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To my generation, who did change the world,  
even if we couldn’t make it stick.

And Gary Wilson.





“You can’t get away from yourself by moving from one 
place to another. There’s nothing to that.”

—Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises
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W e were ten rows up, dead center, with the best view of the 
entire ring.

“You’re finally going to see a real live bullfight,” Rob 
said, squeezing my hand until I felt my fingers tight against my new 
gold ring. “I’m glad it makes you so happy, Rachel. You look thirty years 
younger. Like a girl.”

I squeezed back with delight, having envisioned this moment, here 
and with him, for so many years.

The expats are right. In San Miguel, anything can be possible.
A white handkerchief dropped to signal the start of festivities; the 

music rose. I whispered the exotic word paseíllo—parade—as a trail of 
gloriously attired matadors entered the ring wearing glittering jackets 
accented with shocking pink, lime green, or lavender satin that matched 
the side stripes on their alluringly tight pants. As they moved past us, 
the sunlight articulated each shimmering thread in their brocade like 
the facets of diamonds. I smiled; reading the phrase “suits of light” as a 
young girl, I’d visualized them as actually emitting rays.

Short of me in a lace mantilla holding a fan, the day was everything 
I’d ever imagined.
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With a trumpet blast, the gate burst open, and the first bull ran into 
the ring, skidding to a stop directly in my sight line. I clapped with 
joy, shouting along with every ¡Eje! and ¡A-ha toro! as the banderilleros 
whirled their fuchsia-and-yellow capes in front of the bull.

But when the lime matador arrived, swinging his cape about the bull 
in elaborate verónicas, the beast only lunged indifferently. The matador 
made barely a gesture of a side step. They repeated the moves a half-
dozen, half-hearted times. Could this be proper? The bull wasn’t even 
winded when two picadors entered the ring on horseback, lances held 
high, daring it to charge before plunging the long blades into its hump 
of neck muscle. The banderilleros dashed back to take over again, effi-
ciently planting their colorful banderilla darts into the same place in the 
bull’s neck.

The matador moved in with his red muleta cape and the fateful sword.
Yes! This was the part I was most looking forward to: la hora de ver-

dad—the moment of truth—when, surely, the fight would slow and there 
would be time for real peril and swash.

The bull lowered its head, then charged.
I grabbed Rob’s hand and hung on hard.
The bull and matador performed a series of passes—some charging, 

some diverting—and the sword was sunk. The matador stepped back, 
and the banderilleros distracted the staggering bull until its front knees 
buckled. One of them slipped his puntilla knife into the back of the 
bull’s head for the coup de grâce. And just like that, it was over.

I dropped my hand from Rob’s but was too stunned to clap.
He gathered his things to leave. “Not exactly what you thought it 

would be, was it?”
“No,” I said softly, watching the matador stride out of the ring. “It 

was more . . . brutal.” I shivered. “And it seemed so fast. I thought there’d 
be more . . . ceremony . . . some romance.”

I turned away.
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“I wanted the best seats,” he said, touching my back, “but maybe it’s 
too close for you.”

He tugged on my shoulder to shift me toward him, but I wasn’t 
ready. He leaned closer, heading in for a kiss. He waited. I could feel his 
breath on my neck and began to ease back into him.

There was a buzz.
He pushed me back up to check his phone, then pointed to a mes-

sage for me from Paul, our company’s executive vice president. He 
raised his eyebrows, signaling the text was left with him because I 
couldn’t be reached. Because I’d left my phone at the hotel. Because 
who brings a phone to a bullfight? Let alone a honeymoon? An argu-
ment I thought I’d won. I shook my head at the phone and reached 
for my bag.

“You must not go so soon,” said the gray-haired, slightly stooped 
Mexican woman next to me. “You have not yet seen enough. Stay.”

“Oh, I think we’ve seen plenty.” Rob waved his phone at the ring, 
clearly annoyed by her interruption. “These guys were nowhere near the 
bull, never in any real danger. Anyone who knows anything about bull-
fighting could see it.” He sniffed, offended, as if he were an expert rather 
than someone who’d read Death in the Afternoon on the plane. He shifted 
his sweater and water bottle into one hand, gesturing with the other for 
me to rise and join him. I tugged his sleeve until he sat. Paul’s message 
could wait. I wanted to hear what this woman had to say.

