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Introduction 

 

 

“A novel examines not reality but existence. And existence is not what has occurred, 

existence is the realm of human possibilities, everything that man can become, 

everything he's capable of. Novelists draw up the map of existence by discovering 

this or that human possibility. But again, to exist means: 'being-in-the-world.' Thus 

both the character and his world must be understood as possibilities.” 

 

― Milan Kundera, The Art of the Novel 

 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/10802241


 

 

Raphael, one of the most famous painters and architects of the Renaissance, died five hundred 

years ago. The legend holds it that his demise at thirty-seven was caused by a night of “excessive” 

sex with his mistress Margherita Luti. We’ll never know for sure, but if you see his portrait of her 

in La Fornarina—a bedroom-eyed woman in a see-through gown, gently cupping her breast—you 

won’t blame him for overindulgence. Margherita was far from his only paramour: he painted and 

loved many women. Raphael’s correspondence for painting The Triumph of Galatea reveals his 

dedication to seeing as many naked women as possible—for accuracy, obviously. Women in his 

works are sensuous, radiant, fleshy. To stimulate his creativity, at times Raphael refused to paint 

unless his lover was at his side.  

On the other hand, Petrarch, another genius of the Renaissance, wrote his famous sonnets for 

Laura de Noves, the woman he never touched. His love was “pure;” his poems held contempt for 

men that pursued women. He even wrote that he wished to be entirely free from the desires of the 

flesh (this didn’t stop him from fathering two illegitimate children around that time). The poetry of 

this prince of sentimentality is a melancholic, sweet vision of idyllic, sinless happiness: “loving sting 

of your eyes pierces me, and I weep.” An angelic vision, a perfect love.  

It’s tempting to view Raphael and Petrarch through the lens of two paths: the passion of 

(professed) denial vs. the passion of the flesh. But I suspect that the differences between them go 

deeper than this. They represent different ways of life: a unifying vision of Petrarch against the vast 

variety of adventures of Raphael. In musical terms, should life be a Bach fugue with one—glorious 

but only one—theme, or a Beethoven sonata with multiple themes and variations? Alas, the 

metaphor doesn’t work. While lives can be construed as musical compositions, defining people as 

fugues or sonatas is nonsensical.  

Instead, I decided to borrow the metaphor that originated in ancient Greece: the hedgehog who 

“knows one big thing” and the fox who “knows many things.” How does one exist in the world: do 

you live your life according to a single ideal vs. by trial-and-error, seeking a diverse spiral of 

experiences? When it comes to the meaning of life, a fox replies, “I will look,” while a hedgehog 

proudly declares, “I found it.” 

It’s ludicrous to paint people as all hedgehogs or all foxes, most of us organize our lives a 

certain way while allowing for some adventures. And yet, just like with left brain vs. right brain, one 



 

side is dominant. One would struggle mightily to label Dostoyevsky a fox, or Shakespeare a 

hedgehog. People can argue forever about what’s the right way to be, with each side claiming 

righteousness. The “truth” of one way of being vs. the other can’t be proven by empirical evidence. 

The interesting question is: what happens when a hedgehog meets a fox? The dichotomy of 

foxes and hedgehogs plays out everywhere but especially in human relationships. In Kundera’s The 

Unbearable Lightness of Being, the character of Tereza was born of the rumbling of a stomach. The 

story you’re about to read was born out of “Dictionary of Misunderstood Words” in Kundera’s 

book, thus the title. It’s possible, even likely, that Mr. Kundera desires no such homage. Alas, as he 

himself pointed out, such is the price of immortality. 

Hedgehogs and foxes don’t really understand each other, no matter how grammatically correct 

the sentences are. Because words and memories only have meaning in the idea of their being. The 

same song can be a religious hymn or an erotic celebration; the story of a little boy from another 

world can be proof of the power of love or evidence of its dangers. Perhaps if every relationship 

began with administering a truth serum and making the parties fill out recitals and definitions as in a 

legally binding contract—but who would want to live in a world like that? And besides, I question 

the utility: our differences go well beyond linguistics. Nature, nurture, and the unbelievable 

complexity of humans conspire to confound us. 

Tempest in a Teacup is an experiment: what can happen when six characters, each with a different 

way of being and his or her own existential DNA, come together in a sort of Fantasy Island 

environment? 

 

  



 

 

 

The First Movement,  

Where the Characters Get Introduced 

 

“Is it possible, in the final analysis, for one human being to achieve perfect 

understanding of another? We can invest enormous time and energy in serious 

efforts to know another person, but in the end, how close can we come to that 

person's essence? We convince ourselves that we know the other person well, but do 

we really know anything important about anyone?” 

 

Haruki Murakami, The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle  

 

  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3354.Haruki_Murakami
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2531376


 

 

 

 

Morris 

  



 

Morris sat at a wooden table outside his cottage, wondering “to be or not to be?” The subject 

of his contemplation was not particularly profound: he was trying to decide whether to keep an 

upcoming date. Morris wrote a “sorry, must cancel” text; his index finger drifted over the phone 

indecisively and he neither pressed “send” nor deleted the text. Thus, he left to see his mother for a 

promised visit without knowing what he’d do.  

Mother lived in a rent-controlled place in Santa Monica, where no one ever moved out except 

on a stretcher feet-first. The owner tried every trick in the book to get rid of the old-timers and 

convert the building to crazy-expensive condos, but the golden agers ignored peeling paint and 

occasional plumbing issues and always had the police department on speed dial. 

One of the neighbors, a religious man of about eighty, was leaving just as Morris opened the 

door to “Hallelujah, hallelujah …” Morris recognized k.d. lang’s rendition of Leonard Cohen’s song. 

“I think it’s the third time I’ve run into your friend,” Morris said, eyebrows raised in question. 

“He’s lonely. He comes to listen to music.” 

“I’m glad you’re being social.” He meant it: it’d been over three years since his father passed. 

“But do you know the lyrics? They’re pretty explicit: a naked woman on the roof and all that.” 

Morris turned off the sound. Miriam played this song often towards the end, and the memory 

tormented him at times.  

“It moves you. We don’t really listen to the words,” Mother said with a shrug. “They even 

played it during High Holidays. Life is complex; G-d and love are not far apart. Have some chicken 

soup: it’s also made with love.” 

She let Morris finish eating before opening the interrogation: “So, what are you dressed up 

for?” 

“I just have a jacket on. It’s an overcast afternoon.” 

“You’re wearing a dressy shirt. I haven’t seen this one in a while.” 

 True. Without thinking, Morris put on one of his “dating shirts,” as he called them during his 

“binge period.” There was no point in further denials. 

“I’m supposed to meet someone.” 

“You mean a woman?” 



 

“Yes. But I’ll cancel.” 

“Let me see her picture.” 

Morris got the phone out, opened the dating site app and showed Natalie’s profile. 

“Hmmm, very attractive. Young. Shiksa?” 

“Yes. Your friends won’t approve.” 

“It doesn’t matter what they think. What happened with the one you’ve been seeing? You liked 

her.” 

