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For Mom and Dad. 
And for my sister.  
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lizabeth gazed at the red and blue flags, one printed with Hope, the other, 
Spirit. Seeing them against the sky sometimes felt almost reassuring. At other times 
she wanted to rip them apart. Today she couldn’t decide how she felt.  

Wisps of stray hair whipped around her face, tickling her cheeks and nose, 
sticking to her lips and smearing flecks of scarlet lipstick on her skin. With each look 
at the red brick building, each step closer to that nice, quiet room, the room she hated 
the most in the world, she’d imagine a change. Anything which would make her pain 
worthwhile.  

Elizabeth navigated the spacious halls on autopilot, swerving up the stairs to 
the second floor and the brain injury unit. The only sound was the clacking of her heels 
on the marble, and the perpetual silence which seemed to have drenched the walls, 
the floors, the air. 

She hesitated in front of Jesse’s room before she took a deep breath and 
squeezed the door knob.   

“Hi, honey,” she said to the gaunt man in the bed with a tube in his nose. 
“What do you say we let some air in?” 

She dragged one of the leather chairs to the bed, laid her handbag on the chair, 
and shuffled to the window overlooking the hospital grounds and the river in the 
distance. She opened it wide and watched an old man and his therapist strolling along 
the path, among the oak trees and shrubs. The young woman held the man’s elbow 
smiling at him as if he were a beloved grandfather. 

The monitor above the headboard with green and blue waves, dots, and 
statistics peeped indifferently. Alongside it, on a metal pole stand hung a bag with 

transparent liquid, dripping down the tube to her husband. He seemed asleep, 
wrapped in a sheet and spread like a gargantuan macaroni.      

“I have a surprise for you, Jess.” She sat on the chair beside the bed, rubbing a 
book in her lap. “You always said you wanted to read Dead Souls, but you never got 
around to it. Unusual choice though, but I don’t judge.” There was no need to whisper. 
She knew now about coma. More than she cared to.    

She had to constantly remind herself that this dormant wreck was her husband. 
Full red lips now pallid and chapped, the skin turned grayish-yellow, which made him 
look decrepit, and the dark roots had grown out the blond streaks in his hair. Trying 
to remember him as he was seemed harder and harder, at times she had trouble 
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picturing his eyes, revoking his laugh. She was terrified of forgetting. It happened with 
her mother. The feel of her caress, the sound of her voice, so many things about her 
had been washed away it sometimes felt as though she was never there. Elizabeth 
couldn’t stand the same happening with Jesse. Already her time with him felt like a 
different life, and it’s only been nineteen months since he was stolen from her. 

Someone, probably a drug addict, knocked him over, running away perhaps 
having mugged an old woman. Jesse hit his head violently on the sidewalk. If he had 
walked by a few seconds sooner or later, only ten inches to the left or right, he and 
Elizabeth would be having coffee now, he explaining to her Tolkien’s brilliance, she 

pointing out the author’s inability to keep the reader from dozing off. But that wasn’t 
the worst part. She was the one who suggested a lunch date on that particular day in 
that particular part of the city. If she hadn’t, he would still be with her. 

Elizabeth didn’t cry at first. She’d go to work at her father’s dental practice as 
though nothing had changed. Then one day, as she was drilling a boy’s tooth, she 
froze. She removed the drill from his mouth but didn’t turn it off. The sound continued 
to drill inside her brain, her heart thumped stronger until her chest hurt, her head felt 
as though someone was pounding on it with a blunt axe. She must have been having 
a heart attack. 

She dropped the drill, tore off the surgical mask, and ran out the office door. 
The assistant calling after her, the commotion in the waiting room, the woman she 
knocked with her shoulder as she ran past, all a blur. She locked herself in the 
bathroom, lifted the toilet lid and hunched over the bowl, retching, gasping, her 
mouth dry and bitter. She waited to throw up but didn’t. She slammed down the lid, 
the noise fierce in her ears, and collapsed on top. Then it hit her from all sides, a sneak 
attack on her fragile fortress.  

Jesse was gone.  
Maybe forever.  
Her body began to shake and writhe, tears pouring down her cheeks. 
How long had she been in there before she heard banging on the door, Father’s 

voice ordering her to come out? But she wouldn’t move. This stall was a shell she 

would curl up in, she could stay here until she faded along with her pain.   
As she blew her nose, she wondered if Father was more furious about her 

making a scene than he empathized with her. He knew what it was like to lose a 
spouse, but his tone sounded urgent, tough. Voices of co-workers rose to a clamor 
which filled the confined space, and she felt they would drown her. 

“Stop,” she cried. She threw the moist toilet paper onto the pile on the floor.   
“Elizabeth! Why don’t you come out?” 
Was it her or did Father’s voice lose its sharp edges?  
“Alright,” she said, beaten. “I’ll come out. Let me just stay here a little longer.” 
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Elizabeth leaned against the wall behind her. The noise dissipated. She stayed 
in her lonely stall until her buttocks hurt and her legs went numb.  