“You must put yourself into the mind of the bull,” she continued. 
“Imagine it. Up until now he has had a perfect life: all the food he wants, 
acres of grass to run free.” She raised her painted eyebrows provocatively. 
“Plenty of cows to service . . .

“Then, today, they shove him into a truck and force him down a nar-
row tunnel. Voices are screaming, and that loud music is playing. He 
is pushed out a gate. People and horses are coming at him, yelling and 
prodding. He does not know it is all to get him to charge so he can be 
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killed. He does not know he is part of a historic ritual.” She shook her 
head sadly. “There is so much he does not know.”

Rob snickered and began to page through the program. “You realize 
there are five bulls yet to go, don’t you, Rachel? We have an appointment 
with the realtor at four, and we aren’t going to be down here long enough 
to reschedule.”

He’d made the appointment to humor me. I wanted to find a place 
here in San Miguel for a winter home, then something more permanent 
once he sold the company and we could both retire. Soon, I hoped.

“Are you an aficionada?” I asked the woman.
“I suppose you could say that,” she answered, her mouth opening 

into a yellow smile. “I once also thought bullfighting was romantic.” Her 
shrug admitted she’d been eavesdropping. “I admired the fierce dedica-
tion of the matadors. I read a book about it long ago.” She gave me a sly 
look. “I wanted to live my life all the way up—”

“Like a bullfighter.” I finished the famous Hemingway quote that 
had primed my adolescent fantasy for a brave life filled with challenge 
and adventure.

“But I have changed a great deal in the twenty years I have lived here. 
Now it is the bulls I learn from. I am here every day they come.”

Her cadence was Mexican, but I saw now she was actually a gringa, 
somewhere in her late seventies. She had frizzled hair overbleached by 
the sun and cleavage burnt to the leathery sheen of reptile skin, partly 
camouflaged by a massive necklace of multiple interlocking strands of 
thick silver.

“Sylvia,” she said after I introduced myself, pressing her necklace 
against her heart instead of shaking my outstretched hand. Her steady, 
searching eyes held mine, as if ready to share a secret. She was a little 
witchy, but I was intrigued.

The band rose with a horn-heavy call screeching into key as the next 
bull exploded out of the gate. The pink matador reigned over this fight.
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“These guys are pathetic,” Rob said.
“But look,” Sylvia countered. “The bull is angry, so he will continue 

to charge, which is the point at this stage of the fight. The picadors have 
thrown their lances, and now it is again the turn of the banderilleros. 
They must get close enough to stab the bull to weaken the neck, so the 
sword can be thrust right into the heart and kill in a single stroke.”

“A single stroke?” I asked. “That’s not what happened with the first 
bull.”

“No,” she said. “It does take a very skilled matador. Many times, they 
miss and have to wait until the bull is ready, when the front legs give 
way, and it lies down. See . . .” She pointed. “Almost down but still sit-
ting. The bull must be flat before they can end it. This is the part that is 
hard to watch.”

The banderilleros leapt around the bull, waving their arms as it tried 
to hold up its heavy head, fighting for its life. Finally, it dropped, exhal-
ing blood bubbles. Dear God. I covered my nose with my hands. The 
matador stood motionless as the knife went into the kill spot, then 
stalked away as if he, too, were disgusted.

The sun lowered with each bull, changing from yellow to gold to saf-
fron. The crowd was mostly local Sanmiguelense—men in straw fedoras 
sitting in buddy groups with their cervezas, chewing on cigars they’d 
light, puff, and snuff out over and over, to make them last through the 
fight. Colorfully dressed women beckoned the teenage boys hawking 
gnarled spikes of dry cayenne from trays looped around their necks.

Rob tried one but spit it out and had to finish off his water.
After the fourth bull went down, I had to speak. I glanced at Sylvia, who 

was riveted. “This last bloody part seems to take longer with each bull.”
“It depends how long before the bull agrees to give up his spirit,” 

Sylvia answered without shifting her gaze. “Each one decides at his 
own time. What is important is that it should all be done well. It 
should not be about suffering, but about what comes before—the 
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thrill and grace of the death dance. Then the quick, respectful ending. 
It is life, you see?”