“We’re taking a break.” 

Camile’s words. Out of the blue, she asked to “take a break.” 

“Hmmm … Why don’t you go then?” 

 Why indeed? Morris had an unpleasant feeling that he was acting to spite Camile and went on a 

dating site out of anger. 

“I don’t know, Mom. It’s tiring.” He shrugged. 

“Oh, tiring, tiring … Shame on you, you’re still a young man!” Morris’s seventy-six-year-old 

mother demonstratively took his bowl off the table. “Get out of here! And color your hair 

sometime. You’ll knock ten years off.” She combed his disheveled hair. Like everyone in LA, she’d 

become obsessed with looking younger. 

 

*** 

 

Back in the car, Morris decided to cancel the date; he was going to pull over at the Topanga 

Canyon turn-off and send the prepared text. As he headed north on Pacific Coast Highway, Morris 

thought of the power of the song that Mother and her friend listened to: people were touched by the 

sacred in openly erotic lyrics; perhaps because the song was the truth of a genuine desire. Morris put 

on Leonard Cohen’s station on Pandora; A Thousand Kisses Deep came on. He sang along. “Invincible 

defeat … back on Boogie Street.” He would have given his left arm to write like this. As he 



 

approached Topanga, Morris turned on the right-turn blinker to pull over, but at the last moment 

told himself “Why not get back on Boogie Street?” and continued. 

Thus, Morris ended up not only not sending the text but even getting there early. Natalie 

suggested a place just north of Malibu. Morris knew it well. It used to be a kitschy ocean-view 

restaurant, with the walls covered in old signed photographs of movie stars; recently it became a part 

of the Moonstone Bay Resort. The original hotel was built in the 1920s by a railroad and real estate 

magnate and had a colorful history. It successfully avoided the prohibition but got tripped by the 

1929 crash and a murder of a starlet; stood empty for years, housed troops during the war; briefly 

was a tourist attraction because of rumors of ghosts visiting from Indian burial grounds nearby; 

quite a few porn movies were produced there in the ’70s and ’80s. After the internet destroyed that 

business, the old hotel became a romantic escape. Next to it, on a small lake, rose a monkish retreat 

of quiet meditation. A successful developer purchased the hotel and surrounding properties, 

including the old restaurant, and turned it into a destination with the focus on corporate functions. 

Sort of a noisy corporate Disneyland, a dream park for adults. Suntan, eat, drink, meditate, get a 

massage. But a whiff of impropriety never completely left the place. 

 

The parking lot was busy, and he handed the keys of his old Prius to a thoroughly unimpressed 

valet. 

“What’s going on with all these cars on a Monday?” 

“Some company is having a management retreat and they’re all arriving now,” the valet 

explained. 

Morris thought of going to the hotel’s bar first, but the entrance looked crowded and noisy. At 

the restaurant, he stopped by the restroom first, to check himself out. He tried to build up more 

excitement about the upcoming date. Natalie approached him on the singles app he re-joined after a 

hiatus. They texted for a few days before agreeing to meet. She shared her pictures, including some 

intimate ones, told him what she liked to read and listen to. But they never spoke on the phone. 

Morris attributed this to Natalie’s age: her generation seemed to use phones for texting, 

Facebooking, Instagramming—anything but the original purpose of the device. 

 



 

The restaurant looked different from what he remembered. The ocean side had been opened by 

large floor-length windows. There were fewer tables and tablecloths went from boring white to 

colorful and different from table to table; orchids replaced artificial roses. Instead of being smacked 

by Muzak-like noise, Morris recognized Randy Newman’s old Sail Away album (he liked it and 

listened to it from time to time). Walls were no longer covered by photos of dead movie stars. 

Instead, there were four pictures on the non-ocean sides. Morris stopped in his tracks, surprised by 

the images. His eyes first went to Marilyn Monroe’s picture on the south wall: her right arm thrown 

casually on top of her head, the left holding a see-through scarf, lips parted in a half-smile of 

seduction, but her face was serious as if she knew that the end was near. Next to her, paintings of 

roses were arranged in a triangle: a single rose floating in the air; four roses, one in front, others 

receding in the distance; a vase of roses stretching to the horizon.  On the north side, facing the 

roses, hung a picture of a golden-haired boy in a blue-and-red coat, with a rapier in his left hand. 

Morris recognized an image from The Little Prince. Next to the boy, across from Marilyn, a smiling 

man in a white shirt and grey pants played bongo drums. One hand on a drum, the other raised in 

the mid-air. He looked awfully familiar.  

“Morris, old comrade!” A raucous voice from a small group by the front of the bar broke his 

concentration. The group parted and Morris winced, recognizing Arnold, his former business 

partner. Arnold appeared more aggressive and self-assured than in the old days. Jeans and a T-shirt 

had been replaced by a nicely tailored suit. 

“Hello, Arnold.” 

“How long has it been? Five years?” 

Arnold explained to the small crowd that looked at him reverently: “My friend Morris… Used 

to be good in arranging funding for B-movies, now an aspiring novelist. A master of bad timing— 

walked away from the business just as new video providers were starting to lick our kneecaps for 

original content.” 

Arnold laughed and his admirers guffawed. 

“Thanks, Arnold. I’m glad you’re doing well. Now, if you’ll excuse me …” Morris tried to 

move past the group. 

“Come on, I’m just teasing.” Arnold’s well-manicured hand grasped the sleeve of Morris’s 

jacket. “Have a drink with us.” 



 

“I’m meeting someone.” 

“Oh, I’ve heard that you’ve become a regular Casanova.” Arnold laughed. “No problem, I 

won’t interfere. Listen, come tomorrow. I’m on some stupid panel about modern content creation 

or something like that. The main ballroom at eleven. We’ll catch up afterwards, OK? I’ll leave your 

name on the guest list.”  

 

*** 

 

Morris found two seats at the far end of the bar, took one, put his jacket on the other. The 

bartender slid him a small bowl of peanuts. She was young, dressed in a white shirt and black pants, 

like the rest of the staff. Her name tag said “Marilyn.” 

“What can I get you, sir?” 

He didn’t want to come across as a lush on the first impression. But the sight of the single-malt 

whisky bottles lined up along the bar was too enticing. Might as well enjoy oneself. 

“Talisker, please. Neat.” 

The phone vibrated with a “running a bit late, sorry” text message from Natalie. A cue to 

escape? But he just ordered. 

There was an outburst of noise, a loud conversation at one of the tables, and he turned towards 

it. An older Japanese-looking man jabbed the air with his finger, lecturing a younger man and an even 

younger Asian woman. The woman was very pretty, and Morris lingered on her face. She stared back 

and he sheepishly pretended to study the ocean. 

“Here is your scotch, sir.” 

“Thank you. Let me pay.” 

“Already?” 

“Just in case.” He didn’t add “in case I decide to leave.” 

The bartender printed out the check and placed it in a small glass in front of Morris. He stuck a 

twenty into it. 



 

“Did you put this up?” Morris pointed to the Marilyn Monroe picture on the wall. 