She was hoping Father had left, but she found him in the waiting room. He 
offered to take her home, but didn’t say much else, didn’t hug or touch her. She 
thought his face would be forbidding, but it showed tacit understanding. Which was 
probably the most she could hope for from him, so she took it. 

Until she lost Jesse, Elizabeth believed her mother’s death was the worst thing 
that had happened to her, but losing her husband was unlike anything she’d known. 
Every cell in her body was stained with agony. The fact that he wasn’t really gone 

made it worse. She couldn’t grieve, there could be no closure.  
Taking time off from work wasn’t enough. She couldn’t stand to be alone in 

their apartment for too long. She needed distractions. Medication helped. She liked 
how the pills numbed her, as though she were hiding under a thick, warm blanket, 
which enabled her to experience life without participating in it. Kind of like being in a 
coma. 

Surrounding herself with loved ones helped her feel less lonely, and though her 
family did their best to be there for her, even her stepmother, they couldn’t possibly 
know what she was going through.  

She let her half-sister, Jodie, drag her to a husbands-in-a-coma support group 
meeting once, regretting it the second she stepped into that room, oddly bright with 
the sun pouring through the windows, behind the leader’s back. Elizabeth 
remembered the woman looking too cheerful. She beckoned to them to take their 
seats. Curious eyes examined the newcomers, and Elizabeth felt so bare. She didn’t 
really want to flaunt her suffering to strangers. It was hers to cherish, like a gem she 
had to safeguard from the world.   

Elizabeth remembered hearing people share their sorrows as if she were 
drifting into sleep, their voices dull and distant, irritating like an itch too far to reach. 
When it was her turn to speak, sweat broke out above her lip, her gaze riveted on the 
floor. The big tiles looked as though they’d been polished by the sun. So pristine. The 
thought of telling all those people how it took her an hour to get out of bed in the 

morning, how she couldn’t look at her husband’s photographs without bursting into 
tears, froze her. So she didn’t say a word.  

It wasn’t until she discovered cookies that things started to turn around. 
Elizabeth couldn’t tell if it was the feel of sticky dough under her fingers, the aromas 
of chocolate, orange, cinnamon overflowing the apartment, or the fact that baking 
kept her busy, but she liked the cookies. Their sweetness was like a dressing on her 
pain, it couldn’t take it away, but it somehow turned it into something else. Something 
more bearable. 

As she studied Jesse’s haggard face, she noticed a twitch of his left eyelid. She 
fished inside her handbag for her phone. The book slipped from her lap and landed on 
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the floor with a thud, but she was too excited to care. She texted Jodie about this update 
on Jesse’s condition, fingers frantically tapping on the screen. Other times there were 
changes in his breathing. A spasm in the little finger. It wasn’t much, but it meant 
everything to her.   

Elizabeth picked up the book. She took Jesse’s limp hand and gave him a smile, 
imagining him giving her his signature smirk with his nose crinkling and his eyes 
squeezed shut. For a moment she actually expected it. Then with a sigh she opened 
Dead Souls and began to read. 

 

* 
 

Elizabeth vividly remembered their first encounter. It was at a book signing – 
Vera Wang’s biography. He was towering above the crowd like a beacon on top of a 
hill. She couldn’t have missed him, even if she hadn’t been waiting behind him in a 
line. At one point she looked up his back to his spiky hair with highlights. She noticed 
a tattoo on the back of his neck, VIP, in bold, decorative letters. She overheard him 
talking to the author. He seemed knowledgeable about fashion. She was somewhat 
impressed, but her impatience was swelling as the scrawny man kept hogging the 
author. She was about to give him a piece of her mind when he stepped aside and spun 
around.  

She didn’t expect him to look so young, almost like a schoolboy. The wrinkles 
on his forehead were the only giveaway, and she suspected he was in his late twenties. 
He had prominent nose with nostrils that seem to gape at her like two caves. 

The man and the author continued to chat, but she could feel his eyes on her 
as she slid her copy across the table. She turned her head and saw him looking her up 
and down, sizing her up. 

“Can I help you?” she interrupted them, looking at the man with her dogged 
eyes. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare, I was just admiring your outfit,” the man 
said as he sat on the edge of the author’s table. “Let’s see, that’s a little black 

Balenciaga dress, I love the embroidered star-like pattern. The sandals are Miu Miu, 
very nice, and the bag and the shades Dior. The cat-eye frames are my favorite, I bet 
they look delish when you put them on. I’d add a little color in the mix, an orange or 
a yellow bag would look nice, but don’t get me wrong, this monochrome thing you got 
going works fabulous too.”  

