother. There was no guarantee that such a thing would even be legally authorized, so for all these reasons,
she did not say anything on that last day. Instead, she decided to postpone the deal until we returned from our summer trip. But during our travels, Ruth and I have often talked about Daniel. We decided to do everything we could to make such an arrangement possible. When we finally returned to Greensboro, however,
the cabin was empty, apparently abandoned for weeks. Daniel did not return to school in August, and there were no requests for his files to be forwarded. No one seemed to know where he had gone or what had happened to the family. Students and other teachers soon forgot about it, but for Ruth it was different. She
cried for weeks when she realized not only that he was gone, but that he might be gone forever. She made a point of interest visiting the nearby farms, hoping that someone could tell her where the family had gone. At home, she eagerly sorted the mail, hoping to find her a letter, and she could never hide her
disappointment when, day after day, none arrived. Daniel had filled a hole in Ruth that I couldn't, something that had disappeared in our marriage. That year, he had become the child she had always wanted, the child I could never give her. I would like to tell you that Ruth and Daniel have reconnected; that later in life he
contacted her, if only to let her know how he was doing. She worried about him for years, but over time Ruth began to mention his name less frequently, until finally she stopped mentioning it at all. Yet I knew that she did not never forgotten and that a part of it never stopped looking for it. It was Daniel she was looking for
as we drove quiet country roads, passing through farms ad exhaust; it was Daniel that she hoped to see every time she returned to school after a summer spent in studios and galleries. Once, she thought she'd spotted him on the streets of Greensboro during a veterans' day but by the time we were able to make our way
through the crowd, he had already left, if he had ever really been there at all. After Daniel, we never had a student at home again. There is a freezing cold in the car, the after-effects of the window I opened earlier. Frost shines on the dashboard now, and every time I breathe, a cloud forms beyond my lips. Even though I
am no longer thirsty, my throat and stomach remain cooled by the snow. The cold is inside and out, everywhere, and I can't stop shivering. Next to me, Ruth looks out the window and I realize that I can see the light of the stars beyond the glass. It is not yet light, but the moonlight makes the snow shine on the silver
trees, and I can say that the worst of the time is over. Tonight the snow on the car will crust as it continues to freeze, but sometime tomorrow or the next day, the temperature will rise and the world will shake the white embrace of winter as the snow begins to melt. It's both good and bad. My car may become visible from
the road, which is fine, but I need snow to live, and in a day or two it could be completely gone. You're doing fine right now, Ruth tells me. Don't worry about tomorrow until you have to. — Easy to say for you, I boil. I'm the one who's in trouble here. Yes, she says at a time of fact. But it's your fault. You shouldn't have
been driving. Are we back to that again? She turns to me with an ironic smile. She's in her 40s now and she's wearing her short hair. Her dress is cut into simple lines, in the bright red hues she preferred, with oversized buttons and elegant pockets. Like all other women in the 1960s, Ruth was a fan of Jacqueline
Kennedy. You raised some. I was looking for sympathy. You're complaining. You don't do it anymore now that you're older. As with the neighbor who cut down the tree. And the girl at the gas station who thought you were invisible. I wasn't complaining. I was watching. There's a difference. You shouldn't complain. It is
not attractive. I've been far from attractive for many years. No, she attacks. In this, you are wrong. Your heart is always beautiful. Your eyes are always nice, and you're a good, honest man. That's enough to keep you beautiful forever. Are you flirting with me? She raises an eyebrow. I don't know. Am I? It is, I think. And
for the first time since the accident, if only for a moment, I feel really warm. It's strange, I think, the way our lives turn. Moments circumstances, when later combined with conscious decisions and actions and a boat laden with hope, may eventually forge a future that seems predestined. Such a moment occurred when I
first met Ruth. I wasn't lying when I told Ruth that I knew at that moment that we would get married one day. Yet experience has taught that fate is sometimes cruel and that even a boat full of hope is sometimes not enough. For Ruth, it became clear when Daniel entered our lives. At that time, she was over forty years
old and I was even older. That was another reason why she couldn't stop crying after Daniel left. At the time, social expectations were different, and we both knew we were too old to adopt a child. When Daniel disappeared from our lives, I could not escape the conclusion that fate had conspired against her for the last
and last time. Although she knew mumps and married me anyway, I knew that Ruth had always clung to a secret hope that the doctor had made a mistake in one way or another. There was no definitive evidence, after all, and I confess that I harboured a slim hope as well. But because I was so deeply in love with my
wife, he was rarely at the forefront of my thoughts. We made love frequently in our early years of marriage, and although Ruth was reminded every month of the sacrifice she had made in marrying me, she was not initially disturbed by it. I think she believed that the only will, that her deep desire for a child, would
somehow get there. His tacit belief was that our time would come, and I think that is why we never discussed adoption. It was a mistake. I know that now, but I didn't know it at the time. The 1950s came and went and our house was slowly filled with art. Ruth was teaching at school and I ran the store, and even though
she was getting older, part of her still had hope. And then, as the long-awaited answer to a prayer, Daniel arrived. He became first her pupil, then the son she had always wanted. But when the illusion suddenly ended, all I had left was me. And that wasn't quite enough. The following years were difficult for us. She blamed
me, and I blamed myself, too. The blue sky of our marriage became grey and stormy, then dark and cold. The conversations became on stilts, and we started chatting for the first time. Sometimes it seemed like a struggle for her to sit in the same room with me. She spent many weekends at her parents' house in Durham
—her father's health was in decline—and there were times when we didn't talk for days. At night, the space between us in bed felt like the Pacific, an impossible ocean for either of us to swim across. She didn't want to and I was too afraid to try, and we continued to drift further. There was even a period when she if she
wanted to remain married to me, and in the evening, after she went to bed, I would sit in the living room, wishing that I was someone else, the kind of man who could give her what she wanted. But I couldn't. I was broken. The war had taken me the only thing she ever wanted. I was sad for her and angry with myself, and
I hated what was happening to us. I would have exchanged my life to make her happy again, but I didn't know how; How? while the crickets sounded on warm autumn nights, I brought my hands over my face and cried, cried and cried. I would never have left you, Ruth assures me. I'm sorry I made you think of such
things. His words are sorry. But you've thought about it. — Yes, she says, but not in your way of thinking. It was not a serious idea. All married women sometimes think of such things. So are the men. I never did. I know, she said. But you're different. She smiles, her hand reaches out for mine. She takes it, caressing the
knots and bones. I saw you once, she tells me. In the living room. — I know, I say. Do you remember what happened next? You came and held me. It was the first time I've seen you cry since that night in the park after the war, she says. It scared me very much. I didn't know what was wrong. It was us, I said. I didn't
know what to do. I didn't know how to make you happy. There was nothing you could do, she says. You were so ... angry at me. I was sad, she says. There's a difference. Does it matter? Anyway, you weren't happy with me. She shakes my hand, soft skin against mine. You're an intelligent man, Ira, but sometimes I think
you don't understand women very well. In that, I know she is right. I was devastated when Daniel left. I wish he'd become a part of our lives. And yes, I was sad that we never had children. But I was also sad because I was in my forties, even though it may not make sense to you. I didn't mind in my 30s. It was then that I
felt for the first time in my life that I was actually an adult. But for women, more than forty years is not always so easy. On my birthday, I couldn't help but think that I had already lived half my life, and when I looked in the mirror, a young woman was no longer looking at me. It was futile, I know, but it bothered me. And my
parents were getting older, too. That's why I've been visiting them so many times. At that time, my father had retired, but he was not well, as you know. It was difficult for my mother to take care of him. In other words, there was no simple way to improve things for me at the time. Even if Daniel had stayed with us, it would
still have been difficult years. I wonder about that. She has already told me so much, but I sometimes wonder if it is quite true. It meant a lot to me when you held me that night. What else could I do? You could have turned around and gone back to the room. I couldn't do such a thing. It hurt to see you like that. You have
kissed my tears, I said. Yes, she says. And later, we held each other as we were lying in bed. It was the first time in a long time. Yes, she says again. And things started to improve It was time, she says. I was tired of being sad. And you knew how much I still loved you. Yes, she says. I always knew that. In 1964, during
our trip to New York, Ruth and I had a second honeymoon. It was not planned, and we did nothing extraordinary; it was closer to a daily celebration than we had somehow put the worst of the past behind us. We held hands as we toured the galleries and started laughing again. His smile, I still believe, had never been
more contagious in his joy than he was that summer. It was also Andy Warhol's summer. I didn't like his art, so commercial and yet unique. I found little interest in soup cannon paintings. neither did Ruth, but she was taken with Andy Warhol when they first met. I think that was the only case where she bought something
simply because of the strength of the artist's personality. She knew intuitively that he would be something of an artist who would define the 1960s, and we bought four original prints. By that time, his work had already become expensive - everything is relative, of course, especially considering their value now - and then
we had no money. After only a week in the North, we returned to North Carolina and went to the Outer Banks, where we rented a cottage at the beach. Ruth wore a bikini that summer for the first time, although she refused to wear it anywhere but on the back porch, with towels draped over the railing to block other
people's sights. After our trip to the beach, we are traveling to Asheville, as always. I read him the letter I had written while we were standing by the lake, and the years continued to roll along. Lyndon Johnson was elected president and the Civil Rights Act was passed. The war in Vietnam has picked up steam, while at
home we have heard a lot about the war on poverty. The Beatles were fashionable, and women entered the labour market en masse. Ruth and I were aware of all this, but it was life inside our home that meant the most to us. We have led our lives as we have always had, we both work and collect art in the summer, have
breakfast in the kitchen and share stories during dinner. We bought paintings by Victor Vasarely and Arnold Schmidt, Frank Stella and Ellsworth Kelly. We enjoyed the work of Julian Stanczak and Richard Anuszkiewicz and bought paintings from them too. And I will never forget Ruth's expression as she chose each one.
Page 7 at that time we started using our camera. Until then, strangely, this had never been a priority for us, and in the long life we have only completed four albums. But all I have to do is turn the pages and watch Ruth and I age slowly. There is a photo that Ruth took of me on my fiftieth birthday in 1970, and another of it
in 1972, when she celebrated the same milestone. In 1973, we leased the first of the units to house part of our collection, and in 1975 Ruth and I boarded QE2 and sailed to England. Even then, I couldn't imagine flying. We spent three days in London and another two days in Paris before getting on a train to Vienna,
where we spent the next two weeks. For Ruth, it was both nostalgic and painful to return to the city she once called home; although I could usually discern how she felt, I spent much of that time wondering what to say. In 1976, Jimmy Carter was elected president of Gerald Ford, who had replaced Richard Nixon. The
economy was in the dumps and there were long queues at the gas stations. Yet Ruth and I hardly stood up to these developments as we fell in love with a new movement in art called Lyric Abstraction, which had its roots in both Pollock and Rothko. That year —that was the year Ruth finally stopped coloring her hair—we
celebrated our thirtieth anniversary. Although it cost a small fortune and I had to take out a loan to do so, I presented him with the only paintings I ever bought on my own: two small Picassos, one from the blue period and the other from the Rose. That night, she hung them in the room, and after having sex, we lay down
in bed watching them for hours. In 1977, with business at the shop almost at a standstill, I started building nest boxes in my spare time from kits I bought at the leisure shop. This phase did not last long, maybe three or four years, but my hands remained clumsy and I eventually gave in to it, just as the Reagan era began.
Although the news informed me that debt was not a problem, I repaid the loan I had used to buy the Picassos anyway. Ruth sprained her ankle and spent a month on crutches. In 1985, I sold the shop and started collecting Social Security; in 1987, after forty years in class, Ruth did the same. The school and the district
held a party in his honor. During her career, she had been named Teacher of the Year three times. And at that time, my hair went from black to gray, then to white, slimming with each passing year. The lines on our faces developed deeper, and we both realized that we could no longer see near or far without glasses. In
1990, I turned seventy, and in 1996, on our fiftieth anniversary, I gave Ruth the longest letter I had ever written. She read it aloud, and when she did, I that I could barely hear it. Two weeks later, I would be equipped with a hearing aid. But I accepted that with equanimity. It's about time. I was getting older. Although Ruth
and I never experienced darkness in our marriage as we did after Daniel's disappearance, things were not always easy. His father died in 1966, and two years later his mother died of a stroke. In the 1970s, Ruth found a lump in her breast, and until she was biopsied and found negative, she thought she might have
cancer. My parents died less than a year later others in the late 1980s, and Ruth and I stood above each of their graves, sober by the realization that we were the last survivors in one of our families. I couldn't predict the future, but who can do such things? I don't know what I expected in the years we were still together. I
assumed we would continue as we always did, because it was the only life I had ever known. Maybe less travel - travel and walking was getting difficult for us - but other than that, no difference at all. We had no children or grandchildren that we needed to visit, not want to travel abroad again. Instead, Ruth spent more
time in the garden and I started feeding the pigeons. We started taking vitamins, and neither of us had much appetite. In hindsight, I suppose I should have thought more about the fact that on our golden anniversary Ruth had already survived both her parents, but I was too afraid to take it into account. I couldn't imagine
a life without it, and I didn't want it, but God had other plans. In 1998, like her mother, Ruth had a stroke, which weakened the left side of her body. Although she was still able to move around the house, our collection days were over and we never bought another work of art again. Two years later, on a cold spring
morning while we were sitting in the kitchen, she was hanging out halfway through, unable to finish her thoughts, and I knew she had had another stroke. She spent three days in the hospital being tested, and although she came home, we would never have a conversation in which words were freely sewed. The left side
of her face lost even more movement, and she began to forget the most common of words. This upset Ruth more than he did me; to me, she remained as beautiful as she had been the day I first saw her. I was certainly no longer the man I had been. My face had become wrinkled and thin, and every time I looked in the
mirror, the size of my ears never ceased to amaze me. Our routines become even simpler, one day simply drifting to the next. I would give him breakfast in the morning and we would eat together while we went through the paper; after breakfast, we would sit in the yard and feed the pigeons. We slicked in the late
morning and spent the rest of the day reading or listening to music or going to the grocery store. Once a week, I would take her to the beauty salon, where a hairdresser would wash and style her which, I knew, would make her happy. And then, when August came, I would spend hours at my desk making a letter for my
wife, and I would take us both to Black Mountain for our anniversary, where we stand by the lake, as we always have, while she read the words I had written. At that time, our adventures were far behind us, but for me it was more than enough, for the longest journey continued. Even then, as we lay down in bed, I would
like to Ruth closed, grateful for the blessing of this life, this woman. In those moments, I would selfishly pray that I would die first, for even then I could feel the inevitable. In the spring of 2002, a week after the azaleas in the courtyard had begun to bloom in their entirety, we spent our morning as we always had, and in the
afternoon we made plans to go to dinner. It was something we rarely did, but we were both in the mood, and I remember calling the restaurant to make an early reservation. In the afternoon, we went for a walk. Not long, just at the end of the block and back. Although there was a sharp edge in the air, Ruth did not seem
to notice. We spoke briefly to one of our neighbours—not the angry man who cut down the tree—and after we got home, we settled into what was until then a relatively ordinary day. Ruth didn't tell me anything about having a headache, but in the early evening, before we had dinner, she slowly got to the room. I didn't
think about it at the time - I was reading in the easy chair and I had to dry out for a few minutes. When I woke up, Ruth still hadn't come back, and I called for her. She did not answer, and I got up from my chair. I called for her again as I made my way down the hallway. When I saw her crumpled by the bed, I felt my
heart jump into my chest. She had had another stroke, I immediately thought. But it was worse, and as I tried to breathe life into it, I could feel my soul begin to erve. Paramedics arrived a few minutes later. I heard them knocking first and then knocking on the door. At that point, I was holding Ruth in my arms and I
wouldn't let go. I heard them come in and call; I called back and they rushed into the room, where they found an old man holding the woman he had always loved. They were kind and soft-spoken as one of them helped me at my feet while the other began to administer to Ruth. I begged them to help her, trying to get
promises that she was going to get away with it. They put her on oxygen and loaded her on the stretcher, which allowed me to sit in the ambulance while Ruth was rushed to the hospital. When the doctor came to talk to me in the waiting room, he was nice. He held my arm as we walked down the hall. The tiles were grey
and the fluorescent lights hurt my eyes. I asked if my wife was okay; I asked when I'd be allowed to see her. But he did not respond. Instead, he told me to an empty patient room and closed the door behind him. His expression was serious, and when he cast his eyes to the ground, I knew exactly what he was going to
say. I'm sorry to have to tell you this, Mr. Levinson, but there was nothing we could do ... At these words, I grabbed a nearby bed rail to prevent it from falling. The room seemed to close as the doctor continued, my telescopic vision until I could see nothing but his face. His words lyrics tinny and made no sense, but it
didn't matter. His expression was clear - I was too late. Ruth, my sweet Ruth, had died on the floor while I was tinging in the other room. I don't remember leaving the hospital, and the next few days are unclear. My lawyer, Howie Sanders, a dear friend of Ruth and I, helped with the funeral arrangements, a small private
service. Afterwards, the candles were lit, cushions were spread out across the house, and I sat shiva for a week. People came and went, people we had known for years. Neighbors, including the man who cut the maple. The shop's customers. Three gallery owners from New York. Half a dozen artists. Women from the
synagogue came every day to cook and clean. And every one of these days, I found myself wishing that I would wake up from the nightmare that my life had just become. But little by little, people walk away, until no one is left at all. There was no one to call, no one to talk to, and the house went down in silence. I didn't
know how to live this kind of life, and time became ruthless. The days crept slowly. I couldn't concentrate. I was tying the paper and I didn't remember anything. I sat for hours before I realized I had left the radio in the background. Even the birds did nothing to encourage me; I was looking at them and I thought Ruth
should have been sitting next to me with her hands brushed as we reached the bag for the birds. Nothing made sense, nor did I want to make sense of it. My days have been spent in the quiet agony of grief. The evenings were no better. Late at night, as I lay down in the half-empty bed unable to sleep, I felt the moisture
dripping from my cheeks. I was wiping my eyes and I would be struck again by the end of Ruth's absence. 21 Luke Everything returned to the race on Big Ugly Critter. The one he had had nightmares about, the one who had kept him out of the arena for eighteen months. He had told Sophia about the route and a bit of
the injuries he had sustained. But he didn't tell her everything. While standing in the barn after his mother left, Luke went up against the mechanical bull, reliving the past he had tried to forget. It was eight days before he even knew what had happened. Although he knew he had been injured and, after some
encouragement, could vaguely remember the race, he had no idea how badly he had died. He had no idea that in addition to breaking his skull, the bull had cracked his C1 vertebra and that his brain had swelled with blood. He had not told Sophia that they not reset the bones of his face for nearly a month, for fear of
causing additional trauma. Nor had he mentioned that doctors had gone back to his bedside to tell him that he had never fully recovered from his head injury—and that in one section of his skull there was now a small titanium plate. Lla Lla told him that another similar impact to his head, with or without a helmet, would
most likely be enough to kill him. The plaque they had grafted onto his broken skull was too close to the brainstem to adequately protect him. After that first meeting with the doctors, he had fewer questions than expected. He had decided to give up riding, and he had said the same to everyone. He knew he would miss
the rodeo and that he would probably wonder forever what it would have been like to win the championship. But he had never had a wish for death, and at the time he thought he still had a lot of money in the bank. And he had done it, but it wasn't enough. Her mother had offered the ranch as collateral for the loan she
had taken to cover her monstrous medical bills. Although she told him several times that she did not care about the fate of the ranch, he knew that she did it. The ranch was her life, that was all she knew, and everything she had done since the accident had confirmed her feelings. Over the past year, she had worked to
the point of exhaustion to try to prevent the inevitable. She could say what she wanted, but he knew the truth... He could save the ranch. No, he couldn't earn enough in the next year - or even three years - to repay the loan, but he was a good enough runner to earn enough to meet the payments and then some, even if
he only rode on the small lap. He admired his mother's efforts with Christmas trees and pumpkins and the husband's expansion, but both knew it would not be enough. He had heard enough about the cost of fixing this or that to know that things were tight, even at the best of times. Page 8 So what was he supposed to
do? He had to either pretend that everything was going to work— which was not possible - or find a way to solve the problem. And he knew exactly how to solve the problem. All he had to do was ride well. But even if he drove well, he could still die. Luke understood the risks. That's why his hands trembled every time he
was getting ready to go up. It was not that he was rusty or that he was plagued by ordinary nerves. It's the fact that when he used the suicide envelope to hold on, part of him wondered if this would be his last race. It has not been possible to ride successfully with this kind of fear. Unless, of course, there was something
bigger at stake, and for him, he went down to the ranch. And his mother. She wasn't going to lose the ranch because of him. He shook his head. He didn't want to think about those things. It was hard enough to find the he knew he needed to last - and win - over the course of a season. The only thing you didn't want to
think about was not being able to ride. Or die in the process ... He had not lied to the doctor when he said he was ready to stop. He knew a life of riding could do to a man; he had seen his father win and fight in the morning, and he had felt the same pains himself. He had gone through all the training and he had given his
best, but it didn't work. And 18 months ago, he agreed with that. But right now, standing next to the mechanical bull, he knew he had no choice. He pulled on his glove, then took a deep breath and got on the bull. Hanging from the horn was the control, and he took it in his free hand. But maybe because the season is
getting closer, or maybe because he hadn't told Sophia the whole truth, he couldn't press the button. Not yet, anyway. He remembered that he knew what could happen, and he tried to convince himself that he was ready. He was ready to roll, he was getting ready to roll, no matter what. He was a bull pilot. He had done it
as long as he remembered, and he would do it again. He was riding, because he was good at riding, and then all their problems would be solved ... Except if he landed badly, he could die. All of a sudden, his hands began to tremble. But, getting steely, he finally pressed the button anyway. On her way back from New
Jersey, Sophia made a detour through the ranch before returning to campus. Luke was waiting for him and had put away both the house and the porch in anticipation. It was dark when his car stopped in front of his house. He went down the steps of the porch to meet her, wondering if anything had changed since he had
last seen her. These problems evaporated as soon as she got out of her car and rushed towards him. He grabbed her as she jumped, feeling her legs wrapped around him. As they stood each other, he reveled in how well she felt, certain again of how much she meant to him, wondering what the future would hold. They
had sex that night, but Sophia couldn't stay the night. The new semester was beginning and she had an early course. Once his taillights disappeared on the drive, Luke turned around and headed to the barn for another workout. He wasn't in the mood, but with the first event in less than two weeks, he remembered how
much he had to do. On the way to the barn, he made the decision to keep the practice shorter than usual, no more than an hour. He was tired and cold and already missing Sophia's presence. Inside the barn, he had a quick warm-up to draw blood, then jumped on the bull. As he was rebuilding the bull, his father had
modified it to make the journey more intense at high speed and rigged the control switch so Luke could hold it in his free hand. He usually kept the hand clenched with half a fist, even when riding live bulls, although at this point no one ever asked why or probably even noticed. When he was ready, he started the machine
at a low-middle speed, again just enough to To. It then rolled once on medium and once on medium-high. During his workouts, he drove in sixteen-second increments, exactly double the time he would need to get into the arena. His father had calibrated the machine for these longer trips, saying it would make live walks
easier by comparison. And maybe he did. But it was twice as the body. After each lap, he took a break to recover, and he took a longer break after all three. Usually in those moments his mind was empty, but tonight he found himself flashing back in turn on Big Ugly Critter. He didn't know why the images kept flooding his
mind, but he couldn't stop them, and he could feel his nerves become entangled when his gaze fell on the mechanical bull. It was time for the real rides, the high-speed ones. His father had calibrated fifty different rides to perform in a random sequence, so Luke would never know what to expect. Over the years, he had
served him well, but right now he would have liked to know exactly what was going to happen. When the muscles of his hand and forearm recovered, he returned to the mechanical bull and recovered. He rode three times, then three more. And three more after that. Of these nine, he went to the end of the cycle seven
times. Counting the recovery time, he had been training for more than forty-five minutes. He then decided to do three more sets of three and call it one night. He didn't make it. In the second set of the second set, he felt the race go away from him. At that time, he was not unduly alarmed. It had been thrown away a
million times, and unlike the arena, the area surrounding the bull was lined with foam padding. Even in the air, he had not been afraid, and he moved, trying to land as he wanted in the arena: either on his feet or four. He managed to land on his feet, and the foam absorbed the impact as he usually did, but for some
reason the landing left him out of balance and he found himself tripping, instinctively trying to stay upright instead of just falling. He took three quick steps as he fell forward, his upper body stretching in front of the foam floor, and slammed his forehead against the hard ground. His brain sounded like a guitar string inches;
slices of golden light shimmered as he tried to concentrate. The room began to turn, blotting in the dark, and then clearing up again. The pain began, strong at first, then sharper. Fuller. Slowly round in agony. It took him a minute to summon the force of at his feet, clinging to the old tractor to stay upright. Fear ran through
his system as he carefully examined the bump on his forehead with his fingers. He was swollen and tender, but as he felt around, he convinced himself that there was no further damage. He had not cracked anything; he was sure of it. The other parts of his head were as much as he could say. Standing Up he took a
deep breath and started with gingerly for the doors. Outside the door, his stomach suddenly turned and he doubled. The vertigo came back and he vomited in the dirt. Only once, but all you had to do was concern him. He had vomited after receiving previous concussions, and he thought he still had one. He did not need
to go to the doctor to know that he would be asked not to train for a week, perhaps longer. Or, more accurately, he would be warned never to ride again. But he was fine. It was a close call - too close - but he had survived. He would take a few days off no matter how fast the season approached, and as he limped back to
his house, he tried to put a positive turn on it. He was training hard, and a break could do him good. When he came back, he would probably be stronger than ever. But despite his attempts to reassure himself, he could not shake the sense of dread that stubbornly followed his every step. And what was he going to tell
Sophia? Two days later, he was still unsure. He went to visit her in Wake, and as they walked the campus by the tracks in the last hours of the night, Luke kept his hat to hide the bruises on his forehead. He considered talking to her about the accident, but he was afraid of the questions she would ask and where they
would lead. Questions to which he had no answer. Finally, when she asked him why he was so quiet, he pleaded exhaustion during the long hours at the ranch - quite truthfully, as his mother had decided to bring the cattle to market before the riding season, and they had spent a few exhausting days roping and raising
cattle on trucks. But at the time, he suspected that Sophia knew him well enough to feel that he was not himself. When she showed up at the ranch the following weekend wearing the hat he had bought her and a thick jacket downstairs, she seemed to be assessing it while they were repuring the horses, although she
said nothing at the time. Instead, they made the same turn they had on their first day together, through tree stands, towards the river. At last she turned to him. Okay, enough of that, she said. I want to know what's bothering you. You've been... out all week. I'm sorry, he said. I'm still a little tired. Sunlight pushed knife
blades into his skull, aggravating the constant headache he had had since he was thrown. I've seen you tired before. It's something else, but I can't help it if I don't know what it is. I'm just thinking about next weekend. You know, first of the year and everything. In Florida? He nodded. Pensacola. I heard it's pretty there.