“No, why would I? They change the pictures all the time. The manager hung up this one today. 

Who is she?”  

“Marilyn Monroe. I thought because you have the same first name…” 

“Oh, I remember. Didn’t she sleep with the president and got killed?” 

“Umm, supposedly she overdosed.” 

“Why?” 

“Perhaps because she was unlucky in love.” 

“Over a guy? That’s stupid,” the bartender replied offhandedly and moved to a young couple 

two barstools away. The woman’s dress was hiked to her crotch, with the guy’s hand buried there. 

Morris thought that he missed the time when such open lust was not socially appropriate. 

 

“Morris?” A familiar voice made him tense up in panic. The subconscious kind of panic, where 

the body reacts even before the mind processes the information. He turned and found himself face-

to-face with Helen, the woman whom he’d dated until a year ago and broke it off suddenly and 

rudely. Once they even dined in this very restaurant. 

“Ohh… Hi, Helen. You look good.” 

“Thank you, Morris, so do you.”  

She did look good: lost weight, dressed in a body-hugging claret dress that accentuated the soft 

tops of her breasts. Quite different from conservative outfits he remembered her wearing. Eyes 

hidden behind large masculine-looking dark glasses, which she slowly removed. 

“Why are you so red, Morris?” she said with a touch of irony. 

Morris reflexively sipped his scotch, to buy time and prepare for an unpleasant discussion: 

“Errr … it’s a bit hot. What brings you here?”  

“I was supposed to meet a blind date in the hotel’s bar.” 

“I see … what happened?” 



 

“He’s at least fifteen years older than his pictures. I left without him seeing me and came here 

for a drink. Funny running into you. May I?” she pointed to the chair with Morris’s jacket. 

“I’m expecting someone.” Morris felt even more awkward. 

“Oh.” She smirked. “No problem. Good luck!” 

Helen looked around, found a spot at a small table by the window. Morris took in the sway of 

her hips. She even carried herself differently from what he remembered. 

 

*** 

 

After his youngest left for college, Morris dated incessantly. Women his age, younger, older, 

short, tall, thin, fat, Caucasian, Asian, Black … His self-proclaimed “binge period.” This went on for 

three years. One night, as Morris was leaving one of his girlfriends, the woman told him that she’d 

met someone else and this was their last time. “Why couldn’t you just fall in love with me?” she 

added sadly. “There’s such a thing as a simple, straightforward love. It’s not that difficult.” 

The woman was attractive, intelligent, good in bed. He was sad to lose her. By then, he was 

drained by too much dating: worrying about performance, dealing with the expectations afterwards. 

He no longer had a coherent view of how to live and ached for some simplicity. Morris rebelled 

against his previous life of duty, only to become a slave to this new life of excess; he was ready to 

rebel against the rebellion. 

Thus, Morris was in a receptive mental state when he ran into Helen. They’d met before: she 

worked in the accounting office of a company he dealt with occasionally. Helen was always serious 

and professional, while Morris generally didn’t mix business and pleasure. That day, Helen smiled at 

Morris, he suddenly noticed her cute dimples and, since it was close to lunch, asked her to join him. 

On the third date, they went to bed rather matter-of-factly. The sex was pleasant if unexceptional. 

Helen didn’t place any big demands on Morris. She kept busy: in addition to her regular job, she had 

an eBay-based business reselling antiques. There were moments when Helen did things that seemed 

out of character, like hanging Klimt’s erotic painting of Danae in her bedroom, and there was a part 

of her house that he wasn’t allowed in, but these felt like outliers from her reserved nature. He saw 



 

her as someone peaceful and dependable, seeking a companionship without complications or 

turbulence. 

It still troubled Morris that he didn’t know exactly why he walked away. There was no fight, 

nothing obvious to trigger the break. There were signs, there are always signs: he increasingly dreamt 

of former lovers; his writing was stuck in a rut; a vague unrest was building inside like a current of 

hesitation. But nothing seemed overly wrong when they went to San Diego for the weekend. After 

dinner, they took a walk on the beach; Helen made a joke about their relationship having been 

carried to term and that irked Morris. She was presenting a bill: we’ve gone this far, it’s time for the 

next step. By morning, his hazy irritation got compounded by a strange dream. On the drive back he 

had a sudden and irresistible urge to get away, to stop the car and walk out. Morris had such 

impulses to escape before: acts of a pure physical desire followed by the wish to get away. But never 

so vital and imperative. Morris gripped the steering wheel and counted the remaining miles of the 

drive. He dropped Helen off, made up an excuse for not staying and drove out of the relationship. 

Over the next few months, he wanted to call and explain but had no idea how or what to say: what 

happened seemed entirely irrational. To her texts, Morris replied of having a difficult time 

emotionally and needing some solitude. She didn’t push. He felt like a coward and an ass, but then 

he met Camile, started writing again and the memories of his time with Helen began to fade.  

 

*** 

 

Morris turned away from the bar and watched Helen order a glass of wine and check her 

phone. Why is she still here? To see his date? To make a scene? 

The young Asian woman that he stared at earlier walked by and uttered, “Excuse me,” as she 

looked directly at him. Her voice had a lilt of a non-native speaker. She moved with a restrained, 

slow athleticism. Morris performed a quick mental rundown of the women he’d been with. No, she 

wasn’t one of them; he would have remembered. Was that a come-on? Or a look of hostility, letting 

him know that his staring wasn’t appreciated? 

The phone vibrated with another message from Natalie: “still in traffic.” He regretted not 

following through on his earlier impulse to cancel. With Helen here, should he leave or suggest 



 

another place to meet? But then he would be running away yet again. Must face the music, he said to 

himself.  

Morris took a deep breath, grabbed his jacket and Talisker and walked over to Helen’s table. 

The sun was setting, giving Helen’s face a reddish, slightly devilish glow. 

“May I?” 

“I thought you were waiting for someone?”  

“Yes, but she’s running late.”  

“Fine, make yourself at home.” 

“Thanks.” Morris carefully slid into the chair. “How’re you?” 

“I’m good. Finally quit my day job.” 

“Really? The business is going well?” 

“Yes. And I do some interior decorating on the side. Always wanted to. Say, do you now see 

your mother before dates? For advice or for good luck?” 

Morris understood once he followed her gaze: his mother had tied a Kabbalah red string 

around his left wrist to ward off the evil eye. She did it often and he usually took it off, but today he 

was distracted. 

“Ha! I forgot that it was there. Yes, saw her for lunch.” 

He tried to remove the string, but the knot was stubborn, and he gave up. 

“How’s your writing going? Did you ever find a publisher?” 

“So-so.” Morris shrugged. “Kind of stuck. As for publishing, commercial people think my 

stories are too complicated.” 

“You are a complicated person, Morris. Entangled within perplexities of your own mind.” 

“It’s the mirror I stare into daily,” he agreed, ignoring her mocking tone. 

“Are you taking mental notes now?” 

“I’m afraid it became second nature. Look, I apologize for my behavior a year ago.” 

Helen looked Morris up and down, shrugged indifferently. 



 

“A bit late, but okay.” 