“I think we’ve had enough,” Rob said as another bull lunged out. 
“You’ve seen what you came for. Now it’s just the same thing again and 
again, and they sure as hell aren’t getting any better.” He stretched his 
arms wide, puffing out his chest. “You know I can’t stand watching sports 
that aren’t played properly.”

I saw Sylvia stiffen at the word “sports.”
But I couldn’t look away. There was something different about this 

next bull. He ran from the gate, then halted, head cocked, staring at the 
banderilleros with an astonished expression I swore I understood.

When he charged, first toward one figure, then another, it seemed 
he was after something beyond, moving in a definite line to a place 
near the ring wall. The banderilleros rushed at him, trying to get him 
to go back deeper into the ring. He’d charge forward, then return to 
his spot, even when they swirled their capes closer and closer, even 
when they yelled “¡A-ha, toro!” and “Mira, mira, mira”—look, look, 
look. Even when the lavender matador performed his verónicas. He 
barely reacted when his neck became mottled with banderillas, their 
brightly colored papers spraying his blood further with every snap 
against the air. He didn’t even try to shake off the barbs. He stayed in 
the center of the ring only when the picadors rode up stabbing him 
one . . . two . . . three times.

Then he ran to his place near the wall and pawed the ground before 
turning back to face us all. Raising his head high above his ravaged neck, 
he snorted, then became still as a stone, ready—I somehow knew—to 
stand there forever.

“He has found his querencia,” Sylvia said.
“Querencia?” I asked.
“The place in the ring where the bull feels safe, where he thinks he 

has won. Make it last, Big One,” she said with affection. “See? Even the 
banderilleros are giving him time.”
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The Big One basked, magnificent in the afternoon sun. He seemed 
almost to smile.

But soon they returned, luring him back to the center to receive their 
sharp weapons. He dashed one way, then another. He tried to get back 
to his querencia, but the matador headed him off, dancing around him 
with flashy footwork and spiraling silk so the sun sparked off the facets 
of the suit of light and into his eyes.

Finally, he charged, chasing the elusive flash of fabric until the mat-
ador thrust the blade.

The banderilleros moved in as he swayed, flapping their capes so he’d 
turn his head from side to side and the embedded sword could belatedly 
do its job, nicking the aorta to end it all. He reeled, belching short howls 
of fury.

Lie back, I wanted to say. Give in to the relief of the dagger. I had raised 
a hand; around the other was the hot, wet grasp of Sylvia’s.

We stayed clenched together as the blood ran out of him. As our 
hands cooled. As our tears dried.

“That’s it,” Rob announced as he stood. He angled his head toward 
Sylvia. “Though I’m sure she’ll want to hang in for the last bull.”

“Not today,” she said. “Yes, they were terrible matadors. Though, 
these days, even the good ones rarely hit the heart.”

I turned to face her. “Then why do you continue to come?”
“For the promise of la querencia. For most bulls, it does not happen.” 

She stood and took my arm. “Walk me out.”
With Rob trailing behind us, we exited just as the body of the last 

bull—my bull, I felt—was dragged by a chain, then hooked up to a truck 
hoist and raised high, his underside obscenely exposed.

“They say the meat goes to the poor,” Rob said, as if that excused it. 
I wondered if my bull’s dying rage would make the meat taste sharp or 
sour, and if the poor would notice or care.

Sylvia pulled me forward. “This does not matter,” she said. “You have 
seen la querencia.”
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“La querencia,” I repeated. “I wonder if it’s fair, allowing the bull to 
feel he has a chance for a different ending.”

“No, no. It is a sweet time,” she said. “It is the best time of his life. 
You could see he felt the power.”

“Yes,” I said. “He didn’t know it was only for a moment.”
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I ’ve become suspicious of people who feel they’ve found the secret to 
life and want to share. I don’t begrudge them their euphoria, but no 
longer want to be around for the letdown. It’s like falling in love; it 

feels special for a time before it reveals itself to be exactly the same as so 
many things you’ve already done.

San Miguel was full of people like this. It was the only thing I didn’t 
love about the place.

So, when I heard via the expat underground that Rob, my ex-
husband, was back in the city as part of what he was calling a “journey 
of self-enlightenment,” it really was the limit. The world was full of 
charming little sanctuaries he could have chosen that weren’t the one I’d 
claimed as my own.