White sand beaches. Probably. Not that I'm going to see any of them. I'll be back after Saturday's event. He returned to training yesterday, his first since the accident. It had gone very well - its seemed unchanged -- but the pounding in his head forced him to leave after forty minutes. It will be late. This one's in the
afternoon. I should be back around two or two. So... Can I see you on Sundays, then? He clapped his hand against his thigh. If you come here. But I'm probably going to be wiped out. She threw him under the edge of her hat. Dude, doesn't seem so excited about it. I want to see you. I don't want you to feel like you have
to come. Are you going to come to campus instead? Do you want to hang out at the sorority's house? Not particularly. So do you want to meet somewhere else? Dinner with my mother, remember? Then I'll come here. She was waiting for an answer, increasingly frustrated when he said nothing at all. In time, she turned
in the saddle to face him. What entered you? It's like you're mad at me. It was the perfect opportunity to tell him everything. He tried to find the words, but he didn't know how to start. I was going to tell you that I could die if I keep driving. I'm not angry with you, he said. I'm just thinking about the season ahead and what I
have to do. Right now? She looked dubious. I think about it all the time. And I'll be thinking about it all season. And just so you know, I'm going to travel a lot from next weekend. I know, she said, with unusual sharpness. You told me. When the tour goes west, I couldn't even go home most weeks until late Sunday night.
So what you're saying is that you're not going to see me that often, and when we're together, you're going to be distracted? Maybe. He shrugged. Probably. It's not funny. What else can I do? How about that? Try not to think about your event next weekend right now. Let's just try to have fun today, okay? Since you're
going to travel? Since I won't see you so much? This may be our last full day together for a while. He shook his head. It's not like that. What's not like that? I can't just ignore what's coming, he says, his voice rising. My life is not like the 40th. It's not about going to class and hanging out on the quad bike and chatting with
Marcia. I live in the real world. I have responsibilities. He heard her gasping, but went on, more and more just with every word. My work is dangerous. I'm rusty, and I know I should have trained more last week. But I have to do well from next weekend, no matter what, or my mom and I are going to lose everything. So, of
course, I'll think about it -- and I'm going to be distracted. She blinked, surprised by her tirade. Wow. Someone's in a bad mood today. I'm not in a bad mood, he snapped. Broken. could have deceived me. I don't know what you want me to say. Page 9 For the first time, his expression hardened and he heard her struggle
to keep her voice stable. You could have said you wanted to see me on Sundays, even if you were tired. You could have said that even if you were distracted, I shouldn't take it personally. You could have apologized and said, You're right, Sophia. Let's enjoy it today. But instead, you tell me that what you do — in the real
world - is not like going to university. University is not the real world. Don't you think I know? So why are you so crazy that I said? She takes the reins, forcing Demon to stop. Are you kidding? Because you're acting like a jerk! Because you are insinuating that you have responsibilities, but I do not. Can you even hear
yourself? I was just trying to answer your question. By insulting me? I wasn't insulting you. But do you still think what you're doing is more important than what I'm doing? It's more important. To you and your mother! Believe it or not, my family is important to me too! My parents are important! It's important to get an
education! And yes, I have responsibilities. And I feel pressure to succeed, just like you. I have dreams too! Sophia... What is it? Now you're ready to be civil? Well, you know what? Don't bother. Because the reality is that I came here to spend time with you, and all you do is try to choose a fight! I'm not trying to pick a
fight, he mumbled. But she didn't hear it. Why are you doing this? Why do you act like this? What's going on with you? He did not respond. He did not know what to say, and Sophia looked at him, waiting, before shaking her head in disappointment. With this, she jerked off the reins and turned Demon into a canter. As
she disappeared towards the stables, Luke sat alone among the trees, wondering why he could not find the courage to tell him the truth. 22 Sophia So you left and left him? Marcia asked. I didn't know what else to do, said Sophia, putting her chin in her hands. Marcia was sitting next to her as she lay on her bed. At the
time, I was so angry, I could barely look at him. Hmmm. I guess I'd be angry, too, Marcia said, just sounding a little too friendly. I mean, we both know that the majors of art history are absolutely essential to the modern functioning of society. If it is not a serious responsibility, I do not know what it is. scowling at her. Shut
up. Marcia ignored the comment. Especially if they haven't yet landed a job that actually pays for something. Didn't I just say shut up? I'm just teasing tease Marcia said, ging with her elbow. Yes, well, I'm not in the mood, okay? Oh, shush. I don't want to say anything by that. I'm glad you're here. I had already resigned
myself to the fact that I would be alone all day. And most of the night, too. I'm trying to talk to you! I know. I missed our interviews. We haven't had one in ages. And we're not going to get any more if you keep going. You are making it much more difficult than necessary. What do you want me to do? I want you to listen. I
want you to help me understand that. I'm listening, she says. I heard everything you said. What's going on? Well, frankly, I'm just glad you finally had an argument. It's about time. I am of the opinion that this is not a meaningful relationship until you have a real argument. Until then, it's just a honeymoon. After all, you
don't know how strong something is until you actually test it. She winked. I read this in a makeshift biscuit once. Biscuit Fortune? That's always true. And it's good for you. Because once you get through this, you'll be stronger as a couple. And makeup sex is always great. Sophia made a face. Is it always a matter of sex
with you? Not always. But with Luke? She spat in a lascory smile. If I were you, I would be trying to get through this as soon as possible. He's a handsome man. Stop trying to change the subject. You have to help me understand this! What do you think I did? Do your best to irritate me? Marcia offered a sincere
expression. You know what I think? Based on what you told me? I think he's nervous about what's going to happen between the two of you. He's going to travel most weekends, and before you know it, you'll graduate and he thinks you're not going to stay. So he's probably starting to distance himself. Maybe Sophia was
thinking. There was some truth there, but ... It's more than that, she says. It has never been like this before. Something else is going on. Is there anything you haven't told me? He could lose the ranch. But she had not told Marcia, nor had she. Luke had confided in her, and she would not violate her trust. I know he's



feeling a lot of pressure, she says instead. He wants to ride. He's nervous. Well, that's your answer, said Marcia. He's nervous and under pressure, and you kept telling him not to think about it. So he got a little defensive and lambasted because in his mind, you are indifferent to what he is going through. Maybe Sophia
was thinking. Believe me, continued Marcia. He's probably the most Already. And I bet he'll call you to apologize any minute. He did not call. Not that night, or the next one or The next one. On Tuesday, Sophia spent most of the day alternately checking her phone to see if he had texted and wondering if she should call
him. Although she took classes and took notes, she struggled to remember everything her teachers had said. Between classes, she walked from one building to another, reviewing Marcia's words, acknowledging that they made sense. Yet she could not escape Luke's memory... What? Anger? Hostility? She didn't know if
it was the right words, but she really felt that he had tried to drive her away. Why, after everything was so easy and comfortable for so long, did everything go so quickly wrong? There were a lot of things that didn't add up. She should just pick up the phone and get to the bottom of it all, she decided. In Luke's tone, she'll
know almost immediately if she's overreacting. She reached her purse and pulled out her phone, but just as she was about to dial, it turns out she was looking through the quad, spotting the familiar ebb and flow of life on campus. People carrying backpacks, a student on a bicycle to find out where, a visit to the college
that had stopped near the administrative building, and in the distance, under a tree, a couple face to face. There was nothing unusual about it, but for some reason, something in the scene caught her attention and she lowered the phone. She found herself focusing on the couple. They laughed, heads close to each other,
the girl's hand caressing the boy's arm. Even from afar, their chemistry crackled. She could almost feel it, but then again, she knew them both. What she saw was certainly more than a close friendship, an achievement confirmed as soon as they kissed. Sophia could not look away, each muscle stretched at once. As far
as she knew, he had not gone home, and she had not heard their names mentioned together. Which was almost impossible on a campus devoid of secrets. Which meant that both had tried to keep it a secret until now - not only of her, but of everyone. But Marcia and Brian? His roommate wouldn't do that to him, would
he? Especially knowing what Brian did to her? However, in hindsight, it struck her that Marcia had mentioned it several times in recent weeks... and had she not admitted that she was still talking to him? What did Marcia say about Brian? Even while he was still stalking her? He's funny, handsome and rich. What's he not
going to like? Not to mention that he had had a trick for her, as Marcia liked to point out, before the arrival of Sophia knew it shouldn't matter. She didn't want anything to do with Brian, and it was long over. Marcia could have it if she wanted to. But when Marcia looked up in Sophia's direction, Sophia inexplicably felt tears
gushing out at her eyes. I was going to go you, said Marcia, in an unusually shameful manner. They were back in their room and Sophia was standing by the window, arms folded. That was all she could do to keep her voice stable. How long have you seen him? — Not long, says Marcia. He visited me at home during the
Christmas holidays and - Why him? Do you remember how much he hurt me, don't you? Sophia's voice began to crack. You're supposed to be my best friend. I didn't intend for that to happen... Marcia pleaded. But he did. You were gone every weekend and I saw him at parties. We'd talk eventually. Usually about you...
So you're saying it's my fault? No, replied Marcia. It's nobody's fault. I didn't want that to happen. But the more we talked and really made her known... Sophia settled the rest of Marcia's explanation, the knots in her stomach tight enough to make her victory. When the play fell silent, she tried to keep her voice steady.
You should have told me. I did it. I mentioned that we were talking. And I suggested that we were friends. That's all there was until a few weeks ago. I swear. Sophia turned around, facing her best friend and hating her at the same time. It's just ... wrong on so many levels. I thought you were above him... mumbled
Marcia. Sophia's expression was livid. I'm on him! I don't want anything to do with him. It's about us! You and me! You're sleeping with my ex-boyfriend! She ran a hand through her hair. Marcia, friends don't do that to each other. How can you even begin to justify that? I am still your friend, offered Marcia, the soft tone.
It's not like I'm going to take him to the room when you're here... Sophia could barely record what she heard. He's going to cheat on you, you know. Just as he deceived me. Marcia shook her head vehemently. He's changed. I know you will not believe it, but he did. Sophia knew she had to leave. She walked to the door,
grabbing her office handbag on the way. At the door, she turned around. Brian hasn't changed, she says with absolute certainty. I can promise you that. Habit and despair brought her back to the ranch. As always, Luke got on the porch as she got out of the car. Even from afar, he seemed to know that something was
wrong, and despite the fact that she had not heard from him for days, he walked towards her with open arms. Sophia came into them, and for a long time he simply held her as she cried. I still don't know what to do, she said, leaning into Luke's chest. This not as if I could stop him from going out with him. Luke held her
close to the couch, both looking into the fire. He had let him walk for hours, agreed she from time to time, but above all to appease her with her silent and comforting presence. No, he agreed. You probably can't. But what am I supposed to do when we're together? Pretending that this is not the case? It would probably be
better. Since he's your roommate. She's going to be hurt, said Sophia for the hundredth time. Probably. Everyone in the house is going to talk about it. Every time they see me, they will either whisper, sneer or act far too worried, and I will spend the rest of the semester dealing with it. Page 10 Probably. She killed herself
for a while. Are you going to agree with everything I say? — Probably, he replied with a laugh. I'm just glad you're not mad at me yet. I'm sorry about that, he said. And you were right to call me on it. You caught me on a bad day and I took you on. I was wrong to do that. Everyone has a bad day. He squeezed her without
saying anything. It was only later that he came to the idea that he had never told her what had really bothered her that day. After spending the night at the ranch, Sophia returned to the sorority's house and took a deep breath before entering her room. She still wasn't ready to talk to Marcia, but a quick poll told her she
didn't need to worry about it. Marcia was not in the room, and her bed had not been slept. She had spent the night with Brian. 23 Luke When Luke left for Pensacola a few days later, he did so with the uncomfortable knowledge that he had not practiced enough. The relentless and throbbing headache made thinking
difficult and practice impossible. He thought that if he could survive these foreplay in a decent position, he would have a chance to fully recover in time for the next event. He knew nothing at all about Stir Crazy, the first bull he drew in Pensacola. He had not slept well after the long journey, and his hands had begun to
shake again. Although his headache was slightly diminished, he could still feel the beat between his ears, a vibration that felt like a living being. He recognized only a handful of runners, and half of the rest hit him as barely old enough to drive. All of them fiddled, trying to keep their nerves in check, all growing up in the
same dream. Win or place, earn money and points - and whatever you do, don't hurt yourself so badly that you can't ride the following week. As he had done in McLeansville, Luke stayed close to his truck, preferring to be alone. He could still hear the crowd from the parking lot, and when he heard the roar followed a few
seconds later by the barking announcer: That's the way it happens sometimes, he knew the runner had been thrown away. He was to climb fourteenth, and even though the walks were measured in seconds, there had been a break of a few minutes between competitors. He thought he'd be gone in 15 minutes, if only to
keep his nerves in check. He didn't want to be here. The idea came to him with unexpected clarity, even if deep down he had known it from the beginning. This undeniable conviction gave him the impression that the ground had just moved under his feet. He wasn't ready for that. And maybe he'd never be ready. Fifteen
minutes later, however, he began a slow hike to the arena. More than anything, it was the smell that allowed him to continue. He was familiar, triggering answers that had become automatic over the years. The world has compressed. He listened to the sound of the crowd and the announcer, focusing his attention on the
young handlers who were helping him prepare. The ropes were tight. He worked the envelope until he felt exactly right in his hand. It focused on the bull. He waited a split second, making sure everything was fine, and then nodded to the doorman. Let's go. Stir Crazy came out with a weak dollar, then a second, before
twisting hard to the right, the four legs of the ground. But Luke had been ready and stayed low in his seat, keeping his balance as Stir Crazy bucked twice more, then began to turn. Luke adjusted instinctively throughout all this, and as soon as the buzzer rang, he reached down with his free hand and undone the
envelope. He jumped, landing on both feet, and ran to the arena fence. He was out of danger before the bull had stopped denying himself. The crowd continued to cheer and the announcer reminded them that he had already placed third in the world rankings. He took off his hat and waved it to the crowd before turning
around and returning to his truck. On the walk, his headache came back with force of punishment. Round two was a bull named Candyland. Luke finished fourth in the standings. Again, it went through the movements on autopilot, the compressed world to the narrowest of frames. Meaner bull this time. More showy.
