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I.
Before their engagement, J. and M. made a plan. They were 

planners, this couple. That was the secret of their success: they set specific 
and achievable goals, and worked hard to meet them.
 And so, before they agreed to spend the rest of their lives in 
happiness together, J. and M. had several long conversations about their 
respective futures. Fortunately, they shared many of the same aspirations: to 
excel in their fields, to travel, and to have a child or perhaps even children. 
They referred to these goals, with some irony, as “having it all.”

However, “having it all” presented an obvious challenge. Their goals 
had the potential to conflict with each other—particularly the goal of having 
a child, which might impede their advancement in their fields or their ability 
to travel. They felt this potential conflict acutely with regard to M., for whom, 
as a woman, parenthood presented a number of additional burdens.
 J. and M. knew that they could have it all. But it would not be easy. 
They would have to proceed deliberately.
 Their plan was comprehensive. They established professional 
and personal benchmarks for themselves—places that they had to visit, 
promotions and salaries that they had to earn—before they would consider it 
appropriate to have a child.
 This plan was intended for J. and M.’s own development—that is, to 
ensure that they grew into happy and fulfilled people. But as they discussed it, 
they came to understand that the plan was also for the benefit of their future 
child, who deserved a loving home environment with two happy and fulfilled 
parents; the plan, then, was a way to provide this to him or her. Moreover, 
the salary benchmarks that J. and M. set for themselves would ensure that 
they could provide the child with the things that he or she needed—such as 
a home in a good school district—to develop himself or herself, in turn, into 
a happy and fulfilled person.



 J. and M. were realists, of course. They knew that they were taking 
a chance, and that they might fail. One of their careers might stall, forcing 
them to defer the next phase of their life again and again until one day they 
woke up to find that they were forty years old and had not met their career 
benchmarks and were now too old to have children. Instead of having it all, 
they might have nothing.
 This was the risk. But they took it, because they believed in 
themselves. They were married at the end of June, and went immediately on 
their honeymoon to the west of Ireland, crossing off one item on their long 
list of places to visit.

•
 Seven years passed. J. and M. spent them working and traveling, 
often all at once. They sent emails from airports, and searched Expedia and 
Kayak from their desks. 

These years went quickly: the hard work and assessment and 
reassessment necessary to meet their goals seemed to be using up their lives 
at two or three times the normal rate. At first, J. and M. liked to complain, 
with some irony, that they were “getting old,” but as the years passed, they 
used the phrase less and less: they were no longer certain that it was a joke. 

Moreover, J. and M. were increasingly unwell. Their symptoms 
included twisting in their stomachs and sharp pressure beneath their eyes. 
They attributed their unwellness to “exhaustion,” although it was a particular 
form of exhaustion that no amount of sleep or rest ever seemed to alleviate.

But though it never went away, their exhaustion never overwhelmed 
them either. This was because they knew that it would soon end. They were 
following their plan: they would achieve their goals and have their child, 
and then their lives would change into a succession of simple pleasures, 
endless and orderly—Christmases and birthdays, school years and summers, 
bedtimes and family dinners. They were traveling toward happiness and 
fulfillment, and one day, they would arrive, on the other side of exhaustion, 
in a place where there was no twisting in their stomachs or pressure beneath 
their eyes.
 And so seven years passed.

•



 You will not be surprised to learn that J. and M. met their 
professional benchmarks. The year she turned thirty-six, M. became assistant 
director of digital content and strategy. Eighteen months later, J. was 
promoted to senior development associate. 

With their new salaries, J. and M. were able to move out of the 
small apartment that they had been renting since before their marriage. 
They took out a mortgage on a condominium located in what had until very 
recently been a predominantly Puerto Rican neighborhood; in the past ten 
years, however, the area had seen significant development and was now, as the 
listing noted, “perfect for young families.” 

When family and friends and coworkers congratulated them 
for their professional achievements and their new condominium, J. and M. 
demurred: they had just been “lucky.” They knew, of course, that this was not 
true. They had taken a risk, yes. But then they had set specific and achievable 
goals, and worked hard to meet them.

•
 Only one goal remained. Financed by a not insignificant amount 
of consumer debt, J. and M. had crossed item after item off their long list 
of places to visit—Berlin, Joshua Tree, Havana, Tokyo, Jerusalem. There was 
only one left: Lucencia.
 Lucencia was M.’s idea. She had been there before: during her 
semester abroad in Barcelona, she and several other American students 
had taken an overnight bus down the coast and spent two days in the city. 
However, M. and her friends had spent nearly all of their forty-eight hours in 
Lucencia at various clubs, sometimes dancing, more often asking each other 
if they were having a good time and debating whether to go to a different 
club where they might have a better time. As the bus crawled north on the 
Avenida de la Mezquita and out of the city, M. had been too hungover to 
open her eyes, and so she had missed seeing even from a distance any of the 
things for which Lucencia was famous—its beaches and cliffs, its castle and 
great cathedral.
 Now, fifteen years later, she wanted to return, to correct her error, to 
see Lucencia properly. J. was no less excited—but who would not be excited 
about a trip to Lucencia? The flowers and vines on the patios, the oranges and 



paella, the blue skies and blue sea, the Moorish arches of the cathedral—all 
this drew J. and M. to the city. 