She gave him a sly smile. “It’s crystal actually. The pattern on my dress.”  
He stood and straightened, carrying his eyes away from hers. She moved to the 

side and out of the corner of her eye saw a fortyish redhead approach the author’s 
table. She said something under her breath about the nerve of some people, but 
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Elizabeth didn’t care. She was standing so close to him now she had to twist her neck 
just to meet his eyes, they were so far away.  

“So, you’re some sort of a connoisseur?” She threw the signed book in her 
handbag. 

“You could say that. Hi, I’m Jesse Klein.” He heartily shook her hand. Though 
they were total strangers, there was a compelling familiarity about him, and she 
completely forgot about being mad at him.  

He walked toward the new arrivals display table. She followed him, her two 
steps per one of his. She picked up a book, two lovers in red light, he kissing her neck, 

a silent moan on her lips.  
“I’m a designer myself.”  
“How exciting.” She put the book back. 
“But I’m not related to my famous namesake. I like to think of it as a sign 

though, like, fashion was into me long before I became obsessed with it.” 
“Oh my God, I’m obsessed too.” She beamed at him, then looked behind her at 

some old woman in a gray hoodie, reading a book in the café part of the bookstore.  
“Don’t you just love the feel of fabric under your fingertips, the smell of it?” 

he said. “So many colors and patterns, the mere sight of a cloth makes my mind sizzle 
and bubble. I’ve started developing my own brand, Yay! I make T-shirts and tops with 
prints of imaginary creatures and quotes from my favorite books, but someday I hope 
to expand to pretty much everything.” 

“That’s impressive.” Elizabeth was excited to talk to an insider about fashion, 
someone who loved it even more than her, who wouldn’t think of it as trivial.  

They circled the display table and climbed the staircase to the second floor, 
away from the hubbub and the meandering line of Vera fans. She felt the wooden 
balustrade beneath her fingers all the way up, glancing to her left at the shelves with 
cookbooks, her right at the people below in the center aisle and between the tables in 
the café area. That old woman was still there, immersed in her book. She was too far 
down for Elizabeth to see what she was reading. She wondered what could be so 
interesting.   

“Do you travel a lot?” she asked as she leaned on the wooden barrier to observe 
the liveliness. “Do you get front row seats to all the snazzy fashion shows?”  

“Front row’s for celebrities and the industry’s big shots, but I get pretty decent 
seats too. I can get you in Wang’s show in September fashion week if you like.” 

Her eyes became two big sapphires. “You have no idea how long I’ve been 
trying to get into one of the fashion week events. I’d register for February and 
September shows, but I never got picked.” 

He turned his back to the barrier and rested his hands on the rail. “Have no 
fear, I’ll get you in.” 

“Oh my God, thank you, that really means a lot. I will repay you of course.” 
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“That’s okay, you don’t have to get me anything. Except maybe have dinner 
with me afterward. If we get hungry, I mean.”  

Elizabeth looked away and fixed her hair behind her ears. She couldn’t really 
picture herself with him. She wasn’t attracted to him, not physically anyway, and yet 
something about him felt appealing, like virgin snow you like looking at while you 
can’t wait to sink your boots into it. Some kind of spark was definitely there, but 
perhaps not the kind he had in mind.   

“I’d be happy to take you to dinner, but I hope it’s okay that we’re just 
friends?”  

“Sure.”  
“Really? In my experience men don’t go around doing favors to women without 

expecting something in return. Well, more than a meal.” 
“Don’t worry about it.” The joyful look in his eyes made her think he meant it. 
“So, you’re gay or something?”  
“No.”  
“Not even a little bit?” 
“Because I’m into fashion? You know, not all designers are gay.” 
“I know that.” She flushed and turned away from the barrier, half of her facing 

him, the other half the bookcases in front of them, the books so tightly together it 
could be difficult to insert a sheet of paper between them. “But I have to ask about the 
tattoo. What does the VIP stand for?” 

“Whatever I’m in the mood for on any given day. Today it’s Very Interesting 
Person. Sometimes Very Imaginative Person. And on a really bad day, Very Intelligent 
Person.” A smirk crinkled his nose and he shut his eyes for a second. 

“You should put those on your T-shirts.” 
“That’s a great idea.” 
 

* 
 
Elizabeth found a friendship with a man to be refreshing, different than with 

her girlfriends or even her sister. She and Jesse weren’t trying to outshine one another, 
there was never any furtive contest going on over who looked better, who could afford 
more, who had better taste in food, music, clothes.  

But there was more to it than that. And not just because he’d get her tons of 
free stuff by the brand he was working for, and in return she fixed his upper incisors, 
eaten away by years of teeth grinding. She couldn’t care less about the adventures of 
his favorite knights, warriors, warlocks, witches, wizards, shamans, dwarfs, trolls, 
giants, fairies, and hobbits, but when he talked about them with such zest to the last 
tedious detail, something about the way he looked at her made her simper. It was a 
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different kind of game they played, maybe because he was a man. It wasn’t quite love, 
but it felt more than friendship.   