Along the way, he heard the crowd roaring his approval. He rode successfully and again escaped the arena while the bull threw a tantrum. His score on this lap moved him to second place. He moved the next hour sitting behind the wheel of his truck, his head throbbing with every heartbeat. He supplemented a handful
of ibuprofen with Tylenol, but he did little to blunt the pain. He wondered if his brain was swollen and tried not to think about what would happen if he was thrown out. With his last lap, he found himself in a position to win. Earlier, however, one of the other finished with the highest score of the day. In the fall, he was no
longer nervous. Not because he had experienced a hidden burst of confidence, but because the agony and exhaustion had left him too tired to worry in one way or another. He just wanted to be done with it. In any case, Happened. When he was ready, the door to the fall opened. He was a good bull, but not as delicate
as the second had been. More difficult than the first, however, and its score reflects that. The winner would be decided by the performance of the leader in his last race. But the leader of the first two laps lost his balance early on with the bull he had drawn and could not find him, landing in the ground. Although he finished
second in the short term, he eventually won the event. An event in the season, he was in first place, precisely where he needed to be. He collected his check and texted his mother and Sophia that he was on his way home. But as he began the long drive home, his head always thrilling, he wondered why he honestly
didn't care about the points at all. You look terrible, said Sophia. Are you okay? Luke tried to force a reassuring smile. After collapsing in his bed at about three o'clock .m, he had awakened after eleven o'clock, head and body, a chorus of pain. Automatically, he had reached for painkillers and swallowed several before
staggering to the shower, where he had let the hot spray seep into his bruised and knotted muscles. I'm fine, he said. It was a long drive, and since I got up, I've been working on repairing broken fences. Are you sure? Sophia's concern reflected her skepticism of her assurances. Ever since she arrived at the ranch that
afternoon, she had been looking at him like an anxious mother hen. You act like you're going down with something. Just tired, that's all. It's been a few days. I know. But you won, didn't you? Yes, he said. I won. It's good. For the ranch, I mean. Sophia crumpled her forehead. Yes, he repeated, the air almost numb. It's
good for the ranch. 24 Sophia Luke was again extinguished. Not like last weekend, but something was definitely not right with him. And it wasn't just exhaustion, either. He was pale, his complexion almost white, and although he denied it, she knew he was much worse than usual. Sometimes, when he had made a quick
and unexpected move, she had noticed that he would win or breathe hard. Dinner with his mother had been a case on stilts. Although Linda was happy to see her, Luke had stayed outside by the grill while she and Linda chatted all the time, almost as if he were trying to avoid them. At the table, the conversation had
been remarkable for all the subjects they studiously avoided. Luke did not mention his obvious pain, his mother did not ask for anything about the rodeo, and Sophia refused to mention Marcia or Brian or terrible the week had been at home. And it had been horrible, one of the worst weeks of all time. As soon as they
returned to Luke's house, he went straight to the room. She heard him typing pills from one bottle, then another, and then him as he walked to the kitchen, where he swallowed what she guessed was a handful of pills with a glass of water. At his alarm, he leaned forward, resting both hands on the edge of the counter with
his head down. How bad is he? Your headache, I mean? He took a few long breaths before answering. I'm fine, he said. Obviously, you're not, she said. How much did you take? A couple of each, he admitted. But I saw you take some before dinner - It wasn't enough, obviously. If it's so bad, you should have gone to the
doctor. — There's no reason, he says in a dull voice. I already know what's wrong. What's wrong? I have a concussion. She blinked. How? Did you hit your head when you jumped out of the bull? No, he replied. I was wrong in training a few weeks ago. A few weeks ago? Yes, he admitted. And I made the mistake of
practicing again too early. You mean your head has been sore for two weeks? Sophia tried to keep the rising panic out of her voice. Not like that. Yesterday's riding made it even worse. Why would you go up, then, if you have what looks like a concussion? He kept his attention on the floor. I had no choice. Of course, you
had a choice. And it was a stupid thing to do. It's my. Let's get to the emergency room, no, he said. Why not? I'm going to drive. You need to see a doctor. I've had headaches like this before and I know what a doctor is going to tell me. He's going to tell me to take some free time, and I can't do it. You mean you're going
to ride again next weekend? I have to do it. Sophia tried and didn't understand what he was saying. Is that why your mother was so angry with you? Because you're acting like an idiot? He did not respond immediately. Instead, he sighed. She doesn't even know. You didn't tell him? Why don't you tell him? Because I don't
want her to know. She would end up worrying. She shook her head. I don't understand why you would keep riding when you know it will make your concussion worse. It's dangerous. I came by to worry about it, he says. What do you mean by that? Luke pushed himself slowly upright and turned to face him with an
expression of resignation, something akin to an apology. Because, he finally said, even before the concussion, I was never supposed to ride again. She wasn't sure she heard it correctly, and she blinked. You're not supposed to go up at all? Never? According to the doctors, take a huge risk every time. Because? Big
Ugly Critter, he said. I didn't just go out and dragged around. I told you he trampled me, but I didn't tell you he broke my skull near the brainstem. There's a little metal plate out there now, but if I land badly, it won't be enough to protect me. As he spoke in a monotonous tone, Sophia felt a shiver spread through her body
to her words. He couldn't be serious... Are you saying you could die? She did not wait for an answer, feeling panic flood her system as she recorded the truth. That's what you're saying, isn't it? That you're going to die? And you didn't tell me about it? How could you not tell me? Everything clicked on the square, the
pieces fitting together: why he had wanted to see the bull on their first night together; why his mother was so angry with him; his pre-season concern. Well, that's it, then, she continued, trying to suppress terror in her voice. You don't drive anymore, okay? It's over. From now on, you are retired again. Again, he didn't say
anything, but she could see on her face that she wouldn't make it. She settled down and surrounded him with her arms, clutching in desperation. She could feel her heart beating, could feel the strong muscles of her chest. I don't want you to do that. You can't do that, okay? Please tell me you're done with this. We're
going to find another way to save the ranch, okay? Page 11 There is no other way. There's always another way—No, he said, there isn't. Luke, I know ranching is important, but it's no more important than your life. You know that, don't you? You're going to start all over again. You'll have another ranch. Or you'll work on a
ranch, I don't need the ranch, he burst into. I'm doing this for my mom. She pushed away from him, feeling a swell of anger. But she doesn't want you to do that either! Because she knows it's wrong - she knows how stupid it is! Because you're his son! I'm doing it for her - No, you're not! Sophia interrupted. You do it so
you don't have to feel guilty! You think you're noble, but you're really selfish! This is the most selfish thing: She broke loose, her chest rising. Sophia... Don't touch me! You're going to hurt me, too! You don't understand? Have you ever stopped for a minute to think I might not want you to die? Or how would it make me
feel? No, because it's not about me! Or your mother! It's all about you - and how you'll feel! She took a step backwards. And to say that you lied about it... she murmured. I not lied... A lie of omission, she said, her voice bitter. You lied because you knew I wouldn't agree with you! That I could get away from someone who
was willing to do something so ... Error. And why? Did you want to have sex with me? Because you wanted to have a good time? No... Luke's protest seemed weak to his ears. She could feel warm tears running down her cheeks, out of her control. I ... I can't handle this right now. Not that, too. It's been a terrible week,
all the girls are talking and Marcia is avoiding me... I needed you this week. I needed someone to talk to. But I realized you needed to go upstairs. I accepted it because it was your job. But now? Knowing that the only reason you left was because you were out trying to kill yourself? The words came out in haste, almost
as fast as her mind was running, and she turned, reaching over and grabbing her handbag. She couldn't be here. Not with him. Not now... I can't take that ... Wait! Don't talk to me! I don't want to hear you try to explain why it's so important for you to die - I'm not going to die. Yes, you are! I may not have been there long
enough to find out, but your mother did! And the doctors did it! And you know that what you're doing is wrong... His breaths came quickly. When you get to your senses, then we can talk. But until then... It is not finished. Instead, throwing her purse over her shoulder, she got out of the house and ran to her car. After
throwing it in gear, she almost retreated into the porch as she turned it over and hit the hard accelerator, barely able to see through the blur of her tears. Sophia was numb. Luke had called twice since returning home from the sorority, but she did not respond. She was sitting in the room alone, knowing that Marcia was
with Brian, but somehow missing her nonetheless. Since their argument, Marcia had spent every night at Brian's house, but Sophia suspected that it had less to do with Brian than the fact that Marcia was too ashamed to face him. She was always angry with Marcia - what she had done was pretty crappy, and Sophia
couldn't just pretend she didn't mind. A best friend didn't start dating an ex. Call it a cardinal rule or something, but friends didn't do that to each other. Never. But even though some of Sophia thought she should have told Marcia that their friendship was over, she had not been able to say the words, because in her heart
she knew that Marcia had not done it on purpose. She had not conspired or conspired or deliberately tried to harm her. Marcia wasn't plugged in like that, and Sophia knew firsthand how charming Brian could be when he put his What she suspected, he probably did. Because Brian was wired like that. Brian knew exactly
what he was doing, and she had no doubt that dating Marcia was his way of trying to get back on her. He wanted to hurt her one last time by destroying her relationship with Marcia. And then, no doubt, he'd hurt Marcia too. Marcia would end up learning the hard way what kind of guy in fact was. After that, she would feel
even worse than she probably felt right now. In a way, it would serve his right, and yet ... But now Sophia wanted to talk to Marcia. Right now, she really needed her. To talk about Luke. And just to talk, period. Just like her sisters did downstairs and down the hall. She could hear the sound of their voices drifting through
the door. She didn't want to be anywhere near them, however, because even though they didn't say anything, their expressions were very eloquent. Lately, every time she entered the house, the rooms and hallways fell silent, and she could intuit exactly what each of them thought and wondered. How do you think she
feels? I've heard that she and Marcia don't see each other anymore. I feel bad for her. I can't imagine what she's going through. She couldn't cope with that right now, and yet she found herself wishing Marcia was there. Because at the time, she was sure that she had never felt so alone. The hours passed. Outside, the
sky slowly fills with overwintering clouds, backlit by the silvery glow of the moon. While Sophia was lying on her bed, she remembered the evenings when she and Luke had looked up at the sky. She remembered horseback riding and making love, dinners with her mother. She remembered in detail how they sat in
garden chairs in the bed of her truck the first night they met. Why would he risk dying? Even if she tried, she couldn't understand it. She knew it was more about her guilt than anything else, but was it worth risking her life? She didn't mean it, and she knew her mother didn't mean it. But he seemed determined to sacrifice
himself anyway. This is what she could not understand, and when he called a third time, she still could not start answering. It was getting late and the house had slowly but surely begun to calm down. Sophia was exhausted, but she knew she couldn't sleep. As she tried to make sense of Luke's self-destructive path, she
found herself wondering exactly what had happened the night he met Big Ugly Critter. He had told her about the plaque in her head, but she had the feeling now that it had been even worse than that. Slowly, she crawled out of bed, making for the laptop on her desk. With equal parts foreboding and the desire to know
everything at last, she typed her name into the search engine. She was not surprised that there were quite a few ads, including a short biography on Wikipedia. After all, it was one of the highest ranked runners in the world. But she was not interested in a biography. Instead, she added the words Big Ugly Critter after her
name and pressed the search button. Instantly, a link to a YouTube video appeared at the top of the screen. Before losing her temper, she pressed the button, anxiously watching as the YouTube screen came. The video was just shy of two and she lives with a sickening feeling that he had been seen by more than half a
million people. She wasn't sure she wanted to watch, but she still hit the game. As soon as it started, it only took a second to recognize Luke in the fall on top of the bull, the camera tilted on him from somewhere above, obviously for the television audience. The bleachers were filled to capacity, and behind the chute were
signs and banners lining the arena wall. Unlike McLeansville Hall, this arena was inside, which meant it was probably used for everything from basketball games to concerts. Luke was wearing jeans and a red long-sleeved shirt under a protective vest, as well as his hat. Number 16 was embroidered on his jacket. She
saw Luke adjust the envelope while other cowboys tried to squeeze the rope under the bull. He hit on his fist, then clenched his legs, adjusting his position again. Advertisers talked about the action in heavy twangs. Luke Collins finished third in the PBR world rankings and is considered one of the best riders in the world,
but he's a bull he's never ridden before. Not many people have done that, Clint. Big Ugly Critter has only been ridden twice, and he was the PBR world champion Bucking Bull last year. He's strong and mean and if Luke can stay, he's pretty much guaranteed to get a score in the 90s... He's getting ready... By that time
Luke had grown strangely still, but the break lasted only a moment. She watched the door open and heard the roar of the crowd. The bull came out hard, getting ensering, his hind legs pistoning in the air, his head threw low to the ground. He ran halfway to the left, kicking hard again, then literally jumped, with all four
legs coming off the ground, before suddenly starting to turn in the opposite direction. At that point, four seconds had passed and Sophia heard the crowd go crazy. He's doing it! It was at this moment that Sophia saw Luke forward, his body unbalanced, as the bull's head exploded backwards. The impact was horrific;
Luke's head exploded in the opposite direction, as if it were devoid of any muscle at all... Oh, my! Luke's body suddenly went limping as he knocked over the bull, his hand still attached to the envelope. But the bull appeared psychotic with rage, an animal out of control, and the bucking continued, fierce and relentless.
Luke bobbed up and down like a rag doll, whipped in all directions. When the bull began to turn again, Luke followed in a sickening motion, his feet skimming the ground like a At that point, the bullfighters and others had jumped into the ring, desperately trying to free Luke's grip, but the bull simply wouldn't stop. He
stopped turning and charged the new intruders, wildly swinging his horns, throwing one of the bullfighters aside as if he were weightless. Weightlessness. tried and failed to free Luke's wrist from the envelope; a few seconds elapsed before a bullfighter could jump and hold long enough - while running with the bull - to
free Luke's hand. As soon as it happened, Luke rolled over onto the clay and landed on his stomach, his head on his side, motionless, while the bullfighter rushed. He's hurt! They have to bring people here now! And still the bull would not stop. Instead, as if he realized that he was free of his rider, but angry that Luke had
even tried to sit on him in the first place, the bull turned, oblivious to others who were trying to distract him. Lowering his head, he charged Luke, s gouging his horns on Luke's prone face with murderous intent. Two bullfighters jumped, slapping and hitting, but the bull would not be denied. Instead, he continued to swing
his massive horns at Luke's inert face, then suddenly throwing himself forward on Luke's body, where he began to buck again. No, not buck. Trample. And turn. In voiceless terror, Sophia heard the announcer shout: Get that bull out of it! Up and down, the furious bull brought his hooves with a furious impact, crushing
Luke under him. Smashing on his back, his legs, his head. His head... Five people surrounded the bull at that time, doing everything they could to stop the rampage, but Big Ugly Critter continued his narrow attack. Up and down, crushing Luke over and over again... The announcer says, They have to stop this! The bull
apparently possessed... Until finally -- finally! He walked away from Luke and skittered sideways on the dirt floor of the arena, always bucking wildly. The camera followed the bull as he continued to move away, then zeroed on Luke's lying face, his face bloody and unrecognizable, as others began to look after him. But by
then, Sophia had covered her face, sobbing with horror and shock. 25 Luke On Wednesday, Luke's headache had subsided slightly, but he feared he would not be well enough to compete in Macon, Georgia, over the coming weekend. After that, the next event was in Florence, South Carolina, and he wondered if it would
be in better condition by then. From there, the tour moved to Texas, and the last thing he wanted was to head into that part of the season with a severe physical disability. Beyond that, he was beginning to worry about spending. As of February, events required him to fly. This meant extra nights in motels. Extra meals.
Car rental. In the past, when he pursued his dream, he had seen the cost of doing business. He was still, but now, with the loan paid to triple in six months, he had found himself browsing the web for the cheapest flights he could find, most of which had to be booked weeks in advance. To the best of his ability, his first-
race earnings would cover the cost of the trip eight events. Which meant, of course, that not a penny would go to the meeting of the loan payments to come. It's no longer about winning to chase a dream. It was about winning regularly because it had to be. Page 12 Even if the thought entered his mind, however, he could
hear Sophia's words, contradicting him. That it wasn't about the ranch, or even his mother. That it was the guilt he wanted to avoid. Was he selfish? Until she thought it, he had never considered the idea. It wasn't about him. He'd be fine. It was his mother, his legacy, his survival at an age when his options were few. He
didn't want to go upstairs. He did it because his mother had risked everything to save him, and he owed him. He couldn't see her losing everything because of him. Otherwise, he'd feel guilty. Which did everything about him. Or did he? He had called Sophia three times on Sunday night, three more times on Monday.
Twice on Tuesdays. He had texted, too, once a day, without receiving a reply. He remembered how upset she was by Brian's harassment, which prevented him from texting or calling on Wednesday. But by Thursday, he could no longer take silence. He got into his truck and drove to Wake Forest, stopping in front of the
sorority house. Two identically dressed girls sat in the rockers on the porch, one talking on the phone, the other texting. The two looked briefly, and then made a double take when they saw who was walking towards them. As he struck, he could hear laughter drifting from within. A moment later, the door was opened by a
pretty brunette with two piercings in each ear. I will tell Sophia that you are there, she said, moving aside to let him in. On the side, three girls sat on the couch, breaking their necks to get a glimpse of him. He guessed they were the same girls he had heard from outside the door, but now they simply gawked to him, the
TV screaming in the background as he stood in the foyer, feeling out of his place. It was a few minutes before Sophia appeared at the top of the stairs with her arms folded. She looked at him, clearly debating what to do. Then, sighing, she approached reluctantly. Inging everyone's attention, she said nothing to him;
instead she nodded to the door. Luke followed her. She did not stop at the porch, but walked on the sidewalk out of sight of those in the house before turning to face her. What do you want? — I wanted to say I'm sorry, says Luke, with his hands in his pockets. Not to tell you sooner. — Okay, She didn't add anything,
leaving him unsure what to say next. In the silence that followed, she turned away, studying the house across the street. I watched the video of your turn, she says. On Big Ugly Critter. He kicked a few lodged in a crack in the sidewalk, afraid to face him. Like I said, it was pretty bad. She shook her head. It was more than
just bad enough ... She turned to look at him, looking for his face to get answers. I knew it was dangerous, but I never thought it was a matter of life and death. I guess I didn't really understand how much you risk every time you get in the ring. And this bull and watch what he did to you. He was trying to kill you... She
swallowed, unable to finish. Luke, too, had watched the video once, six months after his walk. When he swore he'd never ride again. At the time when he felt lucky to have survived. You should have died, but you didn't, Sophia said. You were given a second chance. Somehow, it was ordered that you should have the
chance to live a normal life. And no matter what you say, I'll never understand why you'd want to risk that. It doesn't make sense to me. I told you once that I had thought about killing myself, but that I never really meant it. I knew I would never go that far. But you... It's like you want to do it. And you will continue until you
succeed. I don't want to die, he insisted. So don't ride, she said. Because if you do, then I can't be a part of your life. I can't pretend you're not trying to kill yourself. Because I would feel like I was tolerating it one way or another. I can't do that. Luke could feel his throat up close, which makes it difficult to talk. Are you
saying you don't want to see me anymore? With her question, Sophia reflected again on how much tension had drained her, and she realized that there were no more tears. I love you, Luke. But I can't be a part of it. I can't spend every minute I'm with you asking you if you're going to live the weekend. And I can't bear to
imagine what it will be like if you don't. So it's over? - Yes, she replied. If you keep driving, it's over. The next day, Luke sat down at his kitchen table, truck keys on the table. It was Friday afternoon, and if he left in the next few minutes, he would arrive at the motel before midnight. His truck was already loaded with the
equipment he needed. His head still hurt a little, but the real pain he felt was when he thought of Sophia. He was not looking forward to the road or the event; more than anything, he wanted to spend the weekend with Sophia. He wanted an excuse not to go. He wanted to take his riding on the ranch, wrap it in his arms
as they sat in front of the fire. Earlier, he had seen his mother, their interaction remained tense. Like Sophia, she didn't want to talk to him. When work made it necessary to talk to him, his anger was palpable. He could feel the weight of his worries -- about him, on the ranch. About the Reaching the keys, he got out of the
chair and started towards his truck, wondering if he would be able to take him home. 26 Sophia I thought you could come. Linda stood in the farm gate, her expression as tired and anxious as Sophia's. I didn't know where else to go, says Sophia. It was Saturday night, and they both knew that the man they adored would
be in the ring tonight, risking his life, maybe right now. Linda waved and sat him down so that she could sit at the kitchen table. Would you like a cup of hot cocoa? I was about to make one myself. Sophia nodded, unable to say anything and see Linda's cell phone lying on the table. Linda must have noticed Sophia
looking at him. He texted me when he finished, says Linda, busy at the cook. He's always done that. Actually, he was calling. He'd tell me how good he was, good or bad, and we'd talk for a while. But now it ... She shook her head. He comes from texts to tell me that he is fine. And I can't do anything but sit here while I
wait for him. Meanwhile, of course, time is slowing down. Right now, I feel like I've been awake for a week. But even when I hear from him, I won't be able to sleep. Because I'm afraid that even if he says he's okay, he's done something to further damage his brain. Sophia picked at the table with her fingernail. He said he
was in intensive care after the accident. He was clinically dead when he got to the hospital, Linda said, stirring the heating milk slowly. Even after they resuscitated him, no one thought he would survive. The back of his skull was just ... Broken. Of course, I didn't know any of this at the time. I didn't get there until the next
day, and when they brought me to see him, I didn't even recognize him. The impact broke his nose and crushed his eye socket and cheekbone - his face was swollen and just ... Destroyed. There was nothing they could do about it because of the other damage. His head was wrapped and he was bolted down so he
couldn't move at all. Linda took her time pouring the hot milk into the cups and then spooning into the cocoa. He didn't open his eyes for almost a week, and a few days after that, they had to rush him back into surgery. He ended up spending nearly a month in intensive care. Sophia accepted a cup from Linda and took a
temporary sip. He said he had a plate. A little one. But the doctor said the bones in his skull might never heal completely because some parts simply could not be recovered. He said it was like a stained glass window there, everything barely held together. I'm sure it's better now than it was even last summer, and he's
always been a strong runner, but... She was hanging out, unable to thought. Instead, she shook her head. After being released from intensive care and they thought he could handle the trip, he was taken to Duke University Hospital. At that time, I had the impression that we were putting the worst behind us, because I
knew he would survive, maybe even make a full recovery. She sighed. And then the bills started coming in, and I was still looking at Duke for three months, just to allow his body to heal, and all the reconstructive surgery on his face. Then, of course, he needed a lot of rehabilitation... — He told me about the ranch, says
Sophia Softly. I know, she said. That's how he justifies what he does. He still doesn't justify it. — No, Linda replied. He didn't. Do you think he's okay? — I don't know, she says, typing on the phone. I never know until he texts. The next two hours passed in slow motion, long minutes extending into eternity. Linda served a
few slices of pie, but none of them were hungry. Instead, they chose the slices, waiting. And wait. In a way, Sophia thought that being here with Linda would reduce her anxiety, but if anything, she had started to feel worse. Seeing the video had been pretty bad, but hearing about her injuries in detail made her almost
nauseous. Luke was going to die. In his mind, there was no doubt about it. He was falling, the bull was swinging his head the wrong way again. Or Luke was rolling, but the bull was going after him as he came out of the arena... He had no chance of survival, not if he continued to ride. It was only a matter of time. She
remained lost in these thoughts until finally Linda's phone vibrated on the table. Linda throws herself for her and read the message. Her shoulders suddenly relaxed and she let out a long breath. After slipping Sophia's phone, she covered her face with her hands. Sophia looked at the words: I'm fine and on the way back.