He knew better. I’d made it clear.
I hadn’t seen him in nearly three years. I’d heard his latest girlfriend, 

the one who called herself a shaman, had also left him. I would bet this 
foray into inner knowledge, reportedly fueled by ayahuasca—a hallu-
cinogenic, of all things—was an attempt to get her back, but why was 
he here?
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I didn’t know whether to be relieved or insulted that I wasn’t his first 
stop, or even his tenth. According to the chatter, he’d been sighted every-
where, except the bullring.

Still, he managed to take me by surprise when he finally appeared 
one day, about an hour before opening.

“What are you doing in my bar, Rob?” I crouched slightly behind the 
beer spigots, tucking my blouse more firmly into my peasant skirt so it 
tightened around the bodice. Had I known this was the day he’d show 
up, I would have worn something with more fit and less flow—the tur-
quoise sheath, maybe. Yes, that would have done it.

I stood up straight and braced myself.
He was dressed head-to-toe in white and grinned at me, crinkling 

those blue eyes just so and giving that flip he did to throw back his still-
full head of hair, allowing it to settle with absolute precision, confident 
as ever in his appeal.

“Rachel.” He walked toward me, his arms out for a hug, only to 
quickly back away and settle an elbow on the bar, opposite mine. “Whoa. 
Is that expression a welcome or a warning?”

“We’ll see,” I said, glad my wit was with me. I motioned for Juval to 
bring two club sodas, one with a splash of lemon, one with a finger of 
raicilla, the earthy agave spirit I preferred to tequila.

“Relax, Rachel. I’m just passing through. I’ve been traveling a lot this 
year, and the company can’t run itself, as you know. But when I heard 
you came back down here and bought this place, I had to see it.”

I wondered who had told him—the one I’d have to strangle.
He gave the room a quick once-over. “So, you did it. You didn’t need 

me after all. La Querencia. You were right—it’s a great name for a bar.” 
He laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I said, resting a hand over Sylvia’s silver necklace.
“It’s just too perfect. You’re a barkeep. They’re the best listeners in 

the world.”
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“Meaning?”
“You said you wanted to get away from it all, but you’ve created the 

perfect place to continue to tell people what to do.”
Snap.
He settled onto a barstool as though he were a regular. I was annoyed 

at the zip I felt, the familiar warmth working its way up from my core. 
Damn, why did he still have to look so good?

“So, what is it you said you were doing here?” I asked.
He laughed again. “Come on, don’t pretend you haven’t heard. In 

this gossip mill?”
“Something about drugs? But that didn’t sound like clean-living Rob 

Bukin, who never had a cigarette, or a drink, or a puff of pot—not even 
back in the seventies.”

His smile evaporated. “I know you have no reason to believe me, 
Rachel, but I did have an epiphany. About everything—my life, my 
future . . . you. That’s why I’m here. Sit.” He reached for my hand.

I stepped back. “I’m working, Rob.”
“You’re the boss; you can make time. I’ve been dying to tell you about 

my adventures. You won’t believe everything I’ve been through. You’re 
the only one who’ll really understand.”

“And yet everyone else seems to know already.”
“You don’t think you’re the hardest person for me to tell?”
He tapped the stool next to him. As I came around the bar and sat, 

he was already spinning on about how he’d spent over a year traveling 
around Central and South America on spiritual quests. He recounted the 
journey as he would one of his sports-training regimens—like his private 
golf and tennis lessons, or his weeklong classes in Aruba for windsurfing 
and his British Columbia kayaking retreats. He explained in detail the 
precise process for taking this ayahuasca drug—or “brew,” as he called 
it—that he drank for three days in a hut somewhere in Cusco, Peru. 
And, of course, the effects—the wild colors, images of coming out of the 
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birth canal, feeling the spirit of his dead father. These he detailed trance-
like, as if no one who got high had ever seen such things.

I struggled to keep a straight face while suppressing snarky questions. 
Did you see God? Was the lady shaman tripping along with you? Wasn’t 
ayahuasca the drug that made you puke so much they gave you your 
own bucket?

“It’s hard to explain if you haven’t experienced it,” he said. “But I 
swear, at one point, I actually felt my old self dying.”

I took a hard swallow of my raicilla. It was impossible to listen to this 
captain of the business world sound like every zoned-out college freak 
who felt he’d found nirvana, or satori, or whatever it was you were sup-
posed to achieve by the end of your drug trip.