“I’m glad you like your new teeth,” she said to him one day in August over 
brunch. “Because I don’t.” 

Jesse showed his teeth in all their splendor.  
“They’re the right size and everything, I mean, I should know, but they’re just 

so enormous. They look like a grown man’s teeth attached to a baby,” she giggled, 
tugging at the lace bottom of her summer dress as if to pull it over her knee, but it 
was too short.  

She felt a little chilly in the air-conditioned restaurant, which reminded her of 
a cafeteria with its two rows of white tables opposite each other. There were no 
windows, and it seemed as though it was nighttime or dusk, despite daylight reaching 
through the glass wall on the side of the entrance.  

“It’s a good thing you didn’t charge me for the work, ’cause now you admit 
you did a lousy job.”  

“I did an excellent job. Well, I did the best I could with the material in hand. 
We just have to face it, you’ve got horsey teeth now. But on the bright side, they do 
complement your bubbly personality.” 

Elizabeth loved that smile of his, how he wrinkled his nose and lifted his chin, 
as if to say to the world, Isn’t everything awesome? She couldn’t think of anyone else 
with a smile like that. Or with the same outlook on life. Even his T-shirt pointed it 
out. Very Ingenious Person.   

She shifted in her chair and took a sip of lemonade, the lipstick leaving a red 
trace of her lips on the rim. The bright color made a nice contrast to the paleness of 
her face. Even in the middle of the summer the suntan wouldn’t stick to her skin.  

“Are you wearing your night guard, like I told you?” she asked him as she 
would a patient. “You should wear it every night. Or you’d rather ruin my beautiful 
work?” She pouted and stared at him with puppy dog eyes. 

His slim fingers cut into his bacon and eggs over asparagus. “I would, but it 
makes me wanna puke.” 

“You’re just lazy.” She filled her mouth with broccoli-cheddar quiche. “What 
should we get for dessert?” A few crumbs flew through her lips and landed on her 
plate. 

“I was hoping you eventually.” He said it so casually as if it was nothing. 
Nothing special. 

The smile froze on her face. She looked behind him at the large painting. Two 
thin trees with hardly any branches. No leaves. In the background stretched a dense 
forest, but these two trees stood alone. A light above the painting fell on them like a 
spotlight. Outcasts? Or the main act? Then she cast her eyes at the woman below the 
painting eating alone. She could hear Jesse’s knife scraping the plate. 
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She finally looked at him. “Jesse…”  
“I’ll get you to like me someday, Lizzie Evans,” he said, steadfast. 
“I do like you, exceedingly.” 
His smile faltered. “You know what I mean.”  
“You have feelings for me?”  
“Of course I have feelings for you.”  
Elizabeth hadn’t seen that expression. Anger toned down by annoyance. As if 

his feelings were obvious to everyone but her. Why was she so surprised when all this 
time she feared this could happen? Though she hoped it wouldn’t. She wouldn’t 

acknowledge the signs, a glimmer of flirtation in his eyes, a casual caress of her arm, 
praises for her outfits and beauty.  

As his face turned mellow again, she felt sick. Of him. And hated herself for it. 
She so didn’t want this. Was she leading him on without realizing it? Did she smile 
too much? Too coquettishly? Would he leave her now that she didn’t feel the same? 
Should she back away? What would her mother do?  

“When everyone told me this wouldn’t work, a woman and a man couldn’t be 
friends, I wouldn’t listen.” She so wanted to escape. 

“Don’t worry about it.” He leaned back in his chair and fixed her with his gaze. 
“You drop this in my lap, and now I’m supposed to forget you said that?”  
A woman’s laughter wriggled through their uncomfortable silence. Elizabeth 

saw her sitting opposite a man. They must have been a couple. They seemed to be 
having a great time. 

She noticed Jesse’s half-empty plate, his hands on the table on each side of it. 
He had nice hands, almost too delicate for a man.  

“We can’t be friends anymore.” 
“Of course we can.” Jesse leaned forward as though he would reach for her but 

didn’t. 
“How can we be friends now? I mean, I’m flattered, but I don’t want to hurt 

you.” She forced herself to look at him, hoping that sick feeling wouldn’t show in her 
eyes. “This makes everything awkward. What if I start seeing someone? I’d lose you 

then, right?” 
“I’m not worried.” He grinned and dipped a piece of cornbread into the yolk. 
His assurance and calm baffled her. They seemed exceptional, even for him.  
“What do you mean? You don’t mind that I don’t…” She couldn’t bring herself 

to say the words. 
“I know you’ll fall in love with me in the end.” He swallowed his yolk flavored 

bread. 
She smirked as she lowered her chin and flung a strand of honey blond hair 

behind her shoulder. 
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“See, I have this uncanny ability to crawl under your skin when you least expect 
it.” He walked his fingers across his arm as if to imitate a spider. 