27 Luke The fact that he did not win at Macon was not a reflection of how well he rode well, but rather a function of the quality of the bulls. The performances of the bulls made up half of each score, after all, which means that each event was left a little in the hands of the gods. His first bull was pretty much a flat spinner.
Luke held on and the ride was probably exciting for the crowd, but when the scores arrived, he ended up in ninth place. The second bull was not much better, but at least he managed to hold while others ranked above him had been thrown, and he moved up to sixth place. In the court go, he a decent bull, and he had
jumped with a score good enough to move him to fourth place. It was not an exceptional competition, but it was enough to maintain, or even extend, its lead in the overall points classification. He should have been happy. With another good weekend, he would be virtually assured of a place on the grand tour, even if he
rode badly in the events that Despite the lack of training, despite the concussion, he was in the position he wanted to be. Surprisingly, he didn't think the rides had aggravated his concussion. On the way back, he kept waiting for his headache to intensify, but that's not the case. Instead, he stayed at the bottom of the
speed, a slight hum, nowhere near the agony he had felt earlier in the week. In fact, he seemed better than he had been this morning, and he felt that in the morning he might even be gone. A good weekend, in other words. Everything was working as planned. Except, of course, for Sophia. He returned home an hour
before dawn and slept until almost noon. It was only after his shower that he realized that he had not reached for the painkillers. The headache, as he hoped, was gone. Nor was his body as painful as it had been after the first event. There were the usual pains in his lower back, but nothing he could not handle. After
getting dressed, he saddled Horse and went to check on the cattle. On Friday morning, before leaving for Macon, he had taken care of a calf that had had a run-in with barbed wire and wanted to make sure it was healing properly. Sunday afternoon and Monday were spent working on the irrigation system, repairing leaks
that had arisen due to the cold, and as of Tuesday morning it tore and then, over the next two days, gradually replaced the shingles on his mother's roof. Page 13 It was a good week, physical and simple work, and by Friday he expected to feel a sense of accomplishment at everything he had done. But he did not.
Instead, it hurts for Sophia. He had neither called nor texted, nor did she, and her absence sometimes felt like a gaping hole with an essential limb. He wanted things to return to what they were; he wanted to know that when he returned home after the Florence event, he would be able to spend the rest of the day with
her. But even as he began to expose the goods he would need during his trip to South Carolina, he knew that she would never come to terms with the choice he had made—and unlike his mother, she could leave. On Saturday afternoon, Luke stood watching the bulls behind the arena in Florence, South Carolina, and
realized for the first time that his hands were not shaking. In ordinary circumstances, this should have been a good sign, as it meant that his nerves had calmed down. Yet he could not escape the feeling that it was a mistake to come here. He had felt a heavy dread as he had pulled up an hour earlier, and since then, the
nameless black thoughts in his head had only grown louder, whispers that urged him to get back in the truck and go home. Before it's too late. He didn't feel like that in Pensacola or Macon. Admittedly, he had not wanted to get into these events any more than he wanted to get into this one, this one, it's mainly because
he wasn't sure he was ready to join the circuit at all. But the fear he felt now was different. He wondered if Big Ugly Critter could feel it. The bull was there in Florence, South Carolina, which made no more sense than it did in McLeansville last October. The bull had no place on this qualifying round. He belonged to the big
boys, where he would probably be vying to win another bucking bull world champion award. Luke could not understand why the owner had agreed to let him participate in the lower circuit. Most likely the developer had made the owner an agreement that he could not refuse in collaboration with one of the city's car
dealers. It's become more common on the circuit - promotions like If you can ride it, you'll drive off in a new truck! While the crowd generally enjoyed the extra challenge, Luke would be happy to apologize for this contest if he could. He wasn't about to be ready to ride it again, and there was probably no one else at the
event. It was not the riding that was the concern. Nor was it the prospect of being thrown away. It was the way Big Ugly Critter might react afterwards. He observed him for almost an hour, thinking that this bull should not be there. And neither did he. The event started on time, with the sun high enough to warm the day, if
only slightly. In the stands, spectators wore jackets and gloves, and the hot chocolate and coffee lines stretched almost towards the entrance. As usual, Luke stayed in his truck, heating blowing. He was surrounded by dozens of idling trucks in the parking lot as his competitors tried to do the same. He ventured once
before his turn, like many other competitors, to watch Trey Miller's attempt to mount Big Ugly Critter. As soon as the chute door opened, the bull dodged his head and launched himself into a twisting kick; Miller did not pray. When he landed, the bull turned around, as he had done after Luke's run, and rushed him with his
head bowed. Fortunately, Miller was able to get to the arena fence in time to get to safety. The bull, as if he knew how many people were looking at him, stopped his charge and sniffed hard. He stood in place, looking back at the Miller, the cold air appearing as if he was breathing smoke from his nostrils. For his draw,
Luke had shot Raptor, a young bull with a short story on the tour. It was supposed to be a city lift, and it did not He ran and bucked and jumped, but Luke felt strangely in control throughout, and by the end of the race he had his best score of the season. After he jumped down, the bull - unlike Big Ugly Critter - ignored
him. There were more competitors at this third event of the season, making the wait between rides that much longer. For his second bull, Luke drew Locomotive, and if his ride wasn't as like the first, he stayed in the lead. Five laps later, Jake Harris had his turn on Big Ugly Critter. It didn't last long, but in a way he was
either less or luckier than Miller had been. He went to the center of the arena before being thrown, and again, Big Ugly Critter turned around and loaded. There was nowhere to go. A young runner might have been in trouble, but Harris was a veteran and was able to dart off the road at the last moment, the bull's horns
missing him by inches. Two bullfighters jumped to distract Big Ugly Critter, offering a temporary reprieve that allowed Harris to reach the arena wall. He lanma up and threw his legs over it just as the angry bull closed, ready to gore. Then, turning and squaring up, the bull put his sights on the bullfighters still in the arena.
One went to the safety of the arena fence, but the other had to jump into one of the barrels. Big Ugly Critter went after her, furious that her real prey had run away. He hit the cannon, sending it caressing through the arena, then rammed it again before pinning it against the wall, where it continued to savage, swinging its
horns and sniffing, an animal gone mad. Luke looked, feeling sick in the stomach, thinking again that the bull had no place at the event. Or any event. One day, Big Ugly Critter was going to kill someone. After the first two rounds, twenty-nine riders were on their way home. Fifteen stayed. Luke was seeded first in the
round of the Championships, the last rider of the day. There was a short pause before the start of the round, and as the winter sky darkened, the lights were on. His hands remained stable. His nerves were failing. He was driving well, and if his day so far was an indication, he would ride well again - which was strange,
considering how he felt at the beginning of the day. Nevertheless, the sense of dread he had felt had not completely dissipated, despite his successful walks. If anything, it had gotten worse since he had seen Big Ugly Critter go after Harris. The promoters of the event should have been aware of the danger, given the
history of the bull. They should have had five bullfighters in the ring, not just two. But even after miller had ridden, they had not learned their lesson. The bull was dangerous. Psychotic, even. Like the other finalists, Luke lined up for the last draw of the day, and one by one, he heard the bulls being awarded to the various
runners. Raptor finished third, Locomotive finished seventh, and as the names continued, his sense of foreboding intensified. He could not look at the Competitors; instead he closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable. And in the end, just as a part of him had known would happen, he drew Big Ugly Critter. Time slowed
down in the final round. The first two riders remained, the other three were harmed. He went back and forth on the next two. Following. sitting in his truck, listening to the announcer. His heart rate began to accelerate as adrenaline flooded his system. He tried to convince himself that he was ready, that he was up to the
challenge, but he was not. It had not been when it had been at its peak, let alone now. He didn't want to go. He did not want to hear the advertiser mention the truck he could win or the fact that the bull had not been successfully ridden in the last three years. He didn't want the announcer to tell the crowd that Big Ugly
Critter was the bull that nearly killed him, turning his potential run into some kind of grudge match. Because that was not the step. He had no grudge against the bull. He was just an animal, though the craziest, meanest he'd ever met. He wondered if he should simply withdraw. Take the scores of her first two rounds and
be done with it. He would still finish in the top 10, maybe even in the top five, depending on how the other riders did after all was said and done. He could fall in the general classification, but he would remain in position to do the big lap ... Where Big Ugly Critter would probably end up. But what would happen next time?
What if he drew the bull in the first round? When he was in California, for example? Or Utah? After spending a small fortune on the flight and the motel and the food? Would he be ready to go then, too? He didn't know that. At present, his mind was incoherent, full of static, but when he looked down, his hands were
completely motionless. Weird, he thought, considering... In the distance, the roar of the crowd was mounted, signaling a successful turn. A good sound of it. It's good for him, Luke thought, whoever it was. These days, he didn't blame anyone for his success. He, more than anyone else, knew the risks. It's about time. If he
went all the way to the point, he has to make his decision. Stay or leave, roll or retreat, save the ranch or let the bank take it away. Live or die... He breathed for a long time. Hands are always good. He was as ready as he ever would be. Pushing the door, he walked on the dirt full of hard and looked up at the darkening
winter sky. Live or die. That's what it all fell apart. As he walked the arena, he wondered what it would be like. 28 Ira When I wake up, my first thought is that my body is weak and weaker. Sleep, instead of giving me strength, has deprived me of some of the precious hours I have left. The morning sunlight tilts through the
window, reflected brightly and strong by the snow. It takes a while realize it's Monday. More than thirty-six hours now since the accident. Who could have imagined such a thing happening to an old man like me? This will to live. But I have always been a survivor, a man who laughs at death and spits in the eye of the
mother's fate. I'm not afraid of anything, not even pain. It's time for me open the door and climb the embankment, to signal a passing car. If no one comes to see me, I'll have to go see them. Who am I kidding? I can't do anything like that. The agony is so intense that it takes a concerted effort to bring the world back to
work. For a moment, I feel strangely dissociated from my body—I see myself leaning on the steering wheel, my body a broken wreck. For the first time since the accident, I am sure that it is no longer possible for me to move. The bells are probing, and I don't have long. It should scare me, but it doesn't scare him. For the
most part, I have been waiting nine years to die. I wasn't supposed to be alone. I'm not good at that. The years since Ruth's death have been ticked with the kind of desperate silence known only to the elderly. It is a silence underlined by the loneliness and knowledge that good years are already in the past, coupled with
the complications of old age itself. The body is not destined to survive for nearly a century. I speak from experience when I say that. Two years after Ruth's death, I had a minor heart attack—I was barely able to dial for help before falling to the ground unconscious. Two years later, it became difficult to maintain my



balance, and I bought the walker to prevent tipping into the rose bushes every time I ventured outside. Taking care of my father had taught me to expect these kinds of challenges, and I was largely able to pass them. What I didn't expect, however, was the infinite range of minor torments—little things, once so easy,
made impossible. I can't open a jar of jelly anymore; I have the cashier at the supermarket to do it before she slips it into the bag. My hands tremble so much that my pen is barely legible, making it difficult to pay the bills. I can only read in the brightest lights, and without my prosthetics in place, I can eat nothing but soup.
Even at night, the age is tortuous. It takes me forever to fall asleep, and a prolonged sleep is a mirage. There are medications, too - so many pills that I had to nail a table on the refrigerator to keep them straight. Drugs for arthritis and high blood pressure and high blood pressure, some taken with food and others without,
and I am told that I should always carry nitroglycerin pills in my pocket, in case I never feel that burning pain in my chest again. Before cancer takes root—a cancer that will eat away at me until I am nothing but skin and bones—I wondered what indignity the future would bring next. And God, in his provided the answer.
How about an accident! Let's break his bones and bury him in the snow! I sometimes think that God has a funny sense of humor. If I had said that to Ruth, she would not have laughed. She would say that I should be grateful, because not everyone is lucky enough to have a long life. She would have said that the accident
was my And then, with a shrug, she would have explained that I had lived because our story was not yet over. What happened to me? And what will happen to the collection? I spent nine years answering those questions, and I think Ruth would have been happy. I spent those years surrounded by Ruth's passion; I spent
my years kissing. Everywhere I looked, I was reminded of her, and before going to bed every night, I look at the painting above the fireplace, comforted by the knowledge that our story will have precisely the kind of ending that Ruth would have wanted. Page 14 The sun rises higher, and I hurt myself even in the distant
cavities of my body. My throat is parched and all I want is to close my eyes and disappear. But Ruth won't let me. There's an intensity in her eyes that I want to look at her. It's worse now, she says. The way you feel. I'm just tired, he mumbles. Yes, she says. But it's not your time yet. There's more you need to tell me. I
can barely make his words. Why? Because that's the story of us, she says. And I want to hear from you. My mind is spinning again. The side of my face hurts where it presses against the steering wheel, and I notice that my broken arm looks weirdly swollen. It turned purple and my fingers look like sausages. You know
how it ends. I want to hear it. In your own words. No, I said. After sitting shiva, the depression set in, she continues, ignoring me. You were very lonely. I didn't want that for you. Sadness crept into his voice, and I close my eyes. I couldn't help it, I say. I missed you. She was silent for a moment. She knows I'm evasive.
Look at me, Ira. I want to see your eyes as you tell me what happened. I don't want to talk about it. Why not? The tattered sound of my breath fills the car as I choose my words. Because, I finally offer you, I am ashamed. Because of what you did, she says. She knows the truth and I take a first step, afraid of what she
thinks of me. Over time, I hear him sigh. I was very worried about you, she says at last. You wouldn't eat after sitting shiva, after everyone left. I wasn't hungry. That's not true. You were hungry all the time. You chose to ignore it. You were starving yourself. It doesn't matter anymore, he falters. I want you to tell me the
truth, she persists. I wanted to be with you. But what does that mean? Too tired to argue, I finally open my eyes. It means, I said, that I was trying to die. It's the who did it. The silence I still feel today, a silence that has descended after the absence of the other bereaved. At the time, I wasn't used to it. It was oppressive,
suffocating -- so silent that he ended up a roar that drowned everything else. And slowly but surely, it leached me from my ability to take care. Exhaustion and habits were still conspiring against me. At breakfast, I would take out two cups of coffee instead of one, and my throat would tighten as I put the extra cup in the
closet. In the afternoon, I called and I was going to get the mail, only to realize that there was no one to answer me. My stomach felt tense all the time, and in the evening I couldn't understand the idea of cooking a dinner that I would have to eat alone. Days passed when I had nothing at all. I'm not a doctor. I don't know
if depression was clinical or just a normal product of bereavement, but the effect was the same. I saw no reason to continue. I didn't want to go on. But I was a coward, unwilling to take specific measures. Instead, I took no action, other than refusing to eat much of anything, and again the effect was the same. I lost weight
and grew weaker and weaker, my path preordated, and little by little, my memories became confused. The realization that I was losing Ruth made things worse, and soon I was eating nothing at all. Soon, the summers we spent together completely disappeared and I saw no reason to push back the inevitable. I started
spending most of my time in bed, eyes blurred as I looked at the ceiling, the past and the future a void. I don't think that's true, she says. You say that because you were depressed, you didn't eat. You say this because you don't remember, you didn't eat. But I think it's because you didn't eat that you couldn't remember.
And so you didn't have the strength to fight depression. I was old, I said. My strength had evaporated a long time ago. You're making excuses now. She shakes a hand. But now is not the time to make jokes. I was very worried about you. You couldn't be worried. You weren't there. That was the problem. His eyes were
narrowing and I know I hit a nerve. She bows her head, the morning sunlight throwing half of her face into the shadows. Why do you say that? Because it's true? So how can I be here now? Maybe you're not. Ira... She shakes her head. She speaks to me as I imagine she has spoken to her students. Can you see me?
Can you hear me? She leans forward, placing her hand on my own. Can you feel that? His hand is warm and soft, the hands I know even better than mine. Yes, I said. But I couldn't then. smiled, looking satisfied, as if I had proved his point of view. It's because you don't eat. A truth emerges in any long marriage, and the
truth is this: Our spouses sometimes know us better than we know ourselves. Ruth was no exception. She knew me. She knew how much I would miss her; she knew how much I needed to hear about She also knew that I, not her, would be the one who would be left alone. That is the only explanation, and over the
years I have never questioned it. If she made a mistake, it was because I didn't find out what she had done until my cheeks had dug and my arms looked like twigs. I don't remember much of the day I made my discovery. Events have been lost to me, but that's not surprising. By that time, my days had become
interchangeable, meaningless, and it was only after the darkness that I found myself looking at the mailbox that sat on the chest of Ruth's drawers. I had seen them every night since his death, but they were the saux, not mine, and in my mistaken way of thinking, I simply assumed that they would make me feel worse.
They reminded me how much I missed her; they reminded me of everything I had lost. And the idea was unbearable. I couldn't deal with it. And yet, that night, perhaps because I was numbed by my feelings, I forced myself out of bed and got the box back. I wanted to remember again, if only for one night, even if it hurt
me. The box was strangely light, and when I lifted the lid, I grabbed a puff of the ruth hand lotion had always used. He was weak, but he was there, and all at once, my hands began to tremble. But I was a possessed man, and I attained for the first of the birthday letters I had written to him. The envelope was crisp and
yellowish. I had written his name with a consistency that had long since disappeared, and once again I was reminded of my age. But I didn't stop. Instead, I slipped the fragile letter out of its sleeve as I maneuvered it into the light. At first, the words were foreign to me, the words of a stranger, and I did not recognize them.
I stopped and tried again, focusing on wording. And as I did, I felt Ruth's presence gradually take shape next to me. She's here, I thought to myself; that is what she had planned. My pulse started running as I continued to read, the room dissolving around me. Instead, I was back at the lake in the thin mountain air of late
summer. The college, obtuse and desperate, stood in the background as Ruth read the letter, her eyes down trembling across the page. I brought you here — where art has made a real sense to me —and even though it will never be the same as it once was, it will always be our place. It was there that I was reminded of
the reasons why I fell in love with you; this is where we started our new life When I finished the letter, I slipped it into the envelope and put it aside. I read the second letter, then the next, and then the next one. Words sewed easily from year to year, and with them came memories of summers that in my depression I had
been unable to recall. I paused when I read a passage I had written about our sixteenth sixteenth I wish I had the talent to paint how I feel about you, because my words always feel inadequate. I imagine using red for your passion and pale blue for your kindness; forest green to reflect the depth of your empathy and
bright yellow for your unwavering optimism. And again I wonder: even the palette of an artist can capture the full range of what you mean to me? Later, I came across a letter I had written in the middle of the dark years, after we had learned that Daniel had moved. I am witnessing your grief and I do not know what to do,
except to wish that I could somehow wash away the traces of your loss. I want more than anything to improve things, but in this I am powerless and you have failed. I'm sorry about that. As a husband, I can listen to you and hold you; and embrace your tears, if given the opportunity. It went on, this life in one box, one
letter after another. Outside the window, the moon went up and drifted and finally came out of sight while I continued to read. Each letter echoed and reaffirmed my love for Ruth, burned down by our long years together. And Ruth, I learned, had loved me too, because she left me a gift at the bottom of the pile. I have to
admit: I didn't expect that. That Ruth may still surprise me, even from beyond, caught me off guard. I looked at the letter lying at the bottom of the box, trying to imagine when she had written it and why she had never told me. I have read this letter often in the years since I found it, so many times that I can recite it from
memory. I now know that she had kept him secret in the certainty that I would find him at the time of my greatest need. She knew I would eventually read her my letters; she predicted that a time would come when I could no longer resist the attraction. And in the end, it went well as she had planned. That night, however,
I didn't think about it. I simply reached for the letter with trembling hands and slowly began to read. My Dear Ira, I write this letter as you sleep in the room, uncertain where I should start. We both know why you are reading this letter and what it means. And I'm sorry for what you have to endure. Unlike you, I'm not good at
writing letters and there are so many things I mean. Maybe if I wrote in German, it could sink more easily, but then you couldn't read it, so what would be the point? I want to write you the kind of letter you've always written to me. Unfortunately, unlike you, I have never been good with words. But I want to try. You deserve
it, not just because you're my husband, but because of the man you are. I tell myself that I should start with something romantic, a memory or a gesture that captures the kind of husband you have been to me: the long weekend at the beach where we made love, for example, or our honeymoon, when you presented me
six paintings. Or maybe I should talk about the letters you've written, or feel your look at me that I considered a particular work of art. And yet, in truth, it is in the quiet details of our common life that I have found the most meaning. Your smile at breakfast has always made my heart jump, and the moment you reached for
my hand never failed to reassure me of the correctness of the world. So, you see, choosing a handful of singular events feels bad for me - instead, I'd rather remind you in a hundred different galleries and hotel rooms; to relive a thousand little kisses and nights spent in the familiar comfort of each other's arms. Each of
these memories deserves its own letter, for the way you made me feel in each case. For this, I loved you in return, more than you will ever know. I know you're struggling, and I'm sorry I can't comfort you. It is inconceivable that I could never do it again. My plea for you is the same: despite your sadness, remember how
much you have pleased me; remember that I loved a man who loved me in return, and it was the greatest gift I could ever have hoped to receive. I smile as I write this, and I hope you can find in smiling yourself that you are reading this. Don't drown in grief. Remember me with joy, because that's how I've always thought
of you. That's what I want, more than anything. I want you to smile when you think of me. And in your smile, I will live forever. I know you miss me terribly. I miss you, too. But we always have each other, because I am - and I have always been - part of you. You carry me in your heart, as I carried you in mine, and nothing
can ever change that. I love you, my dear, and you love me. Hold on to that feeling. Hang on. And little by little, you will find a way to heal. Ruth You think of the letter I wrote to you, Ruth tells me. My eyes float, and I praise with a weedy effort, determined to develop it. She is in her sixties, wisdom now deepening her
beauty. There are little diamond nails in her ears, a gift I bought her when she retired. I try not to wet my lips. How do you know? I'm grateing. Page 15 It's not that hard. She shrugs. Your expression gives you. You've always been easy to read. It's a good thing you've never played poker. I played poker in the war.
