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I am in a room I do not recognize, though everything about it feels familiar — the
low yellow light, the hum of conversation, the particular way the evening presses against
the windows. It might be a restaurant or a hotel lobby or someone's living room stretched
wide enough to hold a party. I am holding a glass of something I haven't tasted yet.

A woman is walking toward me. She moves through the crowd the way certain
people do, not pushing but parting it, as though the space around her rearranges itself out
of courtesy. I know her. I feel this before I see her face clearly — a knowledge that sits
not in my mind but somewhere behind my ribs, in the place where old songs live.

Then she is close enough, and I see: it is Lily.

Lily, who sat next to me in a university lecture hall twenty years ago. Lily, who used
to tuck her hair behind her left ear when she was thinking — always the left — and who
laughed in a way that made you feel you had said something more clever than you had.
Lily, whom I had loved with the desperate seriousness of twenty-one, and who had, with
great kindness, let me understand that she did not love me back. There had been no cruelty
in it. That was the worst part. Cruelty would have given me something to push against, a
wall to blame. Instead, there was only the quiet ordinary fact that she did not feel what I
felt, and I was left holding all that want with nowhere to put it down.

" It's been so long," she says, and her voice is exactly as I remember — low,
unhurried, a voice that assumes it will be listened to.

"It has," I say, and I am surprised by how steady I sound.

What happens next surprises me more. My wife, Emi, is suddenly beside me — I
cannot remember whether she has been here all along or has just arrived — and I find
myself saying, with a brightness that borders on performance, "This is my wife." I watch
myself place my hand on the small of Emi's back, a gesture I have made ten thousand
times but which now feels rehearsed, deliberate, as though I am presenting evidence.
Look, the gesture says. Look at this life I have. Look at this woman who chose me.

Emi smiles at Lily. Lily smiles at Emi. They exchange the pleasant, meaningless
words that people exchange at parties, and | stand between them feeling peculiarly proud,
the way a child holds up a drawing for approval — not from the person looking at it but
from himself.

And it is this feeling, this strange and embarrassing pride, that makes me pause.
Because why would I need to prove anything to Lily? Why would I need her, of all people,
to see that my life has turned out well? Something is wrong with the logic of this scene.

The light is too even. The crowd has no edges. I look down at the glass in my hand and
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realize I still haven't tasted what's inside it, and that I never will, because none of this is
real.

I wake in the dark of our bedroom. Emi is asleep beside me, her breathing slow and
deep, one hand resting on the pillow near her face the way it always does. The digital
clock on the nightstand reads 3:47. Outside, a truck passes on the road below, its engine
fading into the particular silence of very early morning — not the absence of sound but a
kind of hush, as though the world is being careful not to disturb itself.

I lie still. The dream clings to me like the smell of someone else's cigarette smoke
on a coat. I feel — what? Not guilt, exactly, but something adjacent to it, a low unease. I
think about Emi, who is right here, close enough to touch. Emi, who brings me coffee
without being asked on mornings when I look tired. Emi, who once drove three hours in
the rain to collect me from a work trip when my car broke down— that was the winter
after we got married, and even seven years on she still laughs when I bring it up — and
who, when I apologized for the trouble, looked at me as if I had said something very
strange. I love this woman. There is nothing missing.

And yet the dream has revealed something I would rather not have seen: that
somewhere inside me, after all these years, there is still a version of myself standing in
front of Lily with his heart in his hands, waiting for a verdict that was delivered long ago.
Not because [ want Lily — I do not, I am certain of this — but because the rejection never
quite finished its work. It lodged itself somewhere, a splinter too small to see but large
enough to feel when pressed.

But what was I really doing in the dream? I was not trying to win Lily back. I was
trying to show her — no, show myself — that the loss had not been a loss at all. That the
path which began with her quiet refusal had led me, through years I could not have
predicted, to Emi. That the door she closed had opened another.

And here is the thing I almost miss, lying in the dark at 3:47 in the morning: I do not
need to convince myself of this. It is not an argument I must win. It is simply the truth. If
Lily had loved me back, I would have become a different man living a different life, and
Emi would be someone else's wife, making someone else coffee on tired mornings, and
the particular happiness [ have — this specific, irreplaceable happiness — would not exist.

I have been carrying a wound that is not a wound. It is a door, and I walked through
it long ago. I simply forgot to stop looking back.

Emi shifts in her sleep, murmurs something I cannot hear, and settles again. I reach
over and adjust the blanket where it has slipped off her shoulder. The gesture is small and

automatic, and it is everything. I close my eyes. This time, I do not dream.
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