“That doesn’t sound appealing.” 
“By the time I’m done you won’t be able to resist me.” 
“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” 
“But to answer your question, banana crumb cake seems delish.” 
 

* 
 

Walking into Jesse’s studio in his parents’ attic felt like stepping through a 
wardrobe portal into a magical new dimension. Early December light filtered through 
the skylight and the side window. Elizabeth’s eyes were immediately drawn to the 
sketches of women in modern and vintage gowns, which stretched across the walls. 
The forties styles looked so glamorous, the gowns mostly black, with dashes of golden 
yellow, blue, and mint green. She admired the artistry while she strolled around the 
room, circled the sewing machine table by the window, the female dress form, bolts 
in array of colors and patterns stacked against the wall, almost stumbled on the ones 
lying on the floor. She completely forgot about Jesse as she imagined herself wearing 
the outfits she liked the most.  

When she reached the door, she saw Jesse beckoning to her to join him by the 
large table, below the skylight, for cutting, measuring, and drawing. It was covered in 
sketches and cutout pieces of fabric. Her eyes skimmed over a giant wooden ruler, a 
pair of scissors, a pincushion, a tape measure, one bolt of black lace, one of black 
cotton blend. She took a piece of purple wool off the table and stroked it against her 
cheek.   

Jesse had taken her to fashion shows, but being in his studio stirred a new level 
of excitement. This wasn’t just the place where the magic happened. She would be his 
model for the first time. He wanted to sew her a dress for the New Year’s party they 
were going to together. She couldn’t put a name on it, but she knew they were about 
to cross into a new stage of their relationship. She imagined he knew it too. 

He rummaged through the sketches until he fished one out and showed it to 
her. A midi black dress, with sheer, three quarter sleeves and cleavage, and high, 
scalloped neckline. The model resembled Elizabeth, with the red lips, the long blond 
hair falling across the shoulders, the blue in the eyes surreal.  

An image of her mother floated in her mind, a photograph in which she looked 
like a curvy Audrey Hepburn, the little black dress, black flats, big sunglasses, dark 
hair in a bun on top of her head, and a cigarette dangling from her mouth. So beautiful. 
Too bad Mother’s curves didn’t rub off on Elizabeth, though her cheeky eyes did stare 
back at her in the mirror. Elizabeth’s hands matched Mother’s too, with slim fingers, 
bones and veins wrinkling the skin. Their milky flesh was dotted with birthmarks. 
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Elizabeth had once counted eighty-two of them, wondering how many Mother had 
had.  

Elizabeth wore mostly black, gray, and white, as though colors were too loud. 
Harmful. Now as she remembered Mother in that old photograph, she realized her 
own outfits were much more than an attempt to hide her angular physique and broad 
shoulders. They were an homage to her mother, an armor in which to protect her 
memory. A desire to transform into her.  

She held the sketch in both hands, her sweaty fingers moistening and 
distorting the paper. She thought long sleeves would look better. She told Jesse that 

and watched him snatch the sketch form her, grab a pencil, and nimbly make changes 
to the dress. The sleeves lengthened to cover half the model’s palms. He drew 
embroidery detailing on hem and cuffs.  

At first she thought it would feel awkward, him taking her measurements. She 
expected she’d have to take off her clothes, but he’d reassured her it wasn’t necessary 
as long as she wore something snug. So she’d put on a turtleneck body-con sweater 
and a pair of skinny jeans. The other reason was the fact that he would be so close.  

As he placed one end of the tape measure at the fullest part of her chest, she 
could smell his breath. It had an apple-like savor. He then wrote down the 
measurement. 

He bent and circled her waist with the tape, above her belly button, his brow 
furrowed in concentration. A real professional. Her awkwardness slowly melted away. 
Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. Did his heart flutter as his 
fingers brushed against her? Was he aware of the intimacy of the moment, despite the 
guise of play? He must have been enjoying this immensely, he had an excuse to be so 
near her. Even if he didn’t show it. 

Jesse wrapped the tape around her hips, with hardly space between them. For 
a moment Elizabeth thought he would hug her. But he kneeled to look at the 
measurement. She was so aware of his fingers pressing the tape against her. She didn’t 
feel the butterflies, but she kind of liked it. She liked the idea of being Jesse’s muse.  

Elizabeth was gazing at the top of his head when he looked up. She felt so sorry 

that he wasn’t her type, though he did have a certain boyish, effervescent charm. She 
envied his never-ending good mood. He made it seem so easy. She used to think it 
strange, as if he were bragging with it, but some of his happiness had rubbed off on 
her. She started to believe that if she tried hard enough, she could almost see the world 
through his eyes, and everything wouldn’t seem so scary. Maybe he was on to 
something. Perhaps there was more to life than relationships ending, fathers chiding. 
Mothers dying. 