Her hand flew up to touch that gentle kissable indentation between her breasts. He used to 

think the gesture charming until he figured out that it usually accompanied her not being entirely 

truthful. 

“How’s your love life?” Morris asked to kill the pause. 

“Win some, lose some.” Helen’s hand stayed at the indentation, tapping. “What about you?” 

“I’ve been seeing someone, but it didn’t work out. She broke up with me.” 

“And when did you meet that someone?” 

Morris had met Camile in a local supermarket, a couple of months after he’d walked out on 

Helen. She reminded him of the woman he saw in a dream. 

Morris hesitated, unsure whether it’d be less hurtful to stretch the timeline. 

Helen didn’t wait for the reply. “So, you left me for her. Did you love her?” 

“Perhaps. I think so.” Morris nodded. He braced for a ‘Why?’  

Really, why? There was something that Camile invoked in him, an unspoken understanding that 

poured out into his writing. Or perhaps she just reminded him of Miriam, his late wife. 

Helen didn’t ask why. Instead, she landed a punch. “And she dropped you, Morris, and you’re 

now on the prowl again. To forget, to get your injured confidence restored.” 

Morris nodded. Helen was right, of course; she puzzled over his departure, and he puzzled over 

Camile’s, and they both were out here, trying to heal wounded egos.  

“That last night in San Diego, did something happen? You had a strange look when you woke 

up.” 

“I don’t know.” Morris felt sweat breaking out on his forehead. He didn’t have the words to 

describe his state that weekend a year ago, yet words were all he had. “It felt like we reached that 

point where the relationship had to change. You know, go forward or go back.” 

“And you weren’t ready to go forward,” she stated rather than asked. “That’s the expression 

that men use. ‘Not ready.’ How can one argue with that?” 

“Did you lose some weight?” Morris tried to change the subject. 



 

“Yes.” Helen glided her hands from the clavicles over the breasts down to her legs left 

uncovered by the dress. “Nineteen pounds.” 

The gesture was so sensual Morris’s mouth went dry. It’d been over a month since he’d been 

intimate with anyone. Not exactly a celibacy, but enough to feel lustful.  

He squeezed out, “Looks good on you.” 

“Certainly does!” another voice intruded.  

In Morris’s anxiety, he didn’t notice the woman who now stood next to the table. She was tall, 

about seventy; white hair with strands of black parted in the middle cascaded over an also white 

dress. A Gypsy-like version of Cate Blanchett’s Galadriel in The Lord of the Rings. A friendly smile 

sprang crow’s feet from her eyes like cat’s whiskers. Her voice was that of a younger woman and she 

had an accent Morris couldn’t quite place, but it made him think of exotic lands and aromatic spices. 

“I wanted to welcome you to the restaurant. I’m Veda, the new manager.” 

“Nice to meet you, Veda.”  

“Thank you for joining us tonight. Is everything to your satisfaction? Are you enjoying the 

wine? 2014 Stag’s Leap, what a wonderful choice!” 

“Thank you, it’s delicious,” Helen agreed. 

“I’ll let you enjoy the evening then.” 

“Wait.” Helen pointed to the picture of the man with the drums. “Why have Richard Feynman, 

the physicist, here?”  

“Oh, you recognized him?” Veda smiled. 

“I was a receptionist at Caltech where he taught. My first job. One of many girls in love with 

him.” 

Helen’s face took on a dreamy look and Morris wondered with a pang of curiosity if there was 

more to the story. 

“We change pictures every day or so. Trying to pair them,” Veda explained. “I was staring at 

the wall, thinking of who to match Marilyn with. She didn’t have much luck with men. Married to a 

famous playwright, a baseball player, a police officer… Then it hit me: Feynman, the playboy 



 

physicist, was the one to tie it together, the beauty and the brain, the magic of science and the magic 

of sex.” 

A confused-looking waiter in a white shirt and black pants approached and whispered 

something in Veda’s ear. 

“Please excuse me. Duty calls,” Veda apologized. “Nice talking to you.” 

Morris turned to Helen. “I didn’t know you’re a wine connoisseur. Stag’s Leap, eh?” 

“It’s only one of many things you have not learned about me. The man I used to see before you 

taught me about wine.” Helen shrugged. “Now, the pictures … What a strange choice by that 

manager.”  

“I like it,” Morris disagreed. “The magic of science and the magic of sex. There’s something to 

it.” 

“Of course. As I recall, your college degree is in physics. You must have heard of Feynman?” 

“I took his class many years ago. Read some of his books. Really should have recognized him, 

but haven’t seen this picture before.”    

“Speaking of magic—do you feel it tonight?” Helen smiled, her cute dimples on display. “After 

all, you came here for a date.” 

Morris figured this was a trick question, to be handled carefully. 

“I’m pretty sure my date stood me up.” 

“Did you meet her online?” 

“No, a mutual friend introduced us.” Morris didn’t want to admit that he was back on a dating 

app. 

“What do you like about her?” 

A good question, Morris thought. Why did he agree to meet Natalie? She piqued his interest: 

she liked many of the same things he did in literature, music, movies. Or perhaps he was simply 

getting back at Camile. Hoping for some magic, as Veda put it. 

“There is a sense of novelty,” Morris allowed. 



 

“Ah, yes,” Helen agreed. “Novelty is exciting. Is that what happened with us? We became too 

familiar? Too boring?” 

She touched the curve of her cleavage again. The vanishing sun lit up her face a fiery orange. 

Under the jacket, Morris perspired. How did one explain that sudden and overpowering urge to 

leave a year ago? Yes, he was bored with the repetition. But here, right now, he had to cross his legs 

to cover his excitement.  

“Well, I don’t know how to express it,” he stumbled, a sense of guilt turning into frustration. 

“Perhaps I wasn’t quite ready for a commitment yet. Perhaps we tried to force ourselves into a 

relationship of convenience and it turned into a sentimental exercise.” 

“Hmmm…not sure I understand. Did you want to have other women while you were with 

me?” Her finger circled the edge of the glass. “Or bring other women into our bed? Would that 

have made a difference for you?” 

“Well …” Morris stammered. “I know you’re just kidding.” 

“Am I?” She was toying with him now. So different from the Helen he knew. Or thought he 

knew. “I have this girlfriend…very attractive. Big firm tits—you like that, don’t you?” 

Morris’s mouth twitched and he swallowed hard. She’s just trying to shock me.  

“But…but I’m waiting for someone.” 

“She’s late. You yourself said she probably stood you up.” 

“Can I think about it?” 

“What are you—a shopper in a supermarket asking for a rain check?”  

For a few seconds, they stared at each other across the table. 

Helen got up, straightened her dress, put on the dark glasses. 

“You didn’t notice my new glasses.” 

“Ummm…wait…the Henry Kissinger movie we watched?”  

“You’re so engrossed in your imaginary worlds, Morris, you don’t see what’s right in front of 

your nose. It was interesting seeing you.” 

Morris watched her walk away with a mixture of regret and relief. 