Maybe, she says. But I don't think you've made a lot of money. I recognize the truth with a weak smile. Thank you for the letter, I squeak. I don't know I would have survived without her. You'd be hungry, she agrees. You've always been a man A wave of vertigo washes over me, causing his image to twinkle. It's getting
harder and harder to keep it. I had a piece of toast that night. Yes, I know. You and your toast. Breakfast for dinner. What I never understood. And was not enough. But it was something. And at that time, it was closer to breakfast anyway. You should have had pancakes. And eggs. That way, you would have had the
strength to walk back into the house. You could have looked at the paintings and remembered, just like you used to. I wasn't ready for that yet. It would have hurt too much. In fact, one of them was missing. There was no shortage of them, she says. She turns to the window, face in profile. It hadn't happened yet. He
wouldn't be here for another week. For a while, she was silent, and I know she doesn't think about the letter. She's not thinking about me either. Instead, she thinks of the knock at the door. The shot came a little over a week later, revealing a stranger on the doorstep. Ruth's shoulders sag, and her voice is lasened with
regret. I wish I had been there, she whispers, almost alone. I would have liked to talk to him. I have so many questions. These last words are taken from a deep and hidden well of sadness, and despite my fate, I feel an unexpected pain. The visitor was large and attractive, the creases around his eyes suggesting too
many hours spent in the sun. Her blonde hair was hidden in a messy ponytail, and she was dressed in faded jeans and a simple short-sleeved blouse. But the ring on his finger and the BMW parked on the sidewalk spoke of a well-off existence very different from mine. Under her arm, she carried a package wrapped in
simple brown paper, of a familiar size and shape. Mr. Levinson? When I nodded, she smiled. My name is Andrea Lockerby. You don't know me, but your wife, Ruth, was once my husband's teacher. It was a long time ago and you probably don't remember, but his name was Daniel McCallum. I was wondering if you have
a few minutes. For a while I was too surprised to speak, the name repeating itself in an endless loop. Only half aware of what I was doing, I foolishly strayed to allow her to enter and guide her to the living room. When I sat in the easy chair, she took a seat on the kitty-corner sofa for me. Even then, I couldn't think of
anything to say. Hearing Daniel's name after almost forty years, following Ruth's death, remains the greatest shock of my life. She slit her throat. I wanted to come and express my condolences. I know your wife recently passed away and I'm sorry for your loss. I blinked, trying to find words for the flood of emotion and
memories that threatened to drown me. Where is he? I wanted to ask you. Why did he disappear? And why did he never contact ? But I couldn't say anything about it. Instead, I could only croacher, Daniel McCallum? She put the wrapped package on her side as she nodded. He mentioned a few times that he used to
come to your house. Your wife gave him private lessons. And... it's your your His eyes flashed for a moment before coming back to me. He was my husband. I'm getting married again now. Daniel passed away sixteen years ago. At his words, I felt something numb inside. I tried to do the math, to understand how old he
had been, but I couldn't. The only thing I knew for sure was that he had been far too young and that it made no sense. She must have known what I was thinking, because she kept going. He had an aneurysm, she says. It occurred spontaneously - no previous symptoms at all. But it was huge and there was nothing the
doctors could do. The numbness continued to spread until it felt as if I could not move at all. I'm sorry, I said. The words sounded insufficient, even to my own ears. Thank you. She nodded. And again, I'm sorry for your loss as well. For a moment, silence weighed on both of us. Finally, I stretched my hands in front of her.
What can I do for you, Mrs. ... Lockerby, she reminded me as she reached the packet. She slipped it towards me. I wanted to give you this. It's been in my parents' attic for years, and when they finally sold the house a few months ago, I found it in one of the boxes they sent me. Daniel was very proud of it, and he just
didn't feel good about throwing away his painting. A painting? I asked. He once told me that painting had been one of the most important things he had ever done. It was hard for me to grasp its meaning. You say Daniel paints something? She nodded. In Tennessee. He told me that he painted it while he was living at the
group house. An artist who volunteered helped him. Please, said I, suddenly raising my hand. I don't understand any of this. Can you start by starting and talking to me about Daniel? My wife always wondered what had happened to her. She hesitated. I don't know how much I can really tell you. I only met him in college,
and he never talked much about his past. It's been a long time. I stayed silent, ready to go on. She seemed to be looking for the right words, picking at a loose thread in the hem of her blouse. All I know is what little he said to me, she began. He said his parents were dead and he lived with his half-brother and his wife
somewhere around here, but they lost the farm and eventually moved to Knoxville, Tennessee. All three lived in their van for some time, but the half-brother was arrested for something and Daniel ended up in a group house. He lived there and did well enough at school to get a University of Tennessee... we started
dating when we were older, both of us getting a major in international relations. Anyway, a few months after graduation, before we left for the Peace Corps, we got married. That's really all I know. As I he didn't talk much about his past - it looked like a difficult childhood and I think it was painful for him to relive it. I tried to
digest all this, trying to imagine the trajectory of Daniel's life. What was he like? I pressed. Daniel? He was... incredibly intelligent and kind, but there was a definite intensity for him. It wasn't anger, exactly. It was more as if he had seen the worst that life could offer, and was determined to make things better. He had a
kind of charisma, a conviction that made you want to follow him. We spent two years in Cambodia with the Peace Corps, and after that he took a job at the United Way while I was working in a free clinic. We bought a small house and talked about having kids, but after a year or two we kind of realized that we weren't
ready for the suburbs. So we sold our belongings, boxed personal items and stored them at my parents' house, and ended up taking jobs for a Nairobi-based human rights organization. We've been there seven years, and I don't think he's ever been happier. He went to a dozen different countries to do various projects,
and he feels that his life had a real purpose, that he was making a difference. She looked out the window, silent for a moment. When she spoke again, her expression was a mixture of regret and wonder. It was right ... so intelligent and curious about everything. He was reading all the time. Even though he was young, he
was already online to become the general manager of the organization, and he probably would have done so. But he died when he was only thirty-three years old. She shook her head. After that, Africa just wasn't the same for me. So I went home. As she spoke, I tried and failed to reconcile everything she had told me
with the dusty country boy who had studied at our dining room table. Yet I knew in my heart that Ruth would have been proud of the way it turned out. And you're remarried? Twelve years now. She smiles. Two children. Or rather, stepchildren. My husband is an orthopedic surgeon. I live in Nashville. And you drove all
the way here to bring me a painting? My parents moved to Myrtle Beach - we were on our way to visit them. In fact, my husband is waiting for me at a downtown café, so I should probably go soon. And I'm sorry I fell like that. I know this is a terrible moment. But it didn't seem fair to me to throw the picture, so on a whim, I
looked at your wife's name on the Internet and given the obituary. I realized that your house would be on the way when we went to see my parents. I had no idea what to expect, but after removing the brown paper, my throat seemed to close on itself. It was a painting of Ruth - a child's painting, crudely conceived. The
lines were not exactly right and his characteristics were rather out of proportion, but he had able to capture his smile and his eyes with surprising skill. In this portrait, I was able to detect the passion and lively amusement that had always defined her; there was also a trace of the enigma that had always transfixed me, no
matter how long we were together. I traced my finger over the brushstrokes that formed his lips and cheek. Why... was all I could say, almost out of breath. The answer is on her back, she said, her voice soft. When I lightened the paint forward, I saw the picture I had taken of Ruth and Daniel so long ago. He had
yellowed with age and was curling in the corners. I killed him freely, looking at him for a long time. On my back, she said, touching my hand. I turned over the photo, and there, written in the neat pen, I saw what he had written. Ruth Levinson Grade 3 Teacher. She believes in me and I can be anything I want when I grow
up. I can even change the world. All I remember then is that I was defeated, my mind becomes empty. I can't remember what we talked about, if anything. I remember, however, that as she was about to leave, she turned to me as she stood in the open door. I don't know where he kept it at the group house, but you
should know that in college, the painting hung on the wall just above his desk. It was the only personal thing he had in his room. After college, he came with us to Cambodia and then back to the United States. He told me that he was afraid something would happen to him if he brought it to Africa, and that he would
eventually leave it behind. But after we came back, he regretted it. He then told me that the painting meant more to him than anything he had. It wasn't until I found the photo in the back that I really understood what it meant. He wasn't talking about the painting. He was talking about your wife. In the car, Ruth is calm. I
know she has more questions about Daniel, but at the time I hadn't thought about asking them. It is also one of my many regrets, because after that, I never saw Andrea again. Just as Daniel disappeared in 1963, she too disappeared from my life. You hung the portrait above the fireplace, she says at last. And then you
removed the other storage paints and hung them all over the house and stacked them in the rooms. I wanted to see them. I wanted to remember again. I wanted to see you. Ruth is silent, but I understand. More than anything, Ruth would have wanted to see Daniel, if only through his wife's eyes. Day after day, after
reading the letter and once Ruth's portrait was hung, the depression began to Up. I started eating more regularly. It would take me more than a year to regain the weight I had lost, but my life began to settle into a kind of routine. And in that first year after his death, yet another miracle -- the third miracle in that otherwise
tragic year -- occurred that me find my way home. Like Andrea, another unexpected visitor arrived at my door - this time a former student of Ruth who came home to express her condolences. Her name was Jacqueline, and although I did not remember her, she too wanted to talk. She told me how much Ruth had meant
to her as a teacher, and before she left, she showed me a tribute that she had written in honour of Ruth that would be published in the local newspaper. It was both flattering and revealing, and when it was published it seemed to open the floodgates. Over the next few months, the parade of former students visiting my
house swelled. Lindsay, Madeline, Eric and Pete and countless others, most of whom I had never known existed, showed up at my door at unexpected times, sharing stories about my wife's years in the classroom. Page 16 Through their words, I realized that Ruth had been a key that opened up the possibilities of so
many people's lives - mine was only the first. The years after Ruth's death, I sometimes think, can be divided into four phases. Depression and recovery from Ruth's death were the first of these phases; the period during which I tried to pass as best I could was the second. The third phase covered the years following the
journalist's visit in 2005, when the bars were mounted on the windows. It wasn't until three years ago, however, that I finally decided what to do with the collection, which led to the fourth and final phase. Estate planning is a complicated business, but essentially the question boils down to this: I had to decide what to do
with our assets, or the state would eventually decide for me. Howie Sanders had been pressing Ruth and me for years to make a decision. He asked us if there were any charities that I particularly liked or if I wanted the paintings to go to a particular museum. Maybe I wanted to auction them off, with the proceeds for
specific organizations or universities? After the article appeared - and the potential value of the collection became a hot topic of speculation in the art world - it became even more persistent, although at that time I was the only one who was there to listen. It was not until 2008, however, that I finally agreed to come to his
office. He had organized confidential meetings with curators from various museums: the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the Museum of Modern Art, the North Carolina Museum of Art and the Whitney, as well as representatives from Duke University, Wake Forest and the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill. There was individuals from the Anti-Defamation League and United Jewish Appeal - a couple of my father's favorite organizations - as well as someone from Sotheby's. I was introduced into a conference room and introductions were made, and on each of their faces I could read a one curiosity as they wondered how
Ruth and I - a haberdasher and a schoolteacher - had managed to accumulate such a vast private collection of modern art. I attended a series of individual presentations and, in each case, I was assured that any part of the collection I wanted to put in their hands would be evaluated fairly — or, in the case of the
auctioneer, maximized. Charities promised to put the money into all the causes that were special to Ruth and me. I was tired by the time the day ended, and when I got home, I fell asleep almost immediately in the easy chair in the living room. When I woke up, I found myself looking at Ruth's painting, wondering what
she would have wanted me to do. But I didn't tell you, Ruth says quietly. She has not spoken for a while, and I suspect she is trying to maintain my strength. She too can feel the end coming. I force my eyes open, but it is only a blurry image. No, I replied. My voice is tattered and slurry, almost unintelligible. You never
wanted to talk about it. She bows her head to look at me. I trusted you to make the decision. I remember the moment I finally made my decision. It was early evening, a few days after meetings at Howie's office. Howie had called an hour earlier, asking me if I had any questions or if I wanted him to follow up on someone
in particular. After hanging up, and with the help of my walker, I made my way to the back porch. There were two rocking chairs flanking a small table, pushable with obsolescence. When we were younger, Ruth and I sat here and bet, watching the stars come out of hiding in the slowly darkening sky. Later, when we were
older, those evenings on the back porch became less frequent, because we were both more sensitive to the temperature. The cold of winter and the heat of summer have rendered the porch unusable for more than half the year; it wasn't until the spring and fall that Ruth and I continued to venture. But that night, despite
the heat and the thick layer of dust on the chairs, I sat as before. I thought about the meeting and everything that had been said. And it became clear that Ruth was right: No one really understood. For a while, I played with the idea of bequeathing the whole collection to Andrea Lockerby, if only because she too had loved
Daniel. But I didn't really know her, ruth either. Besides, I could not help feeling disappointed that despite the obvious influence that Ruth Daniel's life, he had never tried to contact her once. I simply did not understand, or I did not forgive entirely, because I knew that Ruth's heart had been irretrievably broken. There was
no easy answer, because for us, art had never been about money. Like the journalist, these curators and collectors, these experts and sellers, did not understand. Not. echoing Ruth's words in my head, I finally felt the answer begin to take shape. An hour later, I called Howie at his house. I told him that my intention was
to auction the entire collection, and as a good soldier, he did not debate my decision. He also did not question me when I explained that I wanted the auction to take place in Greensboro. However, when I told him how I wanted the auction to be handled, he was stunned in silence to the point where I wondered if it was
still connected. Finally, after slit his throat, he told me about the details of all that it would entail. I told him that secrecy was the top priority. Over the next few months, the details were arranged. I went to Howie's office twice more and met with Sotheby's representatives. I met again with the executive directors of various
Jewish charities; the sums they would receive obviously depended on the auction itself and the amount of money the collection would bring in. To this end, the evaluators spent weeks cataloguing and photographing the entire collection, estimating value and establishing provenance. Finally, a catalogue was sent for my
approval. The estimated value of the collection was mind-boggling, even to me, but again it didn't matter. When all the arrangements for the initial and subsequent auctions were completed - it was impossible to sell all the art in one day - I spoke to Howie and the appropriate Sotheby's representative, describing their
responsibilities, and had them sign numerous legal documents, assuring that there could be no changes to the plan I was considering. I wanted to prepare for any eventuality, and when everything was finally ready, I signed my appeal before four witnesses. I have further made it clear that my will is final and should not be
amended or amended under any circumstances. Back home, in the wake, I sat in the drawing-room and looked at Ruth's painting, tired and satisfied. I missed her, perhaps more at that moment than I had ever had before, but still, I smiled and said the words I knew she would have wanted to hear. They will understand
Ruth, I said. They'll finally understand. It's the afternoon now, and I feel shrinking, like a sandcastle slowly swept away by every wave. Next to me, Ruth looks at me with concern. You should take a nap again, she says, her voice tender. I'm not tired, I lie. Ruth knows I'm lying, but she pretends to believe me, chatting with
forced carelessness. I don't think I would have been a good wife for on the other hand. I think sometimes I'm too stubborn. That's true, one admits, smiling. You're lucky I made you. She rolls her eyes. I'm trying to be serious, Ira. I look at her, wishing I could hold her. Soon, I'm thinking. Soon I'll be joining her. It's hard to
keep but I force myself to answer. If we had never met, I think I would have known that my life was not complete. And I would have wandered the world looking for you, even if I didn't know who I was looking for. Her eyes light up at this, and she reaches out through my hair, her soothing and warm touch. You've already
told me that. I've always liked that answer. I close my eyes and they stay almost closed. When I force them to open up again, Ruth softened, becoming almost translucent. I'm tired, Ruth. It's not time yet. I have not read your letter yet. The new one, the one you wanted to deliver. Do you remember what you wrote? I
focus, remembering a small excerpt, but only that and nothing more. Not enough, he mumbles. Tell me what you can remember. Anything. It takes a while to gather my strength. I breathe deliberately, I hear the slight whistling of my laborious exchange. I can't feel the dryness in my throat anymore. All this has been
replaced by bone exhaustion. If there is a sky, we will find ourselves, for there is no sky without you. I quit, realizing that saying so much leaves me breathless. I think it is affected, but I can no longer say it. Although I'm looking at her, she's almost gone now. But I feel the ray of her sadness, of her regret, and I know that
she is leaving. Here and now, she can't exist without me. She seems to know this, and although she continues to fade, she scoots closer into the seat. She put her hand in my hair and kisses me on my cheek. She is sixteen and twenty, thirty and forty, all ages, all at once. She's so beautiful that my eyes start to cry. I like
what you wrote to me, she whispers. I want to hear the rest. — I don't think so, he mumbles, and I think I feel one of his tears splashing on my cheek. I love you, Ira, she whispers. His breath is soft in my ear, like the whispers of an angel. Remember how much you have always meant to me. I remember... she begins,
and when she kisses me again, my eyes close for what I think was the very last time. 29 Sophia On Saturday night, as the rest of the campus celebrated another weekend, Sophia was writing a paper in the library when her cell phone was buzzing. Although the use of phones was only allowed in designated areas,
Sophia saw that there was no one else around and reached over, frowning when she saw the text and sender. Call me, Marcia had written. It's urgent. As small as it was, it was more communication than they had since the argument, and Sophia asked what to do. Ask what's going on? Or do what Marcia had asked and
call it? Sophia wasn't sure. Frankly, she didn't want to talk to Marcia at all. Like the rest of her sorority, she was surely at a party or in a bar. It was the most drinking, which opened the door to the possibility that she and Brian could fight, and the last thing Sophia wanted was to get involved in something like that. She
didn't want to listen to Marcia cry about what a moron was, and she didn't feel ready to rush and support her, especially after the laborious way Marcia had continued to avoid her. She wanted Sophia to call her. Because whatever happened, it was urgent. It was a word open to all kinds of interpretations, she thought to
herself. She debated for a few more seconds, making her decision, before finally saving her job and turning off the computer. She slipped it into her backpack, put on her jacket and headed for the exit. As she pushed the door, she was greeted unexpectedly by a blast of arctic air and a thickening layer of snow on the
ground. The temperature has had to drop by twenty degrees in the last few hours. She was going to freeze on the foot back ... But not yet. Sweeping her best judgment, she reached for her phone and went back into the lobby. Marcia picked up on the first ring. In the background, she could hear the screaming music and
cacophony of a hundred conversations. Sophia? Thank God you called! Sophia drew a tense breath. What's so urgent? She could hear the background noise fading, Marcia no doubt looking for a quieter place. A door slammed, and she heard Marcia's voice more clearly. You have to come home now, Marcia said, a note
of panic in her tone. Why? Luke is here. It's parked in the street in front. He's been waiting there for 20 minutes. You have to get there right now. Sophia swallowed. We broke up, Marcia. I don't want to see him. Oh, said Marcia, not caring to hide her confusion. It's terrible. I know how much you loved him... Is it? Sophia
asked. I have to go... No, wait! Marcia called. I know you're angry with me and I know I deserve it, but that's not why I'm calling. Brian knows Luke's here - Mary-Kate told him a few minutes ago. Brian's been drinking for hours and he's getting mad. He already has guys together to go after him. I tried to get him out, but
you know how he's doing. And Luke has no idea what's coming. You could be broken, but I don't think you want him to get hurt... Page 17 At that moment Sophia was barely listening, the icy winds drowning the sound of Marcia's voice as she rushed home. The campus seemed deserted as she took all the shortcuts she
could, trying to reach home on time. While she was running, she called Luke several times on her cell phone, but for some reason, he was not answering. She managed to send him a brief text as well, but did not get an answer. It away, but the cold February wind was bitter, stinging his ears and cheeks, and his feet
continued to slide into the newly fallen snow. She had not worn any boots, and the slush was seeping through her shoes, soaking her ateils. Wet snow continued to fall, feathery and thick, the kind of snow that would instantly turn into ice, making roads dangerous. She burst into a flat race, autodialing Luke again to no
avail. Off campus now, on the streets. Then Greek Row, the students gathered behind lighted windows. A few people rushed to the sidewalks, animated from one party to another, the usual Saturday night ritual of abandonment and excess. Her house was at the end of the street, and looking into the snowy darkness, she
slightly made the outline of Luke's truck. That's when she saw a group of guys leaving a fraternity house three doors down, across the street. Five or six of them, led by someone very tall. Brian. Another figure soon followed, and although she was only briefly illuminated as she crossed the porch and walked down the
steps, Sophia easily recognized her roommate. Weakly, suffocated by the winter weather, she hears Marcia asking Brian to stop. As she ran, her backpack threw awkwardly and her feet continued to slide, making her feel awkward. She was getting closer, but not fast enough. Brian and his friends had already fanned on
either side of the truck. She was four houses away, unable to tell from inside the dark truck if Luke was there at all. Marcia's screams cut the air again, angry this time. That's stupid, Brian! Just forget it! Three houses to make. She saw Brian and his friend open the door on the driver's side and walk in. A scuffle began and
she screamed as Luke was pulled from the truck. Leave him alone! Sophia screamed. You have to stop, Brian! Marcia rang. Brian - buzzed or drunk - ignored them both. Unbalanced, Luke fell into the arms of Jason and Rick, the same two who had been with Brian at the McLeansville rodeo. Four others crowded around,
surrounding Luke. Panicked, Sophia ran to the center of the street as Brian was backing up and threw a punch, which sent Luke's head back. Sophia felt a sudden flash of hard terror formed as she remembered the video... As Luke wobbled, Rick and Jason released him, and he flipped over the snowy asphalt. Finally
getting closer, always terrified, she watched the movement, not seeing it... Get up! Brian yelled at him. I told you it wasn't over! Sophia saw Marcia jump in front Stop! she shouted at him, trying to restrain him. You have to stop! Brian ignored her as Sophia saw Luke finally start fighting at four, trying to get to his feet. Get
up! Brian screamed again. At that time, Sophia was to break through the circle, passing two fraternity boys to fit between Brian and Luke, next to Marcia. It's over, Brian! Knock it off! It's not over yet! It is now! Sophia answered. Come on, Brian, begged Marcia, reaching out to Brian. Let's go. It's cold out here. I'm freezing.