After he’d poured out his heart, it would’ve been easy for Elizabeth to push him 
away. But Jesse wouldn’t let her. She was afraid she’d feel too uncomfortable, guilty 
somehow, to be around him, but the ease with which he acted as though everything 
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was as before astonished her. She was grateful that he never brought it up again, and 
she all but forgot about the whole thing. Until now. When the look in his eyes made 
his feelings so obvious. Almost palpable. 

Elizabeth didn’t know what to do with his love. Revel in it as she did in the 
clothes he gave her? Ignore it, hoping it would perish? Wish to feel the same?  

A knock on the door startled her and she jumped away from him. His mother 
interrupted their little game of dress-up, carrying a tray with two cups of cocoa. Jesse 
was still half-kneeling, his confused eyes on his mother. She handed him the tray 
without flinching. Then she smiled at Elizabeth, revealing two holes where the upper 

incisors used to be. The cocoa was a nice touch, but Elizabeth couldn’t help but think 
his mother needed an excuse to come up here, to see this woman her son no doubt 
talked about. To see them together. 

Blushing, Elizabeth took a cup, to show appreciation rather than out of an 
appetite for cocoa. 

Soon they were alone again. Jesse had to take one more measurement, from her 
waistline down to the hem. It tickled when he brushed the side of her knee. Through 
laugh he told her to stand straight, but their coolness crumbled and scattered over the 
floor like marbles falling out of a torn sack.  

Maybe she couldn’t stand the tension between them anymore, maybe his 
mother ruined the game for her, but she had to get out of there.  

“Are you hungry?” she said to him when she stopped laughing. “Let’s go get 
something to eat, I’m starving.” 

 
* 

 
Dizzy, Elizabeth slowed her spin, arms stretched above her head. She studied 

the spiral marks on the ice dappled with sunlight, counted the twirls. Ten. Not bad.  
She heard clapping.   
“That was amazing, Lizzie,” Jesse said as he glided toward her, uncertain on 

his legs.  

She motioned behind her ear as if to fix her hair, but all of it was gathered in a 
ponytail. “I wish I’d practiced more when I was a kid. Who knows how far I would’ve 
gotten?” She cast him a coy glance, wondering if he could tell how nervous she was. 
Or if he knew it was because of him. 

Lately she found herself staring at him when he wasn’t looking, wondering 
what his touch felt like. Imagining the taste of his kiss. Something had changed. She 
didn’t even realize it was happening until it was done. Suddenly all the guys her 
friends were setting her up with, all the casual flings and frivolous dates lost what 
little appeal they had. Seeing other men seemed so foolish now because the perfect 
one was right in front of her. 
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Jesse’s leg slipped to the side and it appeared he would lose his balance. 
Elizabeth grabbed his arm without thinking. Then quickly let go when it was obvious 
he wasn’t going to fall. 

He asked her to do another spin, and he would make a video on his phone. She 
glided backward and started with a sit spin, finishing with a scratch spin. By the time 
she stopped, she felt as though her head had detached from her body, and she slumped 
to her knees, palms against the scratched ice as she cushioned her fall. Jesse glided 
closer, bent his knees, and held her shoulders. 

The touch of his hands sent goosebumps all the way to her toes. She sprung up 

and slid from under him, her face flushing. “I’m alright.”  
“And I’m freezing. Look at us, ice skating in the middle of the summer. Can we 

go now?” He hugged himself, pretending to shiver. 
Elizabeth was simpering at him without realizing it. 
“What?” He blew in his hands. “You’re acting kinda weird today, you know 

that?” 
She watched a young girl do a series of toe loops, flips, and Salchows, feeling a 

twinge of envy at her skill. “How about some coffee?” she said. 
Elizabeth would have to say something this time. Unveil her new-found 

emotions. Merely thinking about it made her tongue numb and her stomach churn. 
But if she didn’t say it soon, she’d go crazy. She couldn’t take this, to be so near him 
all the time and not be able to touch him. How could he handle it? How could he hang 
out with her and settle for less than what he wanted?  

The café was a converted warehouse, with plush couches and mismatched 
dining chairs, the large doors wide open, a breeze drifting through. The place was 
buzzing with people and the music playing softly drowned in their voices. The smell 
of fresh bagels blended with aromas of American and French roast, powerful enough 
to taste.  

“Why don’t we sit outside?” she suggested as she pushed sunglasses up her 
nose. 

The view of the street was marred by a moving truck parked by the curb. She 

broke off the tip of her almond croissant and absent-mindedly chewed. 
“Look!” He rotated his glass toward her, a smiley face in his latte.  
Elizabeth smirked and removed her sunglasses. She crossed one knee over the 

other, then switched legs, flinging her foot as if she’d kick a football.  
Jesse took a sip and burned his tongue. “Careful, it’s hot. Hey, why the long 

face?” 
“It’s nothing, I’m fine.” She removed the hair tie and let her hair fall over her 

shoulders. She scratched the top of her head, combing through the long tresses, and 
looked behind at the moving truck.   
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What if telling him wasn’t such a great idea? Judging by her experience, 
relationships didn’t seem to be her thing. They never lasted past the first few months 
of infatuation. The last guy told her she was too clingy because she wanted to spend 
every night together. Wasn’t that what people in love were supposed to do? Was she 
even in love before? Maybe now she’d know the difference because Jesse was a friend. 
She’d never tried this friendship-growing-into-something-more thing. But what if it 
wouldn’t work? What if they broke up anyway? Could they save the friendship?  