 

 

*** 

 

His phone vibrated with another text from Natalie, saying she wouldn’t be able to come after 

all. He bemoaned passing up Helen’s offer: even if it wasn’t real, he would have liked spending more 

time with her tonight. She wasn’t Miriam—by now he realized that nobody was—but Morris 

remembered simply enjoying Helen’s company without feeling pressured. And he was intrigued: was 

there something about her that he’d missed? Morris found Helen’s number in his contacts; she 

didn’t answer. He texted: “It’s Morris. I’m sorry. I’m still at the restaurant, please join me for 

dinner.” There was no reply.  

“Sir?” Veda, the restaurant manager, interrupted his stream of thought. 

“Yes?” 

“Is your girlfriend coming back?” 

“I don’t think so.” Then he added, not quite sure why, “She’s not my girlfriend. Not anymore.”  

“I see. I’m afraid she didn’t pay for her wine.” Veda extended the bill slip. 

“I’ll take care of it. Wow! Seventy bucks?!” 

“Alas, she ordered the most expensive wine on the menu. But under the circumstances, I’d 

understand if you don’t want to pay.” 

Veda reached for the bill, but Morris held onto it and broke into laughter. 

“No, it’s fine. Here’s my credit card.” 

It was a small price to pay for assuaging some of the guilt he carried over the breakup. 

Someone called out that the beach party was starting, and the place emptied. 

Veda returned with the credit card, a bottle and two glasses of wine. 

“You already paid for it—we charge more for the glass than we pay for the bottle. Do you 

mind?” She pointed to the chair that Helen vacated. “Or is someone coming to join you?” 

“Please. Nobody’s coming.” 



 

“Thank you.” Veda poured the wine. In midair the wine caught the sun’s ray and turned into a 

translucent column of brilliant ruby. “Enjoy!” 

Morris took a sip. “Aahh, this is good.”  

“You look a bit stressed, if you don’t mind my saying so.” 

“Some uncomfortable memories got stirred up. Plus, I just passed on an interesting offer. A 

fantasy if you will.” 

“Fantasies have a way of eventually extracting their price. Wisdom of old age.” Veda smiled.  

Morris said, “You see, one never knows—except perhaps way in retrospect—what’s fate and 

what’s a random chance. I came here for a blind date, which I almost cancelled. She stood me up 

and instead I ran into an old girlfriend. One big waste of time and money.”  

“It was meant to be.” Veda lowered her head slightly to emphasize the point. “Not a waste at 

all.” 

“And how would you know?” Morris asked, playing along. 

“I’m an old Gypsy. I can tell the future.” 

“Aren’t you supposed to read my hand or something?” 

“No, that’s just for effect.” 

“So, am I going to get lucky soon?” 

“Perhaps.” Veda paused. “But be careful what you wish for.” 

“Care to explain?” 

“No. I see that you don’t believe me. Let’s change the subject. I want to ask your advice.” Veda 

leaned forward conspiratorially. 

“Go ahead.” 

“The pictures on the walls … the theme for this week is love. In all its guises. The longing, the 

mystery, the innocence, the seduction, the depravity, the danger. What would you use for the danger 

part?” 

“Judith,” Morris replied without hesitation. 

“Judith?” 



 

“Yes. Judith by Klimt.” 

“Hmmm …” Veda pulled out her mobile phone and quickly typed into it. “Hmmm … I see 

why you would say this. Interesting. But I think you’ll have to excuse me.” 

The pretty, young athletic woman, the one that he stared at earlier, had entered and quickly 

walked towards them. Morris didn’t have time to wonder before she stood in front of him. 

“I must talk to you.” 

“Please …” Morris pointed to the chair that Veda—and Helen before that—vacated. 

The room suddenly sparkled with a bright emerald green light. 

“No, not now. Tomorrow at one, here.” 

“I was not …” 

“I must go.” 

“Wait … What’s your name?” 

“Tomorrow. Please, come.” 

 

*** 

 

“Ahh, I’ve heard about this but never saw it.” 

Morris turned around and drew his breath involuntarily: the woman at the next table had the 

most radiant, clover honey-colored skin he’d ever seen.  

“Never saw what?” 

“The green flash of the setting sun.” 

“At sunset, the light travels through more of the atmosphere. The atmosphere bends the 

sunlight like a prism and splits it into different colors. Other colors get absorbed, leaving the green 

light the most visible,” Morris explained. Then caught himself. “Sorry, I majored in physics.” 



 

“I’ll try to forget the explanation and think of it as a small miracle that I was fortunate to 

witness.” The woman smiled caustically. Then her face grew serious. “I’m sorry, I overheard you 

talking about the painting of Judith. I know the painting. Yes, love is dangerous.” 

While Morris was searching for a reply, she got up. “I have to go. You have a good evening.” 

Morris got out his phone and typed a note: “radiant, clover honey-colored skin.” A slice of 

beauty he wanted to retain. 

 

*** 

 

Veda returned with, “I hope this went well. At least you didn’t get stuck with another bill.”  

“Please, sit down,” Morris offered. “The bottle is still half full. Such a wonderful wine shouldn’t 

go to waste and I don’t want to drink alone. Did you put the young lady up to it?” 

“Absolutely not.” 

“Then how did you know?” 

After a pause, Veda broke into laughter. 

“I wish you could see your expression right now! I knew nothing, I just tried to sound 

mysterious.” 

Morris laughed too. 

“I’m so gullible. Tell me more about the wall pictures.” 

“The owner wants the Moonstone Bay to invoke the feeling of magic, a “fantasy island” if you 

will. Thus, the need for a certain dreamy ambience. At least that’s how he explained it to me.” 

“And that’s why you change pictures daily?” 

“Exactly. It’s my favorite part of the job. Who would you have matched Marilyn with?” 

Morris rubbed his chin, sipped the wine. 

“Hmmm … supposedly she wanted to sleep with Albert Einstein …” 



 

“Yes, there was even a movie of them meeting.” Veda brought her palms together. “I liked the 

beauty and the brain combination, but this particular one was done already. Besides, people don’t 

think of Einstein as a sex symbol.” 

“While Feynman was both a famous scientist and a playboy.” 

“Exactly.” 

“I see.” Morris nodded. “And the Little Prince and the roses? Are those roses by Dali?” 

“The single rose and the four roses are indeed by Dali. The infinite bouquet is by Ernesto 

Arrisueño. As for why they’re here, I leave the interpretation to our guests.” Veda leaned back, 

grinning. “But the inspiration came from The Little Prince. What is his story to you?” 

“It’s been a long time.” Morris rubbed his chin again. “As an adult, I thought of the characters 

there: the astronomer, the king, the businessman… The people that became functions. And the 

prince and the narrator are in the desert, looking for a well. I guess that’s the symbolism for me: 

you’re not what you do, and we all are looking for the well in a desert.” 

“Hmmm.” Veda finished her wine. “While that’s not what you are, may I ask what you do?” 

“I’m a writer. Not a successful one.” Morris poured the rest of the bottle into their glasses. 