There was something else too. After their promotions, J. and M. 
consulted with the appropriate doctors, who confirmed that both J. and M. 
were capable of having children. There was, in this regard, only one more step 
for them to take. At first, J. and M. had difficulty—rare, for them—discussing 
this step, primarily because they were not sure what to call it. “Conceive” was 
too sterile a word; “get pregnant” was ugly, cumbersome. No word seemed to 
fit—and yet they needed some way describe the step by which they would 
embark on the next phase of their life. They decided to call it, with some irony, 

“embarking on the next phase of our life.”
 In a certain sense, nothing was easier than embarking on the next 
phase of their life. They could, if they wanted, wake up ten or twelve minutes 
early and embark on the next phase of their life before breakfast. But J. and 
M. were planners, and it seemed to them somehow wrong, in a nails-on-
chalkboard way, to simply come home from work one day and embark on the 
next phase of their life while waiting for their Grubhub order to arrive.
 No—it had to be done right. They had endured seven years of 
twisting and pressure, and the end was very close now. But it had to happen 
in a way that was appropriate to what they hoped to achieve, in a place that 
was commensurate to their goals.
 And so in Lucencia, among the palm trees and palaces, beneath the 
enormous light of the Mediterranean sun, they would embark on the next 
phase of their lives.

II.
 J. and M. were packing. They had spread their things on the floor 
of the condominium’s second bedroom, which would one day belong to 
their child. J. was folding his shirts; M. was decanting her shampoo and 
conditioner into clear three-ounce plastic bottles. They discussed what they 
needed to do before their flight—lock the windows, unplug the appliances, 
clean the apartment. (They cleaned their apartment before going on long 
trips.) M. noted that the closet in the second bedroom was getting messy; 
J. agreed. They would, he said, need to find a new place to store their winter 



clothes and Christmas decorations when the child arrived, so that he or she 
would have a place to store his or her clothes and toys.
 They continued folding shirts and decanting conditioner, silent 
for a moment. Where would they store the winter clothes and Christmas 
decorations? They had not considered this problem—it had not even occurred 
to them to consider this problem.
 They deliberated, weighing the advantages and disadvantages of 
several storage locations in the condominium. After doing some research on 
their phones, they rejected the idea of renting a unit at a self-storage facility, 
and decided that the winter clothes could go in plastic tubs beneath their bed 
and the Christmas decorations could stay in a corner of the second bedroom’s 
closet. The problem was solved. 

But then what about the furniture? Were they going to get rid of 
the desk and bed in the second bedroom? Or should they save them until the 
child was old enough to use them? And if so, where would they put them? 
Maybe a storage unit was the right idea after all.
 J felt something pressing under his eyes; M.’s stomach twitched.

•
 Their hotel was south of the Plaza del Castillo. J. and M. stood 
on the balcony and looked down into the plaza, where people and pigeons 
crowded around a bronze fountain. M. had no memory of this plaza or 
fountain, and this pleased her. They had not come here for nothing: they had 
a new city before them.
 J. and M. stepped back into the room, and felt suddenly cramped. 
They had left their suitcases on the floor, and there was hardly anywhere to 
stand. They hung their clothes and stored their suitcases in the closet, but 
nothing had changed: the room still felt too small. 

The problem, they decided, was the bed. It seemed to be taking up 
most of the room. For several minutes, J. and M. discussed whether it was full- 
or queen-sized, and decided to call the lobby and ask for a second opinion. 
The man at the desk confirmed to J. that it was in fact a full-sized bed, just 
as they had booked—however, the man continued, for only a few euros, they 
could upgrade to a queen-sized bed. J. declined and hung up the phone, and 
he and M. stood there, each on his or her own side, between the bed and the 



wall. They looked at each other, and listened to the sound of the seagulls from 
outside the room, and waited.

J. noted how nice the weather was; M. agreed. It would be nice, 
they decided, after so many hours sitting on the plane, to take a walk, to enjoy 
the sun and the breeze off the sea. They could worry about the bed when they 
got back. It would still be there.

They changed their clothes and left the hotel, walking east through 
the old Juderia until they reached the sea. They turned south and followed 
the retaining wall, listening to the waves slap against the shaggy green 
stones. Behind them was the castle on the hill, and as the afternoon passed, 
it became smaller and smaller. Several times J. and M. stopped and asked 
each other whether they should turn back, and several times they decided 
to go just a little farther. They stopped at a restaurant near the harbor, where 
they shared a bottle of white wine and a shrimp and squid paella. (The waiter 
recommended las ostras, but J. and M. declined.) As they walked back, the 
moon rose over the bay and shone on the water.