She let her eyes rest on his T-shirt. Vastly Impressive Party, the sign said, black 
lettering across the yellow fabric. 

“I know, it’s that girl at the ice rink, you’re frustrated ’cause she was so good. 
But I think you’re awesome.” 

She threw him a wry smile.  
“There, there.” He jokingly patted her on the back.  
Why was this so damn hard? She was a grown woman, she’d shared her feelings 

before. Though this was different. There was much more at stake. What if his feelings 
had changed? She didn’t think she could take it.  

His palm suddenly found hers. She felt its sweaty warmth before she withdrew 
her hand. She tapped her cheeks in a feeble attempt to cool them and hide her 
embarrassment.  

“Are you seeing anyone?” she asked. 
“Don’t you think you’d be the first to know? How about you?” 
“No, not after the last disaster.” 
“Ah, the colorful Pee Guy.” 
“You know how people pee six to seven times a day?” Elizabeth imitated the 

man’s voice. “Well, I pee two times a day. God, I don’t know which was worse, the 
fact that he was a firefighter out of shape, or that he wouldn’t drink enough water to 
keep his perfect pee score. He actually told me the color of his pee.” 

Jesse leaned one elbow on the table, rested his chin on his palm. “Did he brag 
about his bowel movements?”  

“I’m never going on a blind date again.” She framed her temples with her 

spread palms. 
“I don’t mind that you don’t.” 
Silence wrapped itself around them like a silk scarf. 
“Your feelings,” she hesitated. “They haven’t changed?” 
“No,” he beamed. 
A gush of relief flooded over her. Maybe this was what she was looking for. The 

kind of love which seemed to run deeper than this new-awakened psychical attraction 
or even the attraction of the minds. She didn’t think she could stand to be hurt again, 
but somehow she knew, she just knew she could trust him. Not to hurt her.  

“Why don’t we make a pact?” he said. 
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“You mean one of those idiotic pacts that if we’re still single by the time we’re 
forty, we get married?” 

“Absolutely not.” He looked at her all serious. “We should wait until we’re at 
least fifty.” 

They laughed and then went quiet. She had to end this. This tormenting urge 
to let him know and the paralyzing feeling in her body which wouldn’t let her. If only 
he could read her mind. Or if she could fast forward her life to a nice apartment 
hunting scene, where they fall in love with the brick built-in fireplace and the 
breathtaking view of the harbor.  

“Actually…” Elizabeth began. “It turns out you were right… You did sort of 
crawl under my skin.” She held her breath. 

Her eyes shifted across the table and their cone-shaped glasses, to the people 
sitting at the tables behind him, and then his T-shirt. “I mean, I started to… have 
feelings for you. It kind of took me by surprise.”  

“Why? We spend so much time together, we got plenty in common, we like 
each other. I told you it was only a matter of time.” He sipped his latte. 

She finally lifted her chin to look at him. “So, what do we do now? Are things 
going to get weird between us?” 

“Now we finish our coffee.” He laid his hand over hers.  
This time she let their sweat mesh. She kind of liked it. 
 

* 
 
“Let’s get married,” Jesse said to Elizabeth one Friday night, with the taste of 

her still fresh on his mouth.  
She tried to find some telltale sign he was joking. She reached for the bottle on 

the nightstand and quaffed water. 
“Oh my God, Jess…” she said as it started to sink in. 
She threw herself at him, glad that he couldn’t see her face as she pressed it 

against his neck.  

It seemed only yesterday they’d kissed for the first time, so awkwardly, so 
lovingly. Elizabeth hadn’t considered marriage. She wasn’t unhappy that he asked, yet 
she never imagined a proposal would make her experience whatever this was – doubt, 
caution. Fear. If she married Jesse, would she be settling? What if there was someone 
else out there for her? Though she couldn’t imagine anyone loving her more. Only 
with Jesse she could be herself, not just the happy parts, but the crazy, traumatized, 
selfish ones too.  

She laid the bottle on the nightstand and rested her head on the pillow, looking 
at the bottom of the frame of the giant photograph above the bed. A man and a woman 
kissing, heads behind a cherry red umbrella. She thought it complemented her taupe 
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bedroom with pops of dark orange scattered around on the desk, the nightstand 
drawers, the bookshelves. 

“It feels like we’re skipping steps. There are so many things to think about. 
Where would we live, how many kids should we have…” 

Jesse kissed the tip of her nose and cuddled up against her. “None of that 
matters now. Do we love each other?” 