By this time, Luke had risen to his feet, bruising on his obvious cheekbone. Brian was breathing hard, and, surprisingly Sophia, he pushed Marcia to the side. It wasn't a violent push, but Marcia didn't expect it and she tripped, falling to the ground. Brian didn't seem to notice. He took a menacing step forward, preparing to
push Sophia off the road, too. Leaving herself aside, she whipped her phone out of her pocket. By the time Brian grabbed Luke, Sophia was already pushing buttons and raising the phone. Go ahead! I'm going to record everything! Go to jail for whatever I want! Get the team off the ground! You can all get the kick-off for
anything that matters to me! She continued to back off, recording, panoramic on all those present. She was zooming in on their shocked and anxious expressions when Brian threw himself at her, ripping her phone and smashing him to the ground. You're not recording anything! — Maybe not, said Marcia on the other
side of the circle, holding up her phone. But I am. I guess I probably deserved it, Luke said. After what I did to him, I mean. They got in the truck, Luke was driving, Sophia was next to him. The threats had worked. It was Jason and Rick who finally convinced Brian to return with them to the frat home, where Brian was no
doubt reliving the punch that had sent Luke to crumple to the ground. Marcia did not go with them; instead, she retreated to the sorority's house and Sophia had watched the light light come on in their room. You didn't deserve it, she says. If I remember correctly, you never hit Brian. You just kind of ... pinned him to the
ground. In the dirt. Face down. There was that, she admitted. Thank you for intervening, by the way. With your phone. I'm going to buy you a new one. You don't have to. He was getting older anyway. Why didn't you answer? Battery died on the drive back and forgot to bring the car charger. I just packed the regular. I
didn't think it would be such a big deal. Did you at least text your mother? — Yes, he said. If he wondered how she knew about her habit of doing this, he didn't ask. Sophia folded her hands on her knees. I guess you know what I'm going to ask next, right? Luke rented it to him. Why am I here? You wouldn't have Come. I
don't want you here. Especially right after you return from an event. Becauseyou can't live like this. — No, she replied. I can't. — I know, he said. He sighed before sideways in his seat to face him. I came here to tell you that I can't either. As of tonight, I'm retired. For good this time. Are you leaving? I've already resigned.
She wasn't sure how to react. Should she congratulate him? Sympathize? Expressing relief? I also came to ask if you were doing anything this weekend. Or if you had something pressing on Monday? Like tests or papers. I have a paper due next Thursday, but other than that, just a few classes. What did you have in
mind? Just a little pause to get my head straight. Before my battery died, I called and told my mom, and she thinks it's a good idea. He let out a long breath. I was thinking of driving to the cabs, and I was wondering if you'd like to come with me. She was still struggling to absorb everything he had just said or whether to
believe it. Could he tell the truth? Had he really given up riding for good? With her eyes fixed on her, she whispered, Okay. Upstairs, in their room, she found Marcia in a packet of a duffel bag. What are you doing? I'm going home tonight. I just need to sleep in my own bed, you know? I'll be out of here in a minute or two.
It's good, Sophia said. This is your room, too. Marcia nodded, continuing to throw objects in her bag. Sophia moved from one foot to the other. Thank you for texting me. And for what you did with the phone there. Yes, well, he deserved it. He was acting... Crazy. It was more than that, said Sophia. Marcia rose to the air
for the first time. You're welcome. He probably won't remember much of it. It doesn't matter. He does it if you love him. Marcia debated it for a moment before shaking her head. Sophia felt like she was coming to some kind of conclusion even though she wasn't sure what it was. Luke's gone again? He went to get gas
and pick up some supplies. He'll be back in a few minutes. Seriously? I hope he keeps the doors locked this time. She zipped her bag, then focused on Sophia again. Wait... Why is he coming back? I thought you said you broke up with him. I did it. But? How about we talk about it next week - when you come back.
Because right now, I'm not quite sure what's going on with us. Marcia accepted this, then started towards the door before stopping again. I've been thinking, she says, and I feel like it's going to be between the two of you. And if you want my opinion, I think that's a good thing. In the snowfall had been heavy and roads
were icy in places, meaning they did not reach the cabins until about four o'clock in the morning. The gardens looked like a pioneer camp, long ago Despite the lack of light anywhere, Luke kept guiding his truck to a stop in front of the same cab where they had stayed before, the key hanging from the lock. Inside, the
cabin was icy, with thin walls of planks doing little to keep the cold at bay. He had told her to pack a hat and mittens, and she wore them with her jacket while Luke burned the fireplace and wood stove. The skid, the slide had kept her on the edge all night, but now that they had arrived, she felt exhaustion catching up with
her. They lay down fully clothed in their jackets and hats, falling asleep in a matter of minutes. By the time Sophia woke up a few hours later, the house had warmed up considerably, but not enough for her to walk around without several layers of clothing. She reasoned that a cheap motel would have been more
comfortable, but when she took in the scene outside the window, she was struck again by how beautiful it was here. Ice cubes hanging from the branches, twinkling in the sunlight. Luke was already in the kitchen, and the aroma of bacon and eggs filled the air. You are finally awake, he observed. What time is it? It's
almost noon. I guess I was just tired. How long have you been up? A few hours. Trying to keep this place warm enough to be habitable is not as easy as you think. She had no doubts about it. Gradually, his attention was drawn to the window. Have you ever been here during the winter? Just once. But I was small. I spent
the day building snowmen and eating grilled marshmallows. She smiles at the image of him as a boy before taking it seriously. Are you ready to talk again? About what made you change your mind? He forked a piece of bacon and removed it from the pan. Nothing, really. I guess I finally had time to listen to common
sense. That's it? He put the fork on. I drew Big Ugly Critter in the court go. And when it's time to go upstairs... He shook his head, not finishing the thought. Anyway, after that, I knew it was time to hang up the spurs. I realized I was done with it. It was killing my mother little by little. And I meant. But it wasn't done. He
looked over his shoulder, as if he could hear his unspoken words. I also realized I missed you. What about the ranch? He picked up the scrambled eggs on two plates. We're going to lose him, I guess. Then try to do it again. My mother is pretty well known. I hope she lands on her feet. Of course, she told me not to worry
about her. That I should be more concerned what I'm going to do. And what are you going to do? I don't know yet. He turned around and brought both plates to the table. A pot of coffee was waiting, with the utensils. I hope this weekend will help me understand that. And you think we're pick up where we left off? Not at
all, he said. He placed the plates on the table and took out his chair. But I was hoping that maybe we could do it again. After eating, they spent the afternoon building a snowman, as he did when he was a child. As they rolled sticky snowballs through bigger and bigger rocks, they made up for it in their lives. Luke
described the events in Macon and South Carolina and what was happening at the ranch. Sophia explained that the situation with Marcia had pushed her to spend all her time in the library, leaving her so far ahead in her reading that she doubted she would have to study for the next two weeks. Page 18 It's one of the
good things to try to avoid your roommate, she says. This improves your study habits. She surprised me last night, Luke remarked. I wouldn't have thought she'd do something like that. Under the circumstances, I mean. I wasn't surprised, says Sophia. No? She thought about it, wondering how Marcia was doing. Okay.
Maybe I was a little surprised. That evening, as they huddled on the couch under a blanket, the fireplace roared, Sophia asked, Are you going to miss going up? - Probably a little, he said. Not enough to do it again, though. You seem so sure of that. I'm sure of it. Sophia turned to study her face, mesmerized by the
reflection of the light of fire in her eyes. I'm a little sad for your mother, she says. I know she is relieved that you have stopped, but ... Yes, he said. I'm sad, too. But I'm going to kind of catch up with him. I think having you around is all she really wanted. That's what I thought, he said. But now I have a question for you.
And I want you to think about it before you answer. It's important. Go ahead. Are you busy next weekend? Because if you're free, I'd like to take you out for dinner. Are you asking me to an appointment? I'm trying to do it again. That's what you do, isn't it? Ask someone out? She thought of herself, kissing her for the first
time that day. I don't think we have to start all over again, do we? Is it a yes or a no? I love you, Luke. I love you too, Sophia. They had sex that night, then again on Monday morning, after sleeping late. They had a quiet brunch, and after taking a walk, Sophia watched Luke load the truck from the heat of the cab, sipping
his coffee. They were not the same as before. She said that in the few months they had known each other, their relationship had evolved into something deeper, something had not planned. They took the road a few minutes later and settled into the drive, making their way down the mountain. The sun reflected against
the snow and produced a hard hard glare caused Sophia to turn away, pressing her head against the truck window. She looked at Luke in the driver's seat. She was still unsure what was going to happen when she graduated in May, but for the first time, she began to wonder if Luke could be free to follow her. She had
not expressed these thoughts to him, but she wondered if her plans had played a role in her decision to move away from her career. She was thinking of these questions in a warm and peaceful mist, about to be deafening, when Luke's voice broke the silence. Have you seen that? She opened her eyes, realizing that



Luke was slowing down the truck. I didn't see anything, she admitted. The surprising, Luke slammed on the brakes and pulled his truck to the side of the highway, his eyes glued to the rearview mirror. I thought I saw something, he says. He started the truck and shut down the engine, flicking through the flashing lights.
Give me a second, shall you? What is it? I'm not sure. I just want to check something out. He grabbed his jacket from behind his seat and jumped out of the truck, pulling it as he walked towards the back of the truck. Over her shoulder, she noted that they had just rounded a curve. Luke registered in both directions, then
joged across the road, approaching the railing. It was only then that she realized that it was broken. Luke looked at the steeply sloping embankment, then quickly turned his head towards it. Even from afar, she could feel the urgency in her expression and body language. Quickly, she got out of the truck. Take my phone
and call 911! A car has disappeared from the road here, and I think someone is still in it! And with that, he climbed through the broken section of the guardrail, disappearing from sight. 30 Sophia Later, she will remember the events that followed in a series of quick flash images: Make the emergency call, then watch Luke
descend the steep embankment. Running towards the truck in panic for a bottle of water after Luke said he thought the driver was still moving. Clinging to bushes and branches as she descended the wooded slope, then noting the condition of the wreckage - the crumpled hood, the almost sheared quarter-panel, the
jagged cracks in the windshield. Watch Luke struggle to open the door of the stuck driver while trying to keep his balance on the steep slope, a slope that has become a steep cliff facing only several feet from the front of the car. But most of all, she remembered her throat catching at the sight of the old man, his bony
head pressed against the steering wheel. She noted the strands of hair covering her leather spotted, ears that seemed too big for him. His arm was bent at an unnatural angle. A panting in his forehead, his shoulder badly armed, his lips so dry that they had begun to bleed. He must have suffered terribly, terribly, his
expression was strangely serene. When Luke finally managed to open the door, she found herself getting closer, struggling to keep her balance on the slippery slope. I'm here, Luke said to the old man. Can you move? Sophia could hear the panic in Luke's voice as he reached over, gently touching the man's neck in
search of a pulse. It's weak, he said. It's in really bad shape. The old man's groan was barely audible. Luke instinctively reached the water bottle and poured some water into the cork, then tilted it into the man's mouth. Most overturned, but the drops were enough to wet his lips and he was able to smother a swallow. Who
are you? Luke asked softly. What's your name? The man made a noise that came out in wheezing. His half-open eyes were blurry. Ira. When did this happen? It took a long time for the word to come. Atur... Day... Luke looked at Sophia in disbelief before focusing again on Ira. We're going to get you help, okay? The
ambulance should be here soon. Hold on. Do you want a little more water? At first, Sophia wasn't sure if Ira had heard Luke, but he opened his mouth slightly and Luke poured another heady, dribbling in small quantities. Ira swallowed again before mumbling something unintelligible. Then, with a slow grater, the words
separated by breaths: Edder ... Fo... I... Ife... Roof... Neither Sophia nor Luke could make sense. Luke thought again. I don't understand. Can I call someone for you, Ira? Do you have a wife or children? Can you tell me a phone number? Edder... Better? Luke asked. No... Edd... edder... In... Car... Roof... Luke turned to
Sophia, uncertain. Sophia shook her head, running automatically through the alphabet... getter, jester, letter... Letter? I think he's talking about a letter. She leaned closer to Ira, could feel the disease on her weak breath. Letter? That's what you meant, right? Ess..., hissing Ira, hissing, his eyes were closing. His breaths
trembled like pebbles in a jar. Sophia scanned the interior of the car, her gaze falling on several objects scattered on the ground under the swapped dashboard. Growing on the side of the car, she worked herself around the rear, making it to the other side. What are you doing? Luke called. I want to find his letter... The
passenger side was less damaged and Sophia was able to open the door with relative ease. On the floor lay a thermos and a deformed sandwich. A small plastic bag filled with prunes. A bottle of water... and there, The corner, an envelope. She arrived, her feet slipping before she got caught. She extended her reach
with a grunt, grasping the envelope between two fingers. On the other side of the car, she held the top, noting Luke's incomprehension. A letter letter his wife, she said, closing the door and returning to Luke. That's what he said earlier. When he was talking about the roof? — Not the roof, says Sophia. She turned the
envelope over so Luke could read it before slipping it into the pocket of his jacket. Ruth. A highway patrol officer was the first to arrive. After scrambling on the slope, luke and he agreed that it was too risky to move Ira. But it took forever for the paramedics and ambulance to arrive, and even when they did, it was clear
that there was no sure way to get him out of the car and climb the snowy slope on a stretcher. They would have needed to triple the workforce, and even then it would have been a challenge. In the end, a large tow truck was called, which increased the delay. When he arrived and moved to the right place, a cable was
deployed and attached to the rear bumper of the car while the paramedics - improvising with seat belts - secured Ira in place to minimize any jostling. It was only then that the car slowly gained on the slope and finally on the highway. While Luke was answering the officer's questions, Sophia stayed close to the
paramedics, observing while Ira was loaded on the stretcher and given oxygen before being rolled into the ambulance. A few minutes later, Luke and Sophia were alone. He took her in his arms, pulling her close, the two trying to pull the strength of each other, when Sophia suddenly remembered that she still had the
letter in her pocket. Two hours later, they waited in the crowded emergency room of the local hospital, Luke holding Sophia's hand as they sat next to each other. In her other hand, she held the letter, and from time to time she studied it, noting the flimsy scribble and wondering why she had given the nurse their names
and asked to be updated on Ira's condition, instead of simply handing over the letter to be placed with Ira's belongings. This would have allowed them to continue the journey back to Winston-Salem, but when she recalled the look on Ira's face and the urgency he obviously felt to find the letter, Sophia felt compelled to
make sure that the letter was not lost in the hospital's hustle and bustle. She wanted to give it to the doctor, or better yet, to Ira himself... Or that's what she said to herself, anyway. All she really knew was that the almost peaceful expression Ira wore when they found him made her wonder what he had thought or dreamed
of. It was miraculous that he survived his injuries given his age and fragile condition. Above all, she wondered why, until now, no friends or family had come through the doors of the emergency room, frantic with anxiety. He had been conscious when they brought him in, which meant that Ira probably could have told them
to call someone. Where were they? Why weren't they there yet? In a moment like this, Ira Ira someone more than ever, and -- Luke moved into his seat, interrupting his thoughts. You know we're probably not going to be able to see it, right? — I know, she says. But I still want to know how he's doing. Why? She put the
letter in her hands, still unable to put the reasons into words. I don't know. Forty more minutes passed before a doctor finally emerged from behind the swinging doors. He first went to the office and then, after the nurse pointed the finger at them, approached them. Luke and Sophia were standing. I'm Dr. Dillon, he says. I
was told that you waited for a chance to visit Mr. Levinson? Do you mean Ira? Sophia asked. Are you the ones who found it, correct? Yes. Can I ask what is your interest? Sophia almost told the doctor about the letter, but didn't. Luke felt his confusion and cleared his throat. I guess we just want to know he's going to be
okay. Unfortunately, I can't discuss his condition because you're not family, he said. But he's going to be fine, isn't he? The doctor looked from one to the other. By all rights, you shouldn't even be here. You did the right thing by calling the ambulance. And I'm glad you found it when you did it, but you no longer have any
responsibility. You're strangers. Sophia looked at the doctor, feeling that he had more to say, looking as he sighed at last. Page 19 I don't really know what's going on here, Dr. Dillon said, but for some reason, when Mr. Levinson found out you were here, he asked to see you. I can't tell you anything about his condition,
but I have to ask you to keep the visit as short as possible. Ira seemed even smaller than in the car, as if he had shrunk in the last few hours. He lay in the partially inclined hospital bed, his mouth agape, his cheeks hollow, iv lines meandering out of his arm. A machine next to his bed beeped in the rhythm of his heart.
Not too long, warned the doctor, and Luke nodded before they both entered the room. Hesitant, Sophia settles down on the side of the bed. From the corner of her eye, she saw Luke pull a chair away from the wall and slide it towards her before backing away again. Sophia sat by the bed and thought into her field of
vision. We are here, said ira, holding the letter before him. I have your letter for you. Ira inhaled with a little effort, slowly rolling his head. Her eyes went first to the letter, then to her. Ruth... Yes, she replied. Your letter to Ruth. I'm going to put it right here next to you, okay? At his comment, he looked without
concentrating, without Then his face softens, becoming almost sad. He moved his hand slightly, trying to reach the sisters, and instinctively she took over and took it. Ruth, he said. tears begin to form. My sweet Ruth. I'm sorry ... I'm not Ruth, she says softly. My name is Sophia. We're the ones who found you today. He
blinked, then blinked again, his confusion evident. Ruth? The plea in his tone made him tighten his throat. No, said she quietly, watching her hand move and him towards the letter. She understood what he was doing and glared the letter to him. He took it, lifting it as if it were a huge weight, pushing it towards his hand. It
was only then that she noticed Ira's tears. When he spoke, his voice sounded louder, the words clear for the first time. Can you be? She fingered the letter. You want me to read this? The letter you wrote to your wife? Her eyes met her eyes, a tear pouring down her narrowed cheek. Please, Ruth. I want you to read it. He
breathed a long breath, as if the effort to speak had worn him out. Sophia turned to Luke, wondering what she should do. Luke pointed to the letter. I think you should read it, Ruth, he said. That's what he wants you to do. Read it aloud, so he can hear you. Sophia looked at the letter in her hands. I felt bad. Ira was
confused. It was a personal letter. Ruth was supposed to read this, not her... Please, she heard Ira say, as if she were reading her mind, her voice was weakening again. With trembling hands, Sophia studied the envelope before lifting the seal. The letter was a one-page letter, written in the same flimsy scribble she had
noticed on the envelope. Although still uncertain, she found herself moving the letter in a better light. And with that, she slowly began to read: My dear Ruth, It is early, too early, but as always it seems that I am unable to return to sleep. Outside, the day is breaking all its newfound glory and yet all I can think about is the
past. In this quiet hour, I dream of you and the years we spent together. An anniversary is approaching, dear Ruth, but it is not the one we usually celebrate. However, he is the one who set my life on the ground with you, and I turn to your seat, wanting to remind you, even though I understand that you will not be there.
God, with a wisdom that I cannot claim to understand, I called you to your home a long time ago, and the tears I shed that night never seemed to dry up. Sophia paused to look at Ira, noting how her lips had come together, the tears still lunting in the crevices and valleys of her face. Although she tried to stay ready, her
voice began to crack as she continued. You misses this morning, just like I've missed you every day for nine years. I'm tired of being alone. I'm tired of living without the sound of your laughter, and I despair of the idea that I'll never hold you back again. And yet you'll like to know that when these dark thoughts threaten to
overtake me, I can hear your voice me: Don't be so dark, Ira. I did not marry a dark man. When I think, there's so much to remember. We've had adventures, haven't we? These are your words, not mine, because that is how you have always described our lives together. You told me that lying next to me in bed, you told
me that about Rosh Hashanah every year. I have always detected a satisfied glow in your eye every time you have said this, and in those moments it is your expression, more than your words, that has always filled my heart with joy. With you, my life indeed felt like a fantastic adventure - despite our ordinary
circumstances, your love imbued everything we did with secret riches. As I had the chance to share a life with you, I still do not understand. I love you now, as I have always loved you, and I'm sorry I can't tell you. And although I write this letter in the hope that you will somehow be able to read it, I also know that the end
of an era is approaching. That's the last letter I'll write to you. You know what the doctors told me, you know I'm dying, and I'm not going to visit Black Mountain in August. And yet, I want you to know that I am not afraid. My time on earth is coming to an end and I am at peace with all that is coming. It doesn't sadden me.
