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Aja Gabel

and the congratulations offered, the professors dispersed. The stranger

hung around, waiting to speak to her.

"That's all right," Maya said. 'Art is for everyone." She felt stupid

for blurting out a trite aphorism, but he gulped it right up. She felt like

taking it back would be taking it from him. Her offhand thought was

that she was safe.

She asked what kind of science he studied, assuming he was a grad-

uate student, if an older one. He was white and had the same look of

the intense white guys in the math department who had a nearby sem-

inar at the same time as hers. He mumbled that he actuaily worked for

JPL, the NASA research lab, as a physicist. Oh, she thought, so he's

smArt, I'm in trouble. As the room emptied, they remained talking. At
one point, when neither of them moved for a spell, the motion-sensor

lights flicked off.

"Oh no," Maya said, but Noah didn't seem fazed. In the darkness, he

asked her to go out with him. When she laughed, delighted, the lights

came back on.

They went to dinner right then, to a nearby taco stand, where they

sat on folding chairs on the sidewalk. She told him that her talk was

for her nearly completed master's in modern and contemporary art, fo-

cusing on the intersection of photography and painting, but that she

wasn't sure if she wanted to continue on the doctoral track. She had a

BFA in painting, and sometimes that was what she really wanted to

do, paint. She told him some people said painting was dead, which she

strongly disagreed with. That was like saying handwriting was dead.

"But handwriting is dead," he said, and this made her laugh again,

at how plainly and earnestly he said it.

She was giddy with happiness. Any awkwardness fizzled away. They

lingered with empty plates and shouted conversation at each other over

the roar of passing motorcycles.

Now, looking back, she understood that Noah's earnestness was a

kind of hope that she-
them-could propel hin
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Aja Gat,eL

But Maya had to be vivacious and interesting to this woman. It was her

job as development manager, as someone in charge of extracting money

from wealthy dilettantes.

The question-"How did you meet your husbandT"-was not un-

common, especially after people found out Maya was married to a

scientist, as though science and art were incompatible. But today she

hesitated before answering. This woman was staring at her, her expres-

sion expectant beneath a smear of gold eyeshadow. Caroline, Maya's

boss and good friend, appeared before them, her smile tight.
"Maya?" Caroline said, laughing a little. "What, did you forget hou.

you met your husbandT"

What Maya was trying to describe was a delicate balance betrveen

what it had felt like then and what it felt like now. Then: lightness, the

promise of the unknown. Now: Even though so much was known, there

remained an unknown slice. But this slice was not light, not a promise.

Only gray space on a map, unexplorable land.

Maya blushed. "Oh, sorry. I was just remembering it. He wandered

into a talk I was giving to my graduate professors," she said, making it
simple. But then she said, "When we got to talking, it felt like there

was so much potential for happiness. Like we were two sides of a con-

voluted math equation. And once you solved for everything, all the

variabies or imaginary numbers or whatever, there we were. My flaws

and needs accounted for in his strengths, and vice versa."

Caroline and the woman continued to stare at her, uncompre-

hending.

"He's a physicist but he mostly works in mathematical modeling,"

Maya said.

'Ah," the woman said. "One forgets math is the basis of everything."

"I don't know," Maya said. "The ancient cave paintings in France

might have you believe otherwise."
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A,ja Gabel

without actually asking them, and the art she loved, always. They had

a Robert Irwin at the museum, installed outdoors, and she was lucky

to eat lunch some days while staring at it.
"You and Noah are math equations?" Caroline said, bumping Maya

with her hip.

"No, we're one equation. Two sides."

"Okay," Caroiine said. "Maybe the champagne is going to your head."

"She asked the questionl" Maya protested.

"She didn't want a real answer."

Caroline took a napkin to a damp stain on Maya's silk shift. "You

need soda water."

"I need . . ." Maya started to say. A new job. Somethingto paint.

But Caroline knew her. She knew what Maya wanted even when

Ilaya didn't know how to express it. Their junior year they'd gone to

IVlontreal for spring break and closed down a cheesy club that played

French house music. Afterward, Maya had drunkenly dragged them

toward the tiny convertible of the two beautiful Italian men they'd

met on the dance floor, but Caroline seamlessly and believably made

up the excuse that they actually had to go to the bathroom, and led

Maya away from the strangers. From a terrace, they'd watched as the

men drunkenly drove their car into a pole, crunching the hood and

setting off the airbags. The men were okay, but Maya was shaken into

sobrietv.

"You knew the future," she had whispered.

"I knew the present," Caroline had replied. "You didn't want to go

with them."

And Caroline was right, as she always was. Maya had gotten caught

up. She tended to do that.

Which is why when Caroline said, "You need to quit7" Maya wasn't

at all surprised that her friend had sensed what she was too afraid to

say. This job was only rq
caught up in it.

Maya smiled and said, '
She added quickly, "Arrd,

at all."
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Aja Gabel

stop thinking. She thought about her and Noah's second, third, and

fourth dates, and she thought about when they first brought up mar-

riage, and then their actual marriage, now three years old, the age that

most marriages decide to try to add a child or do without. Three was

also the age Noah's child had been when she died. Almost four, Noah

would say. Almost.

She replayed what she'd said to Caroline and the donor, that Noah

accounted for her gaps and she accounted for his. It had felt like that

when they met. It had felt like that for a while. Years into their mar-

riage, though, she wasn't so sure.

She turned the car onto their street, up a winding hill in the Mount

Washington neighborhood. A good school district, the Realtor had told

them. Maya thought she wanted a kid, and Noah was not opposed to

the idea. "Not opposed" were the exact words he'd used when she

brought it up, in the toys section of Target, where she'd had to buy a

baby shower gift. "I think I want it," he'd said, refusing to use a real

noun, like baby or child. Of course, he'd already had it, long ago, with

his first wife.

She wound around a blind corner and then into the steep driveway

of their Craftsman. Noah's car wasn't there. It was9:42 p.m., and he

should have been home, even on a day he worked late. Maya walked

into the house and set her boots neatly by the front door. She went

straight to the kitchen, where she pulled from the fridge a cold bottle

of pinot gris.

She poured a glass. What did she want? To know what to want,

how to want it.

When she turned around, Noah's silhouetted figure in the doorway

startled her backward, sending the wineglass stuttering across the coun-

ter. Miraculously, it didn't break.

"The door's wide open," he said.

I

"I just got home." She m

her. "God, you scared ttre s

He turned on the larnp

a look she recognized, the s
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