“I should have guessed.” She nodded. “I read it as a story of return. Of leaving someone and 

realizing that he wanted her all along. This beautiful Meditative Rose by Dali, blooming over a desert 

landscape, a celebration of love.” 

“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet.” Morris smiled. 

“But didn’t the Little Prince leave because the rose nagged him?” 

“True, but he missed her. He became tired of the demands she made. But if she didn’t, he 

might have doubted whether she loved him, right?” 

“I guess that’s possible.” Morris felt awkward. Helen didn't nag him—did he take it as lack of 

passion? “Then why, besides Dali’s rose, do you also have four roses and the whole field of roses?” 

“Not all of us get—or want—a single rose. Some want four and some want to possess each and 

every rose they can get their hands on. The Little Prince is looking at his rose, but Richard Feynman 

might be looking at them all.”  

A monk in an orange robe came in and waved to Veda. 



 

“Well, I really should be going.” She got up. “Thank you for the wine and the suggestion. Please 

come back. As I said, we change at least two pictures every day. You never know what you’ll find. 

Strange things do happen here.” 

 

*** 

 

Morris finished the wine. The lights came on below, scaring off some of the seagulls. To the 

side, at the beach club, there was a party: people dancing around a giant fire to a rhythmic beat. He 

wanted the quiet of his cottage in the woods. Morris felt bogged down. He had to resolve his 

situation with Camile. One way or the other, he needed to know. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Hana 

  



 

When Hana’s father is gone, what she’ll remember the most will be the index finger of his right 

hand. Pointing, guiding, declaring, directing. Even thinking, as he would rub his right temple with 

the same finger. Right now, the finger was stabbing the menu, telling a frazzled waitress how he 

wanted his steak done. Hana wished that he didn’t sit across from her, partially blocking the ocean 

view. The view was the best thing about the restaurant. Father chose it because it had a reputation 

and because Lucien’s company had a management retreat at the resort. But she just wanted the view.  

“You’re going to have a Caesar salad, Hana, right?” Father ordered. 

She nodded, unwilling to argue. Lucien chose salmon. He’d read somewhere that salmon 

provided important antioxidants, acids and vitamins and now ordered it whenever possible. Would 

have been nice if he asked for a juicy medium-rare steak and shared it with her. He knew that’s what 

she liked. 

“Is that Marilyn Monroe?” Father pointed to a picture on the wall. A beautiful blond woman, 

her seductive nakedness accentuated by a diaphanous scarf. 

“Yes,” Lucien confirmed pompously. “That’s her, the American goddess.” 

“Pfftt, some goddess.” Father made a dismissive gesture. “She was weak.” 

Weakness was the cardinal sin for him. Hana’s father was addicted to willpower: determination 

can overcome any obstacle! 

“She had a hard childhood,” Hana said, defending Marilyn. 

“She killed herself.” Father shrugged it off without emotion. “Only weak people do that.” 

Weak like your wife, my mother? You turn weak everyone you can control, she wanted to say. Hana’s 

mother had moved out and joined the Tenrikyo Church. She believed in fate and charity. Father 

understood only logic and discipline. Hana felt ashamed for not sufficiently standing up for her 

mother. 

“Some think that Marilyn Monroe was killed,” Hana offered instead. 

Father changed the subject. “Have you decided about playing doubles in Phoenix?”  

“Still thinking about it.” 

“Don’t do it. Focus on your singles game. Your standing has been slipping.” 

“But my doubles partner… If I bail on her, she’ll have to withdraw.” 



 

“Her singles career is over. You still have a shot if you concentrate.” 

You still have a shot. A not-so-subtle reminder that Hana was a great disappointment to her 

father. She was supposed to bring worldwide fame to the family name. But here she was, only weeks 

from turning thirty, promises of fame turning dimmer by the day. When she was a young girl fresh 

from winning her first tournament, Mother took her to see an itako, a blind woman who 

communicated with Shinto spirits. The itako didn’t see the game bringing true joy to Hana. Instead, 

Hana was to meet her destined beloved and together they would find happiness. The itako couldn’t 

tell when this would happen, only that Hana would be in her twenties. Since her last birthday, Hana 

lived in a dreamlike state. Looking at interesting men appraisingly: is he the one? Going through the 

motions while waiting for her real life to begin. She dreamt of being on a train with a man whose 

face she couldn’t see; a calming, mystical music was playing somewhere; the sense of safety and 

security felt like a revelation and flooded her with delight.  

Overcome with anxiety, two months ago Hana went to a fortune teller who studied Hana’s 

palm and confirmed big changes on the horizon. The thirtieth birthday was coming up and Hana 

knew that something would happen: fate had a surprise in store for her, a monumental change. But 

she also knew that fate wouldn’t show her hand but would only offer clues to follow. She kept alert 

to changes, to hidden symbols. 

“Father, I can’t risk losing my partner. She already had to withdraw from one tournament 

because of me. She’d find someone else. And we do better in doubles than either of us individually.” 

“Doubles mean nothing!” The right index finger fixated like a handgun. “Does anyone 

remember who won the US Open in doubles? No, they only know who won the singles 

tournament!” 

Not willing to argue, Hana looked around the restaurant. At that very moment, a man at the bar 

had raised his left arm while taking off his jacket, and Hana took a sharp intake of breath: he had a 

red string tied around the wrist. Her hand involuntarily lifted off the table. From when she was a 

girl, she had a tiny tattoo of a camellia flower and a red thread around the little finger. The thread 

that the old lunar god uses to bind lovers to their mutual Destiny. Was this the sign she’d been 

looking for? The man must have felt Hana’s gaze; he eyed her for a moment and looked away.  

 

*** 



 

 

The frazzled waitress brought their food. Hana shuffled salad with her fork, chewed on a small 

piece of dry chicken. Father cut into his steak. It was overcooked and that made her feel better. 

Lucien dived into the salmon with gusto. He gained some weight lately and touches of grey appeared 

in his curly hair. His eyes were still seductively blue, but they didn’t sparkle as much. He barely said 

anything since they sat down. Funny, because he was plenty talkative the first time they ate together 

back in Florida.  

They met by accident. Hana came to have lunch with her first husband. That marriage was 

arranged: Hana’s father rushed to set it up after the rumors of her rather easy availability on the 

tennis circuit had gotten to him. Suddenly unmoored from her childhood and thrown into a high-

pressure lifestyle, Hana turned to others for shelter: the first coach, her (married) mixed doubles 

partner, a has-been player still on the circuit, her second coach. There were women too. None of 

these experiences—even though passionate at times—seemed important afterwards. She let them do 

what they wanted, the actions were performed on her body, but they didn’t really touch her on the 

inside. And even though her partners thought that they had the upper hand in the relationship, she 

always proved them wrong by being the one to break it off. The act of possession seemed to destroy 

her desire. 