So absurd and yet, there it was again, the zip. Bless Juval, who inserted 
all five feet of himself between us to refill Rob’s club soda and report that 
Lourdes needed to speak with me about the evening’s menu.

“Let her know I’ll be right there,” I told Juval.
“Go ahead, duty calls. I get it,” Rob said. “I’m in no hurry. I want to 

get the feel of the place anyway.” He slid off his stool and moved over 
to one at the bar’s far end.

When I glanced back on my way to the kitchen, he was fingering a 
few of the wall tiles, ceramic squares in turquoise and salmon I’d chosen 
to depict sunsets. La querencia was the perfect time before the end of 
life; a sunset was the most beautiful, last hurrah of the day. I wondered 
if he’d get it, especially now that he was so thoroughly “enlightened.”

He leaned his back against the wall for a wide-angle view of the room. 
Too small, he was probably thinking. But right now, before customers 
started to fill the five remaining barstools and the ten cafe tables, the bar 
looked as big as it ever would. He was likely calculating how many more 
seats I could have squeezed in if I’d done it his way—done it right.

But La Querencia was my creation, not ours. An intimate evening 
respite open only between four and eight, when I didn’t have to worry 
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about having to serve a full menu or late-night drinks. A place where 
locals could enjoy their afternoon merienda snack or continue their post-
lunch sobremesa conversation, and expats could launch their evenings. A 
place small enough for Juval and Lourdes to do the heavy lifting while I 
could stick to playing hostess and enjoying my customers.

“Señora Rachel,” Lourdes said, offering a full platter of goodies for 
inspection. I had paused in the threshold, holding the kitchen door open 
as I kept an eye on Rob.

“Sorry, Lourdes,” I said. “Just do what you think is best. I’m sure it 
will be fine.”

“But you always insist,” she said, pushing back gently. I waved her off 
and headed back toward Rob, watching him continue to assess the place.

“It’s cute, isn’t it?” I said, immediately wanting to take it back.
He raised his eyebrows. You said it, I didn’t, he was probably clucking 

to himself. He was all about simplicity—clean lines, those white clothes. 
But this was Mexico, loud and colorful. I followed his gaze to the higher 
tiles, above the wainscoting, where the colors deepened so you’d feel like 
you were drinking in the final waning hues of a sunset, a metaphor clear 
enough to have been cited in Atención, the weekly expat bible of things 
to do and places to go. It described La Querencia as “a great place to start 
your evening in San Miguel.” The article was right there for him to see, 
framed on the wall behind the spigots.

But his focus was higher, above the shelves of liquor bottles, to the 
mural of a self-satisfied bull in all his glory. Everyone who came to the bar 
was drawn to it. Everyone asked what it meant. Everyone, once they heard 
the story, nodded with understanding at the meaning of the name. The 
mural was a masterpiece, commissioned by Sylvia from an artist friend of 
hers. It had been her gift to me when I opened the place. The concept of la 
querencia encompassed everything she’d learned about this stage in life—
the burst of possibility before the end, as she put it.

“What you, too, will need to learn,” she had said.
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Should I tell Rob she passed? He probably didn’t even remember her. 
I could imagine what she’d think of his appearance here today. She’d 
known immediately that he was bad for me. “Not because he would 
want to hurt you,” she told me, “but because he would not even notice 
if he did. His ears hear only his own voice.”

In all the time I’d known him—as consultant, business partner, 
friend, even eventually his wife—I hadn’t wanted to believe that. Sylvia 
had picked up on it in a single afternoon in the bullring. The day I came 
back to San Miguel and saw her in the park by the pink church, she sim-
ply moved over on her bench, as if expecting me.

Rob motioned for me to come close. When I didn’t, he put his hand 
on my arm.

“I heard what happened after I left for London.”
“Of course you did,” I snapped back, pulling my arm away. “And?”
“I was surprised.”
I waited for the more that didn’t come. This was all he had to say? 

About the end of my career? About the end of us?
“So was I.” I laughed, a hack actually, glad to hear it come out bitter.
“Or maybe I should say ‘shocked,’” he said.
I waited for the word “responsible.” He didn’t say that, or even “sorry.”
Carl burst through the bar’s swinging saloon doors, as he did around 

this time every day. Yep, here it came, the extreme hug and abrupt peck 
of a kiss—just like a teenage boy, practically feeling you up, then remem-
bering to show some gesture of affection to compensate. Every single day.