“Yes, but there are still things we don’t know about one another.” 
“I know enough. And I know I want you. Forever.”  
Their lips fused into a tender kiss. 

She thought that Jesse didn’t have a romantic bone in his body. She hated him 
refusing to hold her hand in public, as if that harmless touch hurt him. He’d say it 
made him uncomfortable, as though they were on display, but she couldn’t understand 
it. So when he said that magic word, she couldn’t help feeling mushy. Forever, echoed 
in her mind. 

 
* 
 

Elizabeth finished the chapter and closed Dead Souls. She stared at the cover 
until the letters turned into smudges. 

When she first started reading to Jesse, she believed she was doing it for him, 
but over time realized it was for her too, so she wouldn’t have to listen to her thoughts, 
wouldn’t have to feel.  

She didn’t think she’d put herself back together, but time seemed to heal even 
the worst of wounds. Now she felt like a restored ruin. She could pretend to live a life, 
keep everyone happy. Her father, his wife, Carol, and Jodie used to come to the hospital 
on occasion, now they barely asked about him, just because Elizabeth had learned to 
mask her anguish in indifference. They were so afraid of her misery, but now they 
were safe, they could let go of the guilt about not knowing how to help her. They could 
pretend he was dead. Just like she pretended sometimes. Though she would never 
resign herself to the idea of losing him, she would cling to hope even if it began to 

seem there was nothing left to hope for. 
Elizabeth dropped the book beside her on the chair and looked at her husband. 

They had been married for five and a half years. Coma included. 
She let her mind go back to their wedding day and the most beautiful gown 

he’d made for her, covered in ivory lace. He designed a suit for himself with ivory lace 
vest to match. Such a shame the gown was ruined by the drunken best man, who’d 
spilled Merlot on it during his overzealous toast. She was so mad at him, she almost 
let it ruin her day. Now she could all but laugh.  

That pinkish blot below the left breast wasn’t the only blemish on that day. 
Elizabeth so wished her mother could have been there. She would miss out on 



Maya Sacher                                                                                                                                  
Hungry for Love 

21 
 

everything. She would never play with her grandchildren, never give her daughter 
parenting tips, so many pieces of her life would be left unlived.  

Jodie had picked up on her sister’s sadness and consoled her. Elizabeth found 
it a welcome change from her incessant complaining about her baby fat, which made 
the bridesmaid dress look just terrible on her. Another feeling made its way inside 
Elizabeth, vague and uncomfortable. A kind of relief. That she herself was finally 
getting married. After her baby sister. Who was now a young mother too. As Elizabeth 
sat there at her table, Jodie’s arm draped around her shoulders, she thought she 
probably wouldn’t have a sister if Mother hadn’t died. Not Jodie anyway. Perhaps there 

really was some grand design for everyone. She tried to find comfort in that. How hard 
she tried. 

She took Jesse’s hand in her palms and waited. Hoping as always to see him 
open his lively eyes.   

And as always he wouldn’t.  
So she talked. If she kept talking to him, he was still here. 
“I was thinking about moving out of our apartment. I can’t stand to look at our 

photo anymore, the one from Paris, and the Eiffel Tower that looks like it’s emerging 
from the mist. Being there alone… Everywhere I look I see you, your threads, your 
sketches, stupid cathedral figurines, you know how much I hate them,” she sniffled, 
wiping her eyes.   

She let go of him. How fortunate that her favorite color was black. She didn’t 
need to change her wardrobe now that she was practically a widow. A widow for the 
indefinite future.  

Elizabeth tried to recollect their last day together, the day of his accident, but 
it was a blur.  

Except for two things.  
She remembered him flipping through some movie magazine while he drank 

his morning coffee. She’d thought how lucky she was to have found him. For the first 
time in her life she felt safe, basking in that smile of his. Yet she couldn’t drop the 
nagging feeling that something was missing. She couldn’t pinpoint it, but she 

expected more. Was it him? Her? The fact that this was the longest she’d been with 
anyone? Were they growing stale? Was it because they’d started out as friends?  

These awful thoughts still haunted her.  
Just like the call. When they told her he’d gotten hurt. It wasn’t real at first. 

Then as it started to settle down, numbness took over, followed by a feeling of being 
in a nightmare she was ordering herself to wake up from. But there was no waking up. 
At that moment everything sick, nauseating, horrifying stirred up in her and she 
didn’t want to exist. She wished to be gone. Undone. Cancelled. Through and through. 
The worst feeling she’d known. Worse than the agony of not having him around. Just 
to not be.   
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She looked up at the dull, peeping monitor. “I just wish you’d come back to me, 
honey. I feel like my life’s at a standstill. I’m sorry, I promised I’d be positive. I’m 
trying.” 

Elizabeth listened to his breathing. She could still hear him. Touch him. What 
was left of him anyway.  

At least there was that.  
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