That day, Hana thought that she promised to join her husband for lunch, but he later claimed 

that they agreed to meet the next day. He may well have been right. It was the week after she won 

her first—and only, but nobody knew it then—major tournament. So, she could have been a bit 

spaced out. In any case, her husband was in a meeting and Hana went to the downstairs cafeteria by 

herself. She stood there with a tray in her hands trying to find an open table in the shade when she 

felt Lucien’s playful blue eyes on her. He offered Hana a seat at his table. She liked Lucien’s 

Southern accent and long-fingered hands. He was telling jokes and had this childish freshness about 

him. She felt like the more mature person at the table. He told her about this incredible lunch place 

that made French baguettes “to-die-for, almost as good as in Paris.” When she pointed out that 

French baguettes are not exactly a part of the tennis professional’s diet, he laughed and countered 

with “you only live once.” 

On their third meeting Lucien got the food to go and took her to a motel. It seemed just 

natural to do it. Like taking a nice long drink of icy water on a hot day. Their sex was fun, filthy, and 

free; not the always serious act performed by her husband in the dark. One time, Lucien bound her 



 

hands with his tie; she was so high that night, she slept with her hand between her thighs. They tried 

everything: positions, ropes, blindfolds, pretending to be someone else. Hana loved having this 

secret life: all the stress of practices and tournaments and dealing with her father and making sure 

everything was just right at home, all that was in her main life. But once a week she would escape on 

a little vacation with Lucien—and return with more energy. She even played better. It was like taking 

off a mask for a while: when you put the mask back on, for a few days it doesn’t feel as tight. They 

never met in the evenings or on the weekends, always during the day. It was dangerous to keep 

going to motels, so Hana’s then-doubles-partner let them use her apartment. This way neither of 

them had to make up lies because that’s how people get caught. They never planned to leave their 

spouses. 

Then Lucien’s department won a contract in town about a hundred miles away and he had to 

spend his workdays there. After three weeks Hana became edgy, she needed to take off that mask, 

she wanted her fix. She told the coach that she was under the weather, drove up to see Lucien and 

came back in time for dinner. Unexpectedly, her husband was home already. She lied about being 

delayed after the practice, unaware that the coach had called to check on her. Her husband hired a 

private detective to follow Hana around, and the affair came out. 

Hana’s husband was a reserved man and they could have kept it quiet and survived, but the 

greedy private detective decided to also get some money from Lucien’s rich wife. And that’s when 

all hell broke loose. Hana’s ex was a proud man who couldn’t stand being publicly exposed as a 

cuckolded husband. He moved out and filed for divorce. During their short marriage, Hana had 

thought of him as an automaton. She was surprised when in their last meeting in the attorney’s 

office he started saying, “I … you …”, choked up and left the room. Hana had never seen him like 

this. The two older attorneys watched the husband leave with practiced indifference, while the 

young associate’s expression turned eager as if she just drove past a car accident. Hana’s ex returned 

in a few minutes as his normal composed self. Hana had realized that he wore a mask as well. She 

wished he’d taken it off earlier. 

Lucien got kicked out by his wife, then lost his job. Her family was too well connected in town 

for Lucien to find anything else. That was the first time that Hana’s father, Lucien, and Hana had a 

dinner together. Of course, it was the father’s idea. His index finger told the lovers what a horrible 

mistake they’d made by being caught; how much Hana had dishonored the family. But he had a 

solution: move to Los Angeles. He could get Lucien a job there. More important, there was a good 



 

tennis coach who agreed to take Hana on. Father already spoke with him. Father would continue to 

pay for her training and help them move and get back on their feet. His condition? They must get 

married. That was the only way to lessen the dishonor. Hana agreed because Father told her so. To 

start over, to have no mask to wear, to turn the secret life into the real one, that sounded like fun. 

California was the place where everyone went to reinvent herself, right?  

Five years later she was miserable. Her tennis career first stagnated, then nose-dived. She just 

didn’t have the drive anymore. Lucien-as-a-husband turned out to be quite a different proposition 

than Lucien-as-a-lover. Jokes, lightness, fun—all that disappeared. He seemed obsessed with 

regaining his social status. When Lucien changed jobs and joined Cinematech, he showed off Hana 

—a pretty, young tennis-pro wife—at company functions. At the company’s Christmas party, she 

finally took the measure of Lucien: when Nicholas, the company’s CEO, introduced himself and 

blatantly looked Hana over like a prize horse, Lucien stood at attention, face spread out in a broad 

smile, voice annoyingly sugary. She knew then that Lucien had many special masks that he put on 

and took off as circumstances demanded. A mask to seduce, a mask to demand, a mask to submit— 

he was a chameleon. Amazing how one soul can produce such different identities. 

Nicholas asked her out. With Lucien’s encouragement, she accepted. She enjoyed Nicholas’s 

company and was attracted to the power she felt in him. Nicholas reminded Hana of her father: he 

made fun of virtue and said it was born out of weakness. But Nicholas lost interest, which meant 

that he was not her Destiny. Lucien turned angry and taciturn. She came to believe that at the core 

Lucien was a machine for whom everything is a calculation. Everything—including pimping her to 

get ahead in the company. They still had sex from time to time, but it was no longer the fun sex they 

had in Florida, more of a physical exercise where he poured his anger and his seed into her womb or 

her mouth. She knew he had affairs; Hana half-heartedly had a couple of her own, but now the 

desire was not even killed by the possession—it wasn’t there in the first place. She dreamt of 

punishing her father; she fantasized how others would cry and miss her if she were to meet a tragic 

end. But most of all, she imagined how the events in her past could have conspired to lead to a 

different partner and a different life. After all, if she hadn’t mixed up their lunch date, there would 

have been no Lucien. Such a flimsy, little accident turned her life onto a wrong track: Lucien wasn’t 

the promised one, and neither was Nicholas. But it was not too late, the spirits that spoke through 

the itako couldn’t be wrong. 



 

She felt like she was performing on a high wire, knowing that she was going to fall, needing 

someone to catch her. Something had to happen; it couldn’t continue like this. 

 

*** 

 

Father was done with his steak, the index finger back in action. 

“The coach is telling me that you are not working hard enough!” 

In the distance, Hana could see the waves silently breaking against the seawall. She wished she 

could hear them instead of the noise and din of the restaurant. A sailboat was going straight into the 

crimson circle of an evening sun. Where were they heading? To freedom, away from the confines of 

the marina? She imagined the distant pier to be floating away, with the Ferris wheel turning it into a 

giant paddle steamer. 

“At twenty-nine, you don’t have much time. Your last major win was six years ago. He told me 

that your problem is mental, that you have to get your head into the game.” 

“I am trying, Father.” You just don’t want to give up your dreams of worldwide fame through me, do you?  

Hana no longer bothered to ask him why this was so important. Every time he looked at her 

like she was from another planet and said, “So people remember you.” 

Hana’s father’s father was a salary man who slowly climbed the corporate ladder at a consumer 

electronics company. He died of a heart attack at fifty-eight and was quickly forgotten. Hana’s father 

was driven by ambition and moved well beyond his father’s position. But he was terrified of the 

great emptiness that awaited him. He knew that he’d be quickly forgotten as well. He wanted to live 

through his only offspring. Father was the one who mentioned destiny first. After he found out that 

his daughter had a rare athletic talent: in his mind, destiny equated fame. Something much more 

practical than the mythical cosmic flow that Hana dreamt of.   