But today, the distraction was welcome. I could have kissed him 
right back.

“We’re running a bit late, Carl.”
He looked at Rob, then at me, his owlish eyes elevated over the top 

of his glasses, as if to say, “Really?”
“Go.” I nudged him toward Rob. “Catch up. The tasting platter will 

be out shortly.”
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The two launched deep into a conversation, as they had so often back 
when we all knew each other in Chicago. Carl, now bulky, balding, and 
bespectacled, had been slim, shaggy, and 20/20, while Rob looked just 
about the same as he did now. They were readjusting, I supposed, trying 
to place each other in this new context.

Tearing myself away, I took a quick look at the presentation of the 
three items Lourdes had created for this evening: bite-sized corn tortillas 
with soft shell crab and pico de gallo; squares of quiche with goat cheese 
and huitlacoche, Mexican truffles; and mini “sunflowers” with petals of 
mango and avocado slices circling a pistil of tuna tartare. I was proud La 
Querencia was known for its innovative aperitivos—always distinctive, 
and always only three. By this part of La Querencia, at least, I was fully 
confident Rob would be impressed. I kissed Lourdes’s cheek in gratitude, 
startling both of us, but she beamed as she placed the platter on the bar, 
then stood back for Carl to sample and assess the day’s selections.

This routine had begun right after Carl moved to San Miguel, just as 
I was opening La Querencia. At first, I appreciated it. After all, he was 
an enthusiastic foodie. He’d recommend to customers what he liked, 
dissing what didn’t pass his muster. “To give you cred,” he said. It was a 
bit of playacting, I knew, and I often quietly went ahead and served his 
“rejects,” or Juval and Lourdes would enjoy them as late-night snacks 
after closing, in their apartment on the second floor.

But as time went by, it seemed he needed the validation more than I 
did. I’d never figured out how to stop it.

Carl was doing most of the talking, telling Rob about his own nearby 
restaurant and how he and his girlfriend, Stephanie, had found the per-
fect location and created the now-acclaimed French-Mexican menu. 
Then how he used his advertising background to come up with the 
clever name and tagline, “La Jalapeño: Firecracker French.”

“Understand?” he said. “In proper Spanish, you’d say El Jalapeño, 
because jalapeño is masculine. But I’m mixing it up, using La, which is 
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French and feminine. It makes you stop when you hear it or see it, so 
you open yourself up to something untraditional, right? Look at our 
sign.” He pulled a photo out of his wallet. “And the kicker is that jala-
peños aren’t used in traditional French cuisine, which isn’t spicy in that 
lip-sweating way of a lot of Mexican food. So ‘Firecracker French’ is 
spot-on. A real attention-getter. Right?”

Rob caught my eye over Carl’s head, and we both tried not to smile, 
having heard about so many of his business ideas over the years. This 
camaraderie was another familiar feeling I didn’t want to be experienc-
ing right now.

“By the way, how’s your son doing?” Rob asked Carl, winking at me. 
“That executive training program was what, five years ago? He must be 
well on his way.”

I glared at him. He was perfectly aware this favor to Carl’s son had 
gone bad. There was no reason to rub it in.

Carl took off his glasses and scrutinized one of the lenses, cleaning 
it with a bar napkin. “I hate to tell you this, but Tony makes way more 
money bartending than in any corporate gig. He’ll probably open his 
own business one of these days.”

I waved to Juval, who presented each of us with a shot of the pro-
posed cocktail for the evening—a xoconostle, or cactus-fruit margarita, 
garnished with a sprig of basil. Carl proclaimed it needed a bit more 
salt, while Rob left the glass intended for him on the bar. After blessing 
two of the appetizers and nixing the “pretentious” sunflowers, Carl left. 
I told Lourdes to go ahead and serve all three. Juval was already adding 
salt to the drinks.

Rob chuckled. “So, what’s going on here?” he asked. “Carl, of all peo-
ple? Here, with you in San Miguel?”

I was confused for a moment, then understood he was referring to 
when Carl and I had been together for a dating instant.