If anything, it fills me with peace, and I count the days with a sense of relief and gratitude. Because every day that passes is a day closer to the moment when I will see you again. You're my wife, but more than that, you've always been my only true love. For almost three quarters of a century, you have given meaning to
my existence. Now it's time to say goodbye, and on the eve of this transition, I understand why you were taken away. It was to show me how special you were and through this long process of mourning, to teach me again the meaning of love. Our separation, I now understand, was only temporary. When I look into the
depths of the universe, I know that the time has come when I will hold you in my arms once again. After all, if there is a sky, we will find ourselves, for there is no sky without you. I love you, Ira Through a blur of tears, Sophia looked at Ira's face assuming the expression of an indescribable peace. Carefully, she re-entered
the letter into the envelope. She slipped it into her hand and felt him take it back. At that time, the doctor was standing at the door and Sophia knew it was time to go. She got up from the chair and Luke returned it to her seat against the wall, then slipped his hand into the sister. As he turned his head on the pillow, Ira's
mouth opened, and his breathing worked. Sophia turned to the doctor, who was already the way to Ira's side. With one last look back at Ira's fragile figure, Sophia and Luke began in the hallway, on the way back at last. 31 Luke As February last and gradually liquidated, Sophia bordered graduation, while the ranch
cashed towards its inevitable foreclosure. Luke's earnings in the first three events had bought him and his mother a month or two before they were in default, but at the end of the month his mother quietly began to approach their neighbors, exploring their interest in buying her back. Sophia was beginning to worry about
her future. She had not yet heard from the Denver Art Museum or MoMA, and she wondered if she would find herself working for her parents and living in her old room. Likewise, Luke had trouble sleeping. He was concerned about his mother's options in the area and wondered how he could help her support her until
she landed something viable. For the most part, however, none of them wanted to talk about the future. Instead, they tried to focus on the present, seeking comfort in each other's company and certainty of how they felt towards each other. In March, Sophia showed up at the ranch on Friday afternoon and stayed until
Sunday. She often also moved there on Wednesday nights. Unless it rained, they ed most of their time on horseback. Sophia usually helped Luke with his agricultural duties, but sometimes she would keep her mother company instead. It was the kind of life he had always imagined for himself... and then he remembered
that he was coming to an end and there was nothing he could do to stop it. One evening in mid-March, when the first hint of spring was noticeable in the air, Luke took Sophia to a club with a popular country-western band. On the other side of the scered wooden table, he watched her grab his beer, his foot tapping with
the music. You go on, he said, nodding to his foot, and I will think you like this music. I love this music. He smiles. You heard that joke, didn't you? About what you get when you play country music upside down? She took a swallow from her beer. I don't think so. You'll get your wife back, you'll get your dog back, you'll get
your truck back... She smiled. It's funny. You didn't laugh. It wasn't that funny. It made him laugh. You and Marcia still get along? Sophia hid a loose strand of hair behind her ear. It was a bit embarrassing at first, but it's almost back to normal. Does she always date Brian? She snorted. No, it ended when she found out he
was cheating on her. When did this happen? A few weeks ago? Maybe a little more? Was she upset? Not really. At that point, she was already seeing another guy, too. He's just a junior, so I don't think it's going to last. Luke chose absent label on his beer bottle. She's an interesting girl. She has a good heart, Sophia
insisted. And you're not angry at what she did? I was. But I'm done. Finished. Like this? She made a mistake. She didn't want to hurt me. She has apologized a million times. And she came when I needed her. So yes, just like that. I'm done with it. Do you think you're going to stay in touch with her? After you graduate? Of
course. She's still my best friend. And you should love it, too. Why is that? He armed an eyebrow. Because without her, she said, I would never have met you. A few days later, Luke accompanied his mother to the bank to propose a renegotiated payment plan that would allow them to keep the ranch. His mother
presented a business plan that included the sale of nearly half of the ranch, including the Christmas tree grove, the pumpkin plot, and one of the pastures, assuming a buyer could be found. They would reduce the group by a third, but according to his calculations, they would be able to meet the reduced payments on the
loan. Three days later, the bank formally rejected the offer. One Friday night at the end of the month, Sophia showed up at the ranch, visibly upset. His eyes were red and swollen and his shoulders slumped in despair. Luke put his arms around her as soon as she reached the porch. What's wrong? He heard her sniff,
and when she spoke, her voice trembled. I couldn't wait any longer, she says. So I called the Denver Art Museum and asked if they had had the opportunity to review my application. They said that they had done so and that the internship had already been filled. And it's exactly the same thing that happened when I
called MoMA. I'm sorry, he said, cradling her in his arms. I know how much you were hoping for one of them. Finally, she recoiled, the anxiety etched on her face. What am I going to do? I don't want to go back to my parents. I don't want to work at the deli anymore. He was about to tell her that she could stay here with
him for as long as she wanted, when he suddenly remembered that it was not possible either. In early April, Luke saw his mother tour the three-man property. He recognized one of them as a breeder near Durham. They had spoken once or twice at cattle auctions and Luke had no idea of the man, even though it was
obvious, even from afar that his mother did not care much about him. Whether it was a personal dislike or the fact that the loss of the ranch was close to reality, Luke couldn't say it. The other two, he suspected, were either parents or business partners. That evening, during dinner, his mother did not say anything about it.
And he didn't ask. Although Luke competed in only three of the first seven events of the year, he won points to be fifth at the deadline - enough to qualify him for the major league tour. The following weekend, in Chicago, there was an event with enough prize money at stake to keep the ranch afloat until the end of the
assuming he rode as well as he had at the start of the season. Page 20 Instead, he kept his word to Sophia and her mother. The mechanical bull in the barn remained covered, and another runner continued on the big lap in his place, probably dreaming of winning everything. All regrets? Sophia asked him. About not
riding this weekend? On a whim, they had driven to Atlantic Beach under a blue, cloudless sky. On the shore, the breeze was cool but not biting, and the beach was dotted with people walking or flying kites; some intrepid surfers surfed the long undulating waves to the shore. None, he said without hesitation. They
walked a few steps, Luke's feet slipping into the sand. I bet you would have done well. Probably. Do you think you could have won? Luke thinks for a moment before answering, his eyes fixed on a pair of porpoises sliding through the water. Perhaps, he said. But probably not. There are some pretty talented riders on the
circuit. Sophia stopped and looked up at them towards Luke. I just realized something. What is it? When you were riding in South Carolina? You said you drew Big Ugly Critter in the final. He nodded. You never told me what had happened. — No, he said, looking again at the porpoises. I guess I don't, do I? A week later,
the three men who had visited the ranch returned and then spent half an hour in his mother's kitchen. Luke suspected that they were presenting any offer, but he did not have the heart to go and find out. Instead, he waited until they left. He found his mother still sitting at the kitchen table when he came in. She looked at
him without saying anything. Then she shook her head. What are you doing next Friday? Sophia asked. Not tomorrow, but the one after that? It was a Thursday night, a month before graduation, the first - and probably the last - time Luke would end up in a club surrounded by a gaggle of sorority girls. Marcia was there
too, and although she greeted Luke, she was much more interested in the black-haired boy who had met them there. He and Sophia practically had to scream to be heard on the relentless bass of the music. I don't know. Work, I guess, he said. Why? Because the president of the department, who also happens to be my
advisor, has hung invitations to me at an art auction and I want you to come. He thought of himself on the table. Did you say art auction? It's supposed to be amazing, a once-in-a-lifetime thing. It will take place at the Greensboro Convention Center and it is one of New York's leading auction houses. Supposedly, an
obscure guy from North Carolina has accumulated a world-class collection of modern art. People come from all over the world to bid. Some works of art are supposed to be worth a fortune. Fortune. Do you want to go? Good morning? Is that art? Did you know that the last auction of this caliber took place here? Never.
How long will it last? I have no idea. I've never been to auction before, but just so you know, I'm going. And it would be nice if you could make it. Otherwise, I will have to sit down with my counselor, and I know that he brings another professor from the department, which means that they will spend all the time talking to
each other. And let's just say that if that happens, I'll probably be in a bad mood and might have to stay home from the sorority all weekend just to recover. If I didn't know you better, I'd say you were threatening me. It's not a threat. That's right... something to keep in mind. What if I keep it in mind and still say no? Then
you're going to get in trouble, too. He smiles. If it's important to you, I wouldn't miss it for the world. Luke didn't know why he hadn't noticed before, but he hit him at one point as starting on the day's work had become increasingly difficult as time went on. The maintenance of the ranch had begun to suffer, not because it
was not important, he realized, but because he had little motivation. Why replace the sagging porch railings at his mother's house? Why fill the chasm that had formed near the irrigation pump? Why fill potholes in the long gravel road that had developed deeper over the winter? Why do something when they weren't going
to live here any longer? He had assumed that his mother had been safe from such feelings, that she had a force which he had not inherited, but as he had gone up to check the cattle that morning, something about his mother's property had caught his attention, and he had pulled Horse to a stop. Her mother's garden has
always been a source of pride for her. Even when he was a child, he remembered looking as she readted it for spring planting or carefully scolding it during the summer, harvesting the vegetables at the end of a long day. But now, as he looked at what should have been straight, neat rows, he realized that the plot was
invaded by the little people. Okay, so about this Friday. Sophia spilled herself into her bed to face her. Keep in mind that this is an art auction. It was only two days away, and he tried to find it as well attentive. Yes, it's true. You told me. A lot of rich people there. Important people. Okay. I just wanted to make sure that you
weren't planning to wear your hat and I thought to myself. You're going to need a suit. I have a suit, he says. A beautiful one, actually. Do you have a suit? His eyebrows have oversized. Why do you look so surprised? Because I can't imagine you in a suit. I've never seen you in jeans. That's not true. » wink. I don't wear
jeans now. Get your mind out of the gutter, she says, not even wanting to acknowledge her comment. That is not what I am talking about and you know it. He laughed. I bought a suit two years ago. And a tie, a shirt and shoes, if you need to know. I had to go to a wedding. And let me guess. That's the only time you've
ever worn it, right? No, he said, shaking his head. I wore it again. Another wedding? — Funeral, he says. A friend of my mother's. — That was my second guess, she said, jumping out of bed. She grabbed the jet blanket, hurt her around her, and slipped into the corner like a towel. I want to see him. Is it in your closet?
Suspended on the right... He pointed, admiring his form in the makeshift gown. She opened the closet door and took out the hanger, taking a moment to inspect it. You're right, she said. It's a beautiful costume. That's it, sounding all surprised again. Still holding the suit, she looked at him. Wouldn't you? In the morning,
Sophia returned to campus while Luke went to inspect the group. They had planned that he would look for her the next day. To his surprise, he found her sitting on his porch when he returned later in the afternoon. She was clutching a newspaper, and when she faced him, there was something haunted in her expression.
What's wrong? — It's about Ira, she says. Ira Levinson. It took a second for the name to come back to him. You mean the guy we saved from his car? She kept the diary. Read this. He took the newspaper from her and scanned the title, which described the auction that was to take place the next day. Luke crisscrossed
his forehead, puzzled. It's an article about the auction. The collection is will go, she says. It was all there in the article. Or a lot of it was, anyway. There were fewer personal details than he would have expected, but he learned a little about Ira's shop, and the article noted the date of his marriage to Ruth. He mentioned
that Ruth had been a schoolteacher and that they had begun collecting modern art together after the end of the Second World War. They had never had children. The rest of the article concerned the auction and the coins that were to be offered, most of which meant nothing to Luke. He concluded, however, with a line
that gave him a break, affecting him in the same way he had Sophia. Sophia gathered her lips as he reached the end of the article. He never got out of the hospital, she says, her voice soft. He died of his wounds the day after we found himself. Luke looked up at the sky, closing them a There was nothing to say. We
were the last people to see it, she says. It does not say that, that, I know that is true. His wife had died, they had no children, and he had become a hermit. He died alone, and the thought of it breaks my heart. Because... When she approached her, Luke approached her, thinking of the letter Ira had written to his wife. I
know why, said Luke. Because it also breaks my heart. 32 Sophia Sophia had just finished putting on her earrings on the day of the auction when she saw Luke's truck stop in front of the house. Although she teased Luke earlier about having only one suit, in truth she only had two, both with medium length skirts and
matching jackets. And she had bought these only because she needed something classy and professional to wear to interviews. At the time, she was afraid that two would not suffice, which with all the interviews she would probably line up. Which made him think of that old adage... How did it go? People are planning,
God laughs, or something like that? As it was, she had worn each of them once. Knowing that Luke's costume was dark, she opted for the lighter of both. Despite her early enthusiasm, she now felt strangely ambivalent about going to auction. Finding out that it was Ira's collection made her more personal in one way or
another, and she feared that with each painting she would remember how it appeared as she had read her letter in the hospital. Yet not going seemed disrespectful, since the collection obviously meant so much to him and his wife. Still feeling conflicted, she left her room and went down. Luke was just waiting inside the
fireplace. Are you ready for that? — I suppose, she said. It's different now. I know. I've been thinking about Ira most of the night. Me too. He forced a smile, even though there wasn't much energy behind it. You look great, by the way. You're all adults. You too, she said, that is. But... Why do I feel like we're going to a
funeral? — Because, he says, in a way, we are. They entered one of the huge exhibition halls of the convention centre an hour before noon. It had nothing to do with what she expected. At the end of the room was a stage, surrounded by curtains on three sides; on the right were two long tables on raised daisies, each
carrying ten telephones; on the other side stood the podium, no doubt for the auctioneer. A large screen formed the backdrop on the stage, and at the front even stood an empty easel. About three hundred chairs faced the stage in the stadium formation, allowing bidders with an unobstructed view. Although the room was
crowded, only a few of the seats were taken. Instead, most people wandered into the room, examining photographs of some of the most valuable arts. The photographs were held on easels along the walls, as well as information about the artist, the prices of the artist's work the artist other auctions, as well as estimated
values. Other visitors gathered around the four podiums on either side of the entrance, stacked high with catalogues that described the entire collection. Sophia moved into the room, Luke by her side, feeling a little stunned. Not just because it was once all Ira, but because of the collection itself. There were works by
Picasso and Warhol, Johns and Pollock, Rauschenberg and Kooning, exhibited side by side. Some were pieces she had never read or even heard of. Nor had rumours of their value been exaggerated; she gasped down some of the estimates, only to discover that the next set of paintings was worth even more. Through
all this, she found herself trying to reconcile these figures with Ira, the nice old man who had written about nothing but the love he still felt for his wife. Page 21 Luke's thoughts seemed to reflect his own, for he reached his hand and murmured, There was nothing in his letter about it. But really, how could he not? When
Luke didn't answer, she shook his hand. I wish we could have helped him more. I don't know there was more we could have done. Again... His blue eyes searched his. You have read the letter, he said. That's what he wanted. And I think that's why you and I were supposed to find him. Who else would have waited
around? When the announcement was made for people to take their seats, Luke and Sophia found some gaps in the back row. From there it was almost impossible to see the easel, which disappointed Sophia. It would have been great to be able to see some of the paintings up close, but she knew that these seats
should go to potential buyers, and the last thing she wanted was for someone to tap her on the shoulder and ask her to move later. A few minutes later, men and women in suits began to sit behind the phones on the raised tables, and slowly but surely the aerial lights began to darken like a series of projectors beamed
down to illuminate the scene. Sophia scanned the crowd, noticed her two art history teachers, including her advisor. As the clock approached one, the room slowly calmed down, the hushed murmur gradually fading completely as a silver-haired gentleman in an exquisite tailored suit strolled down the podium. In his
hands, he held a folder and spread it wide before reaching into his chest pocket for his reading glasses. He pressed them on his nose, pages as he did. Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank you all for coming to auction the extraordinary collection of Ira and Ruth Levinson. As you know, it is unusual for our firm to
host such an event in places other than ours, but in this case, Mr. Levinson did not give us much choice. Choice. also unorthodox enough for the details of today's auction to have remained a little vague. To begin with, I would like to explain the rules regarding this particular auction. Underneath each of the seats is a
numbered paddle, and... He continued to describe the bidding process, but with his thoughts drifting at Ira again, Sophia settled it. It was only vaguely that she heard the list of those who had chosen to attend the auction - curators of the Whitney and MoMA, the Tate, and countless other overseas cities. She guessed
that most of the people in the room were representatives of private collectors or galleries, presumably hoping to acquire something extremely rare. After the rules were described and some individuals and institutions thanked him, the silver-haired gentleman again attracted the public's attention. Right now, it's my pleasure
to introduce you to Howie Sanders. Mr. Sanders has been Ira Levinson's lawyer for many years, and he has prepared a few remarks that he would like to share with you as well. Sanders then appeared, a bent, elderly figure whose dark wool suit hung from his bony frame. Slowly, he got on the podium. There he broke his
throat before launching into his speech in a remarkably loud and clear voice. We are here today to participate in an extraordinary event. After all, it is very unusual for a collection of this size and meaning to go unnoticed and not noticed for so many years. Until six years ago, I suspect that very few people in this room
knew about this collection. The circumstances of its creation - the how, so to speak - were described in a magazine article, and yet I confess that even I, the man who has been Ira Levinson's lawyer for the past forty years, I was amazed by the cultural importance and value of this collection. He stopped to look at the
audience before continuing. But that's not why I'm here. I am here because Ira was explicit in his instructions regarding this auction, and he asked me to say a few words. I admit that this is something I would not have been asked to do. Although I am comfortable in a courtroom or within the confines of my office, I am
rarely required to deal with an audience of this nature, where many of you have been tasked with obtaining a specific work of art for a client or institution at a price that even I find difficult to understand. And yet, because my friend Ira asked me to speak, I now find myself in this unenviable position. A few good-natured
laughs were audible the public's share. What can I tell you about Ira? That he was a good man? An honest, conscientious man? That he was a man who adored his wife? Or should I tell you about his business, or the quiet wisdom he exuded every time we were together? I wondered all these in an effort to discern what
it was that Ira really wanted me to tell you all. What would he have said if he hadn't been in front of you? Ira, I think, would have told you this: I want you all to understand. He let the comment hang, making sure he had their attention. There's a wonderful quote I came across, he continued. It is attributed to Pablo Picasso,
and as most of you probably realize, he is the only non-American artist whose work will be presented in today's auction. Years ago, Picasso said, We all know that art is not the truth. Art is a lie that makes us realize the truth, at least the truth that is given to us to understand. He faced the audience again, his voice
softening. Art is a lie that makes us realize the truth, at least the truth that is given to us to understand, he repeated. I want you to think about it. He scanned the auditorium, searching the faces of the hushed audience. I find this statement profound on many levels. Obviously, he is talking about how you might see the art
that you will be looking at here today. On reflection, however, I began to wonder if Picasso was just talking about art, or if he wanted us to view our own lives through this prism as well. What did Picasso suggest? For me, he said that our reality is shaped by our perceptions. That something is good or bad only because
we - you and I - believe that this is so, based on our own experiences. And yet Picasso also says it's a lie. In other words, our opinions, thoughts and feelings—everything we feel—do not need to define us forever. I realize that for some of you, it may seem like I got lost in a speech about moral relativism, while the rest
of you probably think I'm just an old man who's completely off the rails here... Again, the audience laughed. But I am here to tell you that Ira would have been pleased with my selection of this quote. Ira believed in good and evil, good and evil, love and hatred. He had grown up in a world, at a time when destruction and
hatred were evident on a global scale. And yet Ira never let him define himself or the man he tried daily to be. Today I want you to see this auction as a memorial of all kinds to everything he found important. But most of all, I hope you understand. Sophia wasn't sure what to do with Sanders' speech, and looking around,
she wasn't sure someone else was either. As he spoke, she had noticed a number of people texting on their phones while others were studying the catalogue. There was a short break as the silver-haired gentleman spoke with Sanders before the auctioneer returned to the podium. Again, he put on his reading glasses
and erased his throat. As most of you know, the auction was planned in stages, the first of which was what's happening today. At this stage, we have not determined the number or timing of the next phases, as they will no doubt be affected by the progress made today. And now I know that many of you have been waiting
for the parameters of the auction itself. Almost as one, the crowd began to lean forward in attention. The parameters, again, have been defined by the customer. The auction agreement was quite specific in a number of... unusual details... including the order in which the coins would be offered today. Based on the
instructions you have all received in advance, we will now adjourn for thirty minutes to allow you to discuss the order with your customers. As a reminder, the list of paintings that are definitively proposed today can be found on the thirty-four to ninety-six pages of the catalogue. They are also depicted in photographs along
the walls. In addition, the order of the auction will be entered on the screen. People rose from their seats, reaching for phones; others have begun to confer. Luke thought he was whispering in Sophia's ear. Do you mean that no one here knew the order of the works? What if the one they wanted wasn't put up for sale
before the end? They could be here for hours. For such an extraordinary occasion, they will probably wait until the end of time. He walked to the easels lining up on the wall. So which one do you want? Because I have a few hundred dollars in my wallet and a numbered paddle under my seat here. The Picasso? The
Jackson Pollock? One of the Warhols? I wish. Do you think the selling prices will approach the estimates? I have no idea, but I'm pretty sure the auction house has a good handle on it. It'll probably be close. Some of these paintings are worth more than twenty of my ranches. I know, don't I? It's madness. Maybe, she
admitted. He swayed his head, taking in the scene. I wonder what Ira would think of all this. She remembered the old man she had met in the hospital, and the letter, who never mentioned art at all. I wonder, she said, if he would care. When the break was over and everyone was back in his seats, the silver-haired
gentleman headed for the podium. At that moment, two men delicately wore a covered painting on the easel on the stage. While Sophia was expecting a palpable buzz of interest now that the auction was underway, she realized during the survey of the room that only a few people seemed to care. One more she saw
them banging on their phones as the speaker prepared his introduction. She knew that the first major work, one of the Koonings, had to move up to second place and that Jasper Johns had to start sixth. In between, Sophia's artists had a harder time identifying with each other, and it was probably one of them. First of all
is a painting that can be found page thirty-four of the catalogue. It is oil on canvas, twenty-four by thirty inches, that Levinson, not the artist, called Portrait of Ruth. Ruth, as most of you know, was Ira Levinson's wife. Sophia and Luke attracted attention, focusing on the bridge as the painting was unveiled. Behind her,
magnified, was the painting projected on the screen. Even with her untrained eye, Sophia could tell that he had been painted by a child. It was composed by an American, Daniel McCallum, born in 1953, who died in 1986. The exact date of the painting is unknown, although it is estimated to date between 1965 and 1967.