“You must redeem yourself in the coming season.” 

Redemption is following my Destiny. She didn’t say that out loud. 

 



 

Hana could see people lining up on the horseshoe-shaped pier to watch the sun dive into the 

ocean next to the Santa Monica Mountains. Some were fishing, some were holding hands. She was 

jealous of simple people leading simple lives. 

The waitress came to check on them and offered to pour more of the Cab that father chose. 

“Yes, please, I’ll have some more,” Hana said. 

On her left, Lucien suddenly broke into laughter. “Tiny Tim, Tiny Tim!” Father muttered 

angrily under his breath and people from other tables turned to look at them. Lucien just shrugged. 

Hana met the eyes of a blond woman sitting two tables away. She had a ’50s hairdo and a deeply cut 

blouse. Her companion was an older beefy Hispanic man with a crew cut of grey hair and tattoo-

covered arms. She molded herself to him, a hand firmly on his inner thigh. The woman smiled at 

Hana condescendingly. Hana knew they would go to his or her place and have sex. He will take, he 

will envelop her into his strong body, and she will have no choice but to comply. Hana felt envious 

of the woman. The lower edge of the sun began to descend, a ball of fire reflecting in the clouds. 

 

*** 

 

Lucien’s body turned suddenly, his eyes glued to something by the entrance. Hana discreetly 

looked in that direction. A beautiful woman, mid-to-late forties, in a stunning tight claret dress. 

Hana remembered seeing the woman before, with Nicholas. She didn’t blame Lucien for staring; she 

wanted a dress like that. Even better, make it just a touch diaphanous, leaving everything and 

nothing to the imagination. The woman walked over to Hana’s man, the one with the Red String of 

Destiny. Hana didn’t want to stare but couldn’t help it. The man seemed taken aback and 

embarrassed. The woman in claret turned away and sat at a small table behind Lucien.  

“Hana, are you with us?” Father’s sharp voice interrupted her spying. 

 “Excuse me, I have to visit the lady’s room.” She didn’t feel like talking with either of them. 

She used to like Lucien, but after he accepted father's help, he was not the same. She’d never be 

good enough for her father. Her best tennis years were behind her; everyone knew that but him. 

There was nothing else that she had learned to be good at: since she was six that’s all it was. Except 

she was getting good in Shibari, something they didn’t know about. In Shibari classes one uses hemp 



 

rope to tie people up. Hana was learning new patterns; she wanted to become a rope master. When 

she looked at people now, she often wondered how they would react to being tied. Mutual 

submission and domination were the ultimate loving acceptance. 

Hana enjoyed the looks she received from men when she got up, admiring her athletic body 

and long legs. She purposely walked too close to the man with the red string and looked directly into 

his face as she apologized. He met her gaze and she felt hot, her stomach tightening with a warmth 

of excitement. He must have had something to make the claret woman desire him. What would his 

expression be as she slid the rope along his inner thigh? After that, she would tell him to punish her, 

like James Spader did to Maggie Gyllenhaal in Secretary. She longed to find a lover who would give 

her the structure to live in. In return, she would sacrifice to him her most important self, cede her 

choices, her freedom. Other women hold parts of themselves back, but not she, she understood the 

power of surrender. She wouldn’t be doing the abandonment then.  

Hana pretended to be looking at the sunset. But she really wanted to see if the man’s eyes 

followed her.  

 

*** 

 

Restrooms were downstairs, which felt like a completely different place. Autographed pictures 

of famous actors still lined the paneled walls there. Bare-chested Charlton Heston looked like he was 

about to race a chariot or fight a giant ape. There was a line to the women’s restroom. A young man 

tried talking to Hana, but she turned away. She liked older men. She had trouble thinking of Lucien 

as an adult. Indeed, he was Tiny Tim; perhaps that’s why he laughed.  

There was a big old mirror right by the restroom’s door. The residue made her reflection look 

scaly. Hana stared at herself. She often dreamt of having a snakeskin and shedding it into a new 

color, a new face. She shed a skin back in Florida. She was shedding another skin now, but she 

didn’t know what was under it yet. The longer she stared, the fainter her reflection became until she 

was invisible. She played a role of an obedient daughter. She played a role of a tennis star. That was 

in her past. The Red String of Destiny was calling her. 

“Hey, are you going in or what?” 



 

Hana looked back. A big woman behind her wore an annoyed expression. Her face suddenly 

softened. “Are you OK? You look … you look like you saw something scary. Well, the restroom is 

available now.” 

“Thank you. I am sorry, I became distracted.” 

“Well, go ahead, what are you waiting for!” snarled another woman. “We have our needs.” 

“Yes, of course.” Hana stepped over the threshold. Before she left the place, she was going to 

talk to the man with the red string. Something must happen. Something will happen; her certainty 

was growing. If Destiny was sending her a message, she wasn’t going to let it go unheard.  

But when she returned from the restroom, the man had joined the claret-sheathed woman at 

the table next to theirs. Hana’s father must have been saying something to Lucien because his index 

finger was up in the air. Hana wondered how Father would feel when tied with a full body karada 

harness, with honmusubi knots around his wrists. She would make it tight and painful. So that he 

would know how she felt when he made her stand in a corner without moving. If she only played 

better, he would have loved her. Would he struggle? Cry? Enjoy? Hana’s face felt hot from the rage 

inside. She was always agreeable, she always deferred, molded herself to men, not even allowing 

herself to know what she felt; invisible, like her mother. Hana had precious few happy memories of 

them together: mother taking her to a zoo; visiting the itako. But after that mother was not much of 

a presence. When he had learned that Hana was a tennis prodigy, Father didn’t want mother’s 

influence. There were bad arguments. And one memory of the three of them that was too scary and 

too deeply buried to bring out. Soon after, Mother quietly departed to live in the oyasato-yakata in 

Nara and devoted herself to the church full time. 

 

Back at the table, Hana tuned out the noise of others talking and strained to listen to the couple 

at the next table. The man had that contrite, embarrassed tone of someone trying to explain himself. 

He seemed to apologize for breaking up with her, while the woman tried to make him feel guilty. 

She wanted him to come with her, but he refused. The claret woman left, and Hana realized what 

she had to do. When one sees a sign, one mustn’t resist. Logic had betrayed Hana too often; she 

trusted the signs now. The beauty was in finding what was meant to be and following it. 

“We should go,” Hana said. 



 

“Why? What about desert?” Father protested. 

“I have to see my doubles partner.” 

“Call her!” 

“No, I must talk to her in person,” Hana insisted. 

“I should be going too. The company’s party is starting,” Lucien said, supporting her. 

Father grudgingly agreed. As they were waiting for the valet to bring the car, Hana apologized: 

“I’m sorry, I need to visit the restroom again.” 

“The hotel’s bathrooms are closer.” Lucien tried to grab her arm, but she was already running 

across the parking lot, running to the Red String of Destiny. 

And when she got there, the room lit up in the bright emerald green of approval, of magic and 

promise. 

 