“Oh, please. I don’t even want to think about how many years ago 
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that was.” I flicked my hand to dismiss the subject but enjoyed the tinge 
of jealousy in his voice. “He just told you he’s down here with his girl-
friend, Rob. And I’m proud of him. He’s finally on to something. He’s 
had a tough time—you know that.”

“But that was back during the financial crisis, like 2008,” he said, 
making seven years sound like an eon ago.

“He never recovered from the bankruptcy,” I said.
“And so you told him to move here?”
“Hardly. He was in that zone of his—you know, feeling he was cursed 

and nothing would ever work out again. I pointed him in at least three 
different directions,” I said. “But I was as amazed as you when he turned 
up here, and in food service.”

“He just told me he’s always wanted to run a restaurant.”
“No, that’s Stephanie’s thing—the girlfriend’s.” I brought my voice 

down. “He’s convinced as long as the restaurant works, she’ll be happy, 
and he’ll be set.” I didn’t share that recently Stephanie had cut him out 
of developing La Jalapeño’s cuisine. He wouldn’t admit it, but I could 
tell he was worried she’d push him out entirely. He’d begun talking 
about starting up a band again, his default back-up plan whenever he 
felt things going south.

“He loves food and wants to be more involved,” I went on. “But hon-
estly, I think he still wants to get back to music.”

Rob shifted on his stool. “You don’t mean that excuse for a band we 
had after college?”

I should have known better than to have brought that up. It was 
a sore spot for both of them and the last thing I wanted Rob to dive 
into right now. Carl had never been able to get over how their status 
had reversed since he’d been the “CEO” of his own band—and Rob 
had been the good-looking but not-so-good singer who quit just as 
they were ready to sign a record deal that Carl was sure would have 
taken them into the big time. Carl resented Rob’s success, but Rob 
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felt he should have gotten over it long ago. They would both spiral on 
about it if I let either of them go.

“They were better than you gave them credit for,” I answered. “Sure, 
they lost that first deal when you left, but they cut two albums before 
they burned out. That’s when Carl started his advertising business.”

“Oh, I remember that leap—from designing band logos to branding, 
and from composing lyrics to writing copy.”

I couldn’t listen to all this again. After all, I wouldn’t even have met 
Rob if it hadn’t been for Carl. Rob’s new company would have been the 
anchor account Carl needed to get his advertising agency off the ground, 
but Rob had begged off, saying he had other priorities, like working on 
his pitches to investors. Carl, trying to score points, had thought of me, 
someone “impressive” he’d dated who was also an executive coach for 
business leaders. I was able to help Rob sharpen his sales skills, and he 
became my client. In return, he threw enough business to Carl to get 
him started. It had been a success all around when it began, before we 
each got too comfortable and blew it all up. And now here we all were, 
together again. I was not feeling comfortable at all.

“Yes, music is a pipe dream,” I said, “but these days, he talks about it 
more than the restaurant.”

“You sure about that?” He sneered in that smug way he had when he 
thought he knew something I didn’t.

“Meaning?”
Rob laughed. “You still say that all the time.”
“What?”
“‘Meaning?’ instead of ‘What do you mean?’ It’s adorable. It always 

reminds me of you when I hear people say it.” He raised his glass and 
smiled.

“Anyway, Carl told me he got the idea to come to San Miguel from 
you. Beautiful town, inexpensive place to live . . . a way to enjoy the last 
third of his life. I could hear that ‘last third’ bit coming right out of your 
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mouth.” He pointed his finger in my face. “And here he is, taste-testing 
your food.” He drained his club soda, then suddenly lit up. “Is that why 
La Querencia is just a bar and not a restaurant?”

Just a bar? I couldn’t follow.
“He came down here and took your dream, didn’t he?” Rob said, 

with unnecessary glee. “Or you felt sorry for him and let him have it, 
and this four-to-eight bar concept is what’s left. That would be so like 
you.” He leaned in until we were nose to nose. I noticed more than a 
few of those eye crinkles had turned into crevasses. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

And here was Rob, his old self, not dead at all. He may have once 
been the man I’d dreamed of when he was married to another. The man 
I later married so my dream would come true. But he was also the man I 
left before our first anniversary because I could see how that dream would 
end. He could keep up the charming facade only so long. I checked my 
watch. This time, it had taken barely an hour.

I picked up his margarita, removed the basil leaf, and knocked it 
back. No salt.

It was four in the afternoon.
Time to open.
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