According to Ira Levinson's description of the object, Daniel was a former student of Ruth, and he had been given to Mr. Levinson by McCallum's widow in 2002. As described, Sophia stood for a better view. Even from afar, she knew it was the work of an amateur, but after reading the letter, she found herself wondering
what Ruth looked like. Despite the rudeness of the rendering, Ruth still seemed beautiful, with a tenderness of expression that reminded her of Ira. The speaker continued. Little is known about the artist, and we don't know that he created other pieces. For those who have not made arrangements to see the play
yesterday, you are currently allowed to approach the stage to study the painting. Bidding will begin in five minutes. No one moved, and Sophia knew no one would. Instead, she could hear the conversation rising, some people chatting while others quietly suppressed the nerves they felt at the next item for the offer. When
the real auction starts. The five minutes passed slowly. The man on the podium showed no surprises. Instead, he flipped through the papers in front of him, apparently no more interested than anyone else. Even Luke seemed disengaged, which surprised him, considering that he too had heard Ira's letter. When the time
had come, the speaker called for silence. Portrait of Ruth by Daniel McCallum. We're going to start bidding at a thousand dollars, he said. A thousand. Do I hear a thousand? No one in the audience moved. On the podium, the silver-haired man recorded no reaction. Have I heard nine cents? Please note that this is a
chance to own part of one of the largest private collections ever assembled. Nothing. Did I hear eight cents? Then, after a few beats: Have I heard seven cents?... Page 22 Six Cents? With every drop, Sophia felt something slowly begin to give way in her. In a way, it was not fair. She was still thinking of the letter ira had
written to Ruth, the letter which how much she had meant to him. Should I hear five hundred dollars?... Four cents? And at that moment, from the corner of her eye, she saw Luke lift his paddle. Four hundred dollars, he called and the sound of his voice seemed to ricochet off the walls. Although a few people in the
audience turned around, they seemed only slightly curious. We have four hundred dollars. 400. Do I hear four hundred and fifty? Again, the room remained silent. Sophia suddenly felt dizzy. Go once, go there twice, and sold ... Luke was approached by a pretty brunette holding a clipboard, who asked for her information
before explaining that it was also time to settle. She asked for his banking information or the form he had filled out earlier. I didn't fill out any forms, said Luke. How do you want to settle? Do you want to take money? The woman smiles. It will be good, sir. Please follow me. Luke left with the woman and came back a few
minutes later, holding his receipt. He sat next to Sophia, a smile on her face. Why? I'd be willing to bet that this painting was the one Ira loved most. He shrugged. It was the first to go on sale. And besides, he loved his wife and it was a portrait of her and it didn't seem right that no one wanted it. She thought about it. If I
didn't know you better, I'd think you were becoming romantic. — I think, he said slowly, that Ira was romantic. I'm just a washed bull driver. You are more than that, she said, boasting. Where are you going to hang it? I don't know if it's really important, do I? Besides, I don't even know where I'm going to live in a few
months. Before she could answer, she heard a donl come down before the speaker leaned back towards the microphone. Ladies and gentlemen - right now and before continuing, according to the auction parameters, I would like to reintroduce Howie Sanders, who wishes to read a letter from Ira Levinson, in Ira's own
words, regarding the purchase of this article. Sanders came out from behind the curtain, dragging in his oversized suit, an envelope in his hand. The silver-haired gentleman strayed to make room for the microphone. Sanders used a letter opener to open the top before removing the letter. He took a deep breath, then
slowly unfolded. He scanned the room and took a sip of water. He then becomes serious, like an actor preparing for a particularly dramatic scene, before finally starting to read. My name is Ira Levinson, and today you will hear my love story. That is not the kind you could imagine. This is not a story with heroes and
villains, it is not a story of beautiful princes or princesses yet to be. Instead, it's the story of a simple man named Ira who met a woman named Ruth. We met when we were young and fell in love; over time, we got married and made a living together. A story like so many others, except Ruth happened to have an eye for
art while I had eyes only for it, and and it was enough for us to create a collection that became invaluable to both of us. For Ruth, art was a matter of beauty and talent; for me, art was simply a reflection of Ruth, and in this way we filled our home and lived a long and happy life with each other. And then, too soon, it was
over and I found myself alone in a world that no longer made sense. Sanders stopped to wipe away her tears, and to Sophia's surprise, she heard her voice begin to crack. He broke his throat off and Sophia thought forward, suddenly interested in what Sanders was saying. It wasn't fair to me. Without Ruth, I had no
reason to go on. And then something miraculous happened. A portrait of my wife arrived, an unexpected gift, and when I hung it on my wall, I had the strange impression that Ruth was looking at me once again. I'm helping myself. Guide me. And little by little, the memories of my life with her were restored, memories that
were related to every piece of our collection. For me, these memories have always been more precious than art. It is not possible for me to give them, and yet - if art were the sis and the memories were mine - what should I do with the collection? I understood this dilemma, but the law did not, and for a long time I did not
know what to do. Without Ruth, after all, I was nothing. I had loved her since I met her, and even though I left, you must know that I loved her with the last breath I took. More than anything, I want you to understand this simple truth: although art is beautiful and precious almost beyond measure, I would have exchanged
everything for one more day with the woman I have always loved. Sanders studied the crowd. In their seats, everyone was still gone. Something was going on that was out of the ordinary. Sanders seemed to realize that, too, and perhaps in anticipation he seemed to be choking. He brought an index finger to his lips
before continuing. Just one more day, Sanders said, leaving the words hanging before continuing. But how can I make you believe that I would have done such a thing? How can I convince you that I did not care about the commercial value of art? How can I prove to you how special Ruth was to me? How can you ever
forget that my love for her was at the heart of every piece we bought? Sanders looked at the vaulted ceiling, before returning to all. Will the person who bought Portrait of Ruth please stand? At that time, Sophia could barely breathe. His heart beat as Luke rose to his feet. She felt the attention of the whole audience on
him. The terms of my will - and the sale to - are simple: I decided that whoever bought the Portrait of Ruth would receive the entire art collection, as of now. And because it is no longer up to me to offer, the rest of the auction is Cancelled. 33 Luke Luke couldn't move. As he stood in the back row, he felt a stunned silence
in the room. It took several seconds for Ira's words to fit, not only for Luke, but for everyone present. Sanders could not have been serious. Or if he had been serious, then Luke had misunderstood him. Because what it looked like to Luke was that he had just acquired the whole collection. But that was not possible. It
couldn't have been possible. Could it be? His thoughts seemed to be reflected by the audience itself. He saw disconcerted expressions and frowns of incomprehension, people vomiting their hands, faces showing shock and confusion, perhaps even betrayal. And then, after that: pandemonium. It was not the variety of riot
chair throwing seen so often at sporting events, but commanded rage of right and self-important. A man in the third row of the central section stood up and threatened to call his lawyer; another cried that he had been brought here under false pretenses and would call his lawyer that way. Another insisted that fraud had
been committed. The indignation and anger in the room began to rise, first slowly, then explosively. More people got up their feet and started shouting at Sanders; another group focused their attention on the silver-haired gentleman. On the other side of the room, one of the easels crashed to the ground, following
someone who stormed the room. And then, all at once, the faces began to turn to Luke. He felt the wrath of the crowd and the disappointment and betrayal. But he also felt in some of them a sharp hint. In others, there was the light of opportunity. A pretty blonde in a fitted business suit lined closer, and then all at once,
the seats were set aside as crowds of people began to rush towards Luke, everyone calling at once. Excuse me... Can we talk? I'd like to plan a meeting with you... What are you going to do with the Warhol? My client is particularly interested in one of the Rauschenbergs... Instinctively, Luke grabs Sophia's hand and
pushed back his chair, giving way to their escape. A moment later, they rushed to the door, the audience chasing. He pushed the doors, finding six security guards standing behind two women and a man wearing badges from the sponsor auction house. One of them was the same attractive woman who had taken her



information and almost all the money he had in his wallet. Mr. Collins? My name is Gabrielle and I work for the auction house. have a private room for you upstairs. We expected it to be a bit hectic, so we made special arrangements for your comfort and safety. Would you please follow me? I thought I was heading for my
truck... There are additional documents, as you can probably imagine. imagine it. If you don't mind? She made a gesture to the hallway. Luke looked back at the approaching crowd. Let's go, he said. Still shaking Sophia's hand, he turned and followed Gabrielle, flanked by three of the guards. Luke realized that the others
had stayed behind to prevent the audience from following them. He could vaguely hear them yelling at him, bombarding him with questions. He had the surreal impression that someone was playing a practical joke about him, but to what end he had no idea. It was crazy. It was all crazy... Their group turned the corner
and headed through a door leading to the stairs. When Luke turned to peek over his shoulder, he realized that only two of the guards were staying with them; the other stayed behind to guard the door. On the second floor, he and Sophia were led to a set of panelled doors, which Gabrielle opened for them. Please, she
said, inserting them into a spacious suite of rooms, making yourself comfortable. We have refreshments and food inside, with the catalog. I am sure you have a thousand questions and I can assure you that they will all be answered. What's going on? Luke asked. She raised an eyebrow. I think you already know, she
said, without answering the question directly. She turned to Sophia and offered her the hand. I'm afraid I didn't take your name. — Sophia, she says. Sophia Danko. Gabrielle bowed her head. Slovak, yes? A beautiful country. It's a pleasure to meet you. Then, turning to Luke again: The guards will be displayed outside
the room, so you don't have to worry about someone bothering you. For now, I'm sure you have a lot to think about and discuss. We will leave you alone for a few minutes to review your collection. Would that be nice? I suppose, said Luke, the spirit that is still spinning. But Mr. Lehman and Mr. Sanders will be soon. Luke
raised an eyebrow at Sophia before walking through the well-appointed room. Sofas and chairs surrounded a coffee table. On the table stood an assortment of drinks, including a bucket of champagne on ice, a tray of sandwiches, and a selection of sliced fruit and cheese on a crystal dish. Next to the table is the
catalogue, open to a particular page. Behind them, the door closed and Luke found himself alone with Sophia. She looked at him, then approached the table cautiously and studied the open page of the catalogue. It's Ruth, she said, touching the page. He looked as she ran her finger slightly over the photo. It can't really
happen, can it? She continued to look at the photo before towards him with a dazed and beatific smile. Yes, she says, I think it's really happening. Gabrielle returned with Mr. Sanders and Mr. Lehman, whom Luke recognized as the silver-haired gentleman who had during the auction. After Sanders showed up, he sat in
the chair and blew his nose into a tissue. Up close, Luke noticed the wrinkles and bushy white eyebrows; he suspected the man of being somewhere in the mid-seventy years. Yet a hint of evil that undersindious his expression, making him look younger. Before we begin, let me address the first and most obvious
question I'm sure you've thought about, Sanders began, resting his hands on his lap. You're probably wondering, is there a trap? Did you, when you bought ruth's Portrait, inherited the entire collection? Am I right? That's about it, Luke admitted. Since the hustle and bustle in the auditorium, he had felt quite at sea. This
setting... these people... nothing could have felt more alien to him. Page 23 The answer to your question is yes, Sanders said in a kind voice. In the words of Ira Levinson's will, the buyer of this particular piece, Portrait of Ruth, was to receive the entire collection. That's why it was offered for sale first. In other words, there
is no catch. There are no conditions attached. The collection is now up to you to do with what you want. So I can ask you to just load it in the back of my truck and I could take it all home? Now? Yes, Sanders replied. Although given the size of the collection, it would probably take a number of trips. And given the value of
some works of art, I would recommend a safer mode of transportation. Luke looked at him, stunned. But there's one question you'll have to look at. There he is, Luke thought. These are estate taxes, Sanders said. As you may or may not know, any bequest greater than a certain amount is subject to U.S. government or
IRS tax. The value of the collection is much higher than this amount, which means that you now have substantial tax obligations that you will have to meet. Unless you are worth a fortune - and a great fortune to it - with substantial liquid assets to cover these taxes, you will most likely have to sell part of the collection to
satisfy them. Maybe even half the collection. It depends, of course, on the parts you choose to sell. Do you understand what I'm saying? I think so. I inherited a lot and I have to pay taxes on it. Exactly. So, before I go any further, I'd like to ask you if you have a real estate lawyer you prefer to deal with. If not, I am happy
to make recommendations. I don't have anyone. Sanders nodded. I knew you were not -- you're pretty young. That's fine, of course. He dug in his pocket for a business card. If you call my office on Monday morning, I will provide a list. You are not required, of course, to use any of the names I Luke inspected the map. It
says here that you are a real estate lawyer. I am. In the past, I have served in other fields, but estate work suits me today. So could I hire you? — If you wish, he says. He walked to the others in the room. You've already met Gabrielle. She is vice president of customer relations at the auction house. I also wanted you to
meet David Lehman. He's the president of the auction house. Luke shook hands and exchanged jokes before Sanders continued. As you can probably imagine, organizing the auction in this way was ... difficult in many ways, including financial. Mr. Lehman's auction house is the one Ira Levinson preferred. Although you
are not obliged to use them in the future, as Ira and I have been working on the details, he has asked me to ask the buyer to strongly consider his pre-existing relationship with them. They are considered one of the best auction houses in the world, which I think your own research will carry. Luke searched the faces
around them, reality slowly sinking into. Okay, he said. But I couldn't make that kind of decision without talking to my lawyer. I think it's a wise decision, Sanders said. While we are here to answer any questions, I recommend that you retain a lawyer as soon as possible. You will benefit from a professional to guide you
through what will probably be a fairly complicated process, not only with regard to succession, but other areas of your life as well. After all, you are now, even after paying taxes, an incredibly rich man. So please ask any questions you want. Luke met Sophia's eyes, then turned to Sanders. How long have you been Ira's
lawyer? — More than forty years, he answered with a trace of nostalgia. And if I hire a lawyer, that lawyer would represent me to the best of his ability? Since you are their client, they would have to. So maybe, Luke says, we should just avoid it right away. How can I hire you? In case I want to talk to Mr. Lehman here?
You need to give me a warrant. How much would that be? Luke crumpled his forehead in worry. Right now, Sanders said, I think one dollar would be enough. Luke breathed for a long time, finally coming to terms with the enormity of it all. Wealth. The ranch. The life he could create with Sophia. With that, Luke took out
his wallet and inspected its contents. There was not much left after the purchase portrait, just enough to buy a few gallons of gasoline. Or maybe less, since he used some of it to hold howie Sanders. Epilogue In the months following the auction, Luke sometimes felt like he was acting in a fantasy that someone else had
scripted for him. About David David another auction was scheduled for mid-June, this time in New York. Another was scheduled for mid-July, and another in September. Sales would include the majority of the collection, more than enough to cover the taxes that were due. That first day, with Gabrielle and David Lehman
in the room, Luke also explained the situation with the ranch, watching Sanders take notes. When Luke asked him if there was a way to access the money he needed to pay off the mortgage, Sanders apologized from the room, returning fifteen minutes later, where he calmly explained to Luke that the senior vice
president of the bank with whom he had spoken was open to extending the lower payments for another year and perhaps even to postpone interest payments completely for the time being. , if that was Luke's preference. And in light of Luke's newly rich circumstances, the bank would consider extending a line of credit for
all the improvements it wanted to make as well. All Luke could do was stifle a few words. But... How? Sanders smiled, that glimmer of mischiefing again in his eyes. Let's just say they would like to strengthen their relationship with a loyal customer who suddenly came into the means. Sanders also introduced him to a
number of fund managers and other advisers, sitting next to him during interviews, asking questions that Luke barely understood, let alone thought to ask. He helped Luke begin to grasp the complexities that went with wealth, reassuring him that he would be there to help him in everything he needed to learn. Despite
how he sometimes felt overwhelmed, Luke was the first to admit that there were much worse problems to be had. At first, her mother didn't believe him, nor would she believe Sophia. At first, she laughed, then after repeating what had happened, she became angry. It was only when he called their local bank and asked
the senior vice president that she began to accept that he might not be joking. He put her on the phone with the bank agent, who reassured her that she did not need to worry about the loan at this time. While she showed little emotion during the call, answering in monosyllables, after she hung up, she lured Luke into her
arms and cried a little. When she recoiled, however, the stoic mother he knew was again in place. They're generous now, but where were they when I really needed them? Luke shrugged. Good question. I'll take them on their offer, she announced, rolling around. But once this loan is repaid in full? I want you to another
bank. Sanders helped him with that too. Sophia's family came down from New Jersey to graduate, and Luke sat down with them on that hot spring day, clapping as she walked across the stage. Afterwards they went out to dinner, and at his sound they asked if they could visit the ranch the next day. Luke's mother put him
to work all morning, inside and outside the house, tidying him up while she had lunch. They ate at the picnic table in the backyard, Sophia's sisters alternately gaping in their surroundings and looking at Sophia, probably still trying to figure out how Luke and Sophia had ended up together. Yet they all seemed remarkably
at ease together, especially Sophia and Linda's mother. They talked and laughed as they toured the ranch, and when Luke turned to the garden, he warmed his heart to see the straight, neat rows of vegetables his mother had just planted. You could live anywhere, Mom, Luke told her later that night. You don't have to
stay on the ranch. I'll buy you a penthouse in Manhattan if you want one. Why would I want to live in Manhattan? It doesn't have to be Manhattan. It could be anywhere. She looked out the window, at the ranch where she had been raised. There's no place I'd rather live, she says. So how about you let me get things fixed
here. Not piecemeal, but all at once. She smiles. Now, she says, it sounds like a first-rate idea. So, are you ready? Sophia asked him. For what? After graduation, Sophia had returned home to stay with her parents for a week before returning to North Carolina. To tell me what happened in South Carolina, she said,
staring at him with a determined expression as they entered the pasture in search of Mudbath. Did you ride Big Ugly Critter? Where to go? At his words, Luke felt himself returning to that winter day, one of the darkest points of his life. He remembered walking towards the fall and looking at the bull through the slats; he
remembered the current of fear that ran through him and the stretched arc strings of his nerves. And yet, one way or another, he forced himself to do what he had come to do. He mounted Big Ugly Critter and adjusted his wrap, trying to ignore the pounding in his chest. He's just a bull, he thought to himself, a bull like any
other. This was not the case and he knew it, but when the door of the fall opened and the bull exploded out of the door, Luke remained centered. The bull was more violent than ever, turning and writhing like something possessed, but Luke felt strangely in control, as if he were watching himself from a distant abduction.
The world seemed to move in slow motion, making it feel like the longest ride of his life, but he remained low and balanced, his free arm moving through his body to maintain Control. When the horn finally rang, the crowd leapt to his feet, roaring his approval. He quickly undone the envelope and jumped, landing on his
feet. In a replay of their previous encounter, the bull stopped and turned, his nostrils flaring, his chest rising. Luke knew Big Ugly Critter was to load. And yet he did not. Instead, they simply looked at each other until, incredibly, the bull turned away. You're smiling, said Sophia, interrupting her thoughts. I guess I am. What
means ... what? I rode it, said Luke. And after that, I knew I was ready to go. Sophia pushed her shoulder. It was stupid. - Probably, Luke said. But I won a new truck. I've never seen a new truck, she says, frowning. I didn't take it. I took the money instead. For the ranch? - No, he replied. For that. From his pocket, he
removed a small box, and falling to one knee, he introduced it to Sophia. He heard his loud breath. Is that what I think it is? — Open it, he says. She did this, slowly opening the lid and focusing on the ring. I'd like to marry you, if you think it would be nice. She looked at him, her eyes shining. Yes, she said, I think that
would be correct. Where do you want to live? Here on the ranch? In the long run? I don't know. But for now, I like here. The question is, isn't it? Do you mean, do I want to live here forever? — Not necessarily, says Luke. I just thought we could stay until things set in. But after that? In my opinion, we could live anywhere.
And I think now - with a bequest or an important gift, let's say — that you could probably find a job in the museum of your choice. Like Denver? I've heard that there's a lot of ranch land this way. There are even ranches in New Jersey. I checked it out. She glanced upwards before returning to him. How about we just see
where life takes us for a while? Page 24 That night, while Sophia was asleep, Luke walked out of the room and wandered up to the porch, savoring the lingering heat of the day. Above him, half the moon was visible, the stars spreading in the sky. A light wind blew, carrying with him the sound of crickets calling pastures.
He looked up, looking into the dark confines of the sky, thinking of his mother and the ranch. He still had trouble understanding the path his life had suddenly taken, and he could not reconcile it with the life he had once lived. Everything was different, and he wondered if he would change. He often found himself drawn to
the memories of Ira, the man who changed his life, the man he never really knew. For Ira, Ruth meant everything, and in the quiet darkness, Luke imagined Sophia asleep in bed, her golden hair spread on the pillow. Sophia, after all, was the real treasure he had found year, is worth more to him than all the art in the
world. With a smile, Luke whispered in the dark: I understand, Ira. And when a shooting star passed over, he had the sense that Ira had not only heard, but smiled upon him in approval. Approval.
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