The bed was, as expected, still there. J. and M. sat on the end of it 
and removed their shoes. They looked at the shoes, and then at each other. 
Finally, M. took J.’s hand. She held it for a moment, feeling the pulse beating 
in his fingers, before turning it over and reading his watch. She calculated 
what time it was in the United States, and how long it had been since they 
last slept. J. asked if she was tired. M. replied with the same question.

And so it was decided: they were both tired. They fell asleep very quickly.
•

The next day was cloudless. Before they left the hotel, J. and M. 
helped each other cover their bodies in thick, even coats of sunscreen.

They arrived at the beach early: they wanted to get a good spot. 
They rented two chairs and an umbrella, and set them up near the water’s 
edge. Next to them was a fat red English family—behind them, an old man 
slept on the sand. J. and M. put in their earbuds, listened to podcasts and the 
slow crashes of the waves, and felt the sun on their skin.

It was beautiful, of course—the blue sea meeting the blue sky, the 
castle on the cliff above them, the bright soft light soaking everything. This 
was why they had come to Lucencia. And yet, as they looked out at the sea, 



they could not shake the sense that there was something to the left or right 
of them, just out of sight.

The hours passed—the cool of the morning burned off, and the air 
thickened around them. Even beneath their umbrella, J. and M. started to 
sweat. The fat red English family bought ice cream, and the fat red children 
ate it slowly and messily, letting it run down their hands and mouths. The old 
man had not moved in hours. 

J. and M. debated whether to apply another coat of sunscreen, but 
each knew that it was too warm to stay. They contemplated other, cooler 
places to spend their day, chief among which was the hotel. They talked it 
over, and neither could give any reason not to go back.

The bed was as large as they remembered. It sat, at this time of the 
afternoon, in a long rectangle of sun. J. shut the blinds. He and M. removed 
their sweaty bathing suits and stood for a moment on their respective sides 
of the enormous bed. There was nowhere else to go.

They lay on top of the comforter and looked at their tanned arms 
and legs and stomachs. J. commented on the quality of the pillows and the 
comforter. M. agreed: everything was so soft.

Neither could remember the last time that they had been in bed 
during the day. Wouldn’t it be interesting, M. asked, to take a nap? J. said 
that he had been thinking the same thing himself. They were in Spain, after 
all—they had to take a siesta.

They promised each other that they would only sleep for a few 
minutes—an hour at most. But it was dark when they woke, and they were 
more tired than before. 

•
Another cloudless day. J. and M. covered themselves in sunscreen 

again. They were going to the castle. 
The Castillo de Santa Lucia hung over the city. It had been built 

into the cliffs, carved out of the pale yellow limestone. To reach it took a 
whole morning’s walk: J. and M. wound their way up the hill, through each 
of the seven gates. As they ascended, the pines and grasses grew sparser and 
sparser, the wind from the sea stronger and stronger.



They were hungry when they arrived at the peak, but they had, 
of course, prepared, and sat in the shadow of a wall and ate the packaged 
sandwiches they had bought in the plaza. Passing the displays of cannons and 
armor and swords, they went straight to the eastern wall of the castle—the 
edge of Lucencia. The path of the wall was jagged here: it followed the edge 
of the cliff, the only barrier between them and a long fall down the rocks and 
into the sea.

J. and M. looked and leaned. There was so much clear blue water 
before them: they could see, it seemed, the entire Mediterranean. Seagulls 
keened overhead, and J. and M. spotted hundreds of nests built into the cliffs 
below. They squinted at the wind, and tasted salt in their mouths and noses.

Again, it was beautiful. And yet. 
•

They walked down the hill in silence. They knew, of course, what 
needed to be said, but neither had the words to say it. It was too large: they 
could already feel themselves getting tired.

But J. and M. never gave up. They had tapas at restaurant west of 
the plaza, and between the mussels and esgarrat, they acknowledged, with 
glances and intimations, their strange mutual hesitancy to embark on the 
next phase of their life. It was this that had kept them from enjoying the view 
from the beach and the castle—a sense of guilt, of truancy.

Why had they put it off? They were tired, yes, but there was 
something else: some aspects of their life seemed, they said with some irony, 

“up in the air.” There were still some things they needed to work out—the 
thousand little problems that they had started to glimpse several days earlier 
as they were packing in the second bedroom. They had always known, on 
some intellectual level, that having a child would require more planning, but 
not until that moment had they truly understood how much they would 
have to do.

This conversation was, J. and M. felt, extremely productive, and it 
led them to an obvious conclusion: if they could identify the thousand little 
problems and then set goals to solve them, J. and M. would no longer feel 
that things were up in up in the air, and could therefore, with no hesitancy, 
embark on the next phase of their life. Their plans had brought them to this 
point, and their plans would see them through.



They shared a piece of flan, and discussed their baby registry, breast-
feeding versus formula, natural childbirth methods, and various other issues 
related to the delivery. (Should they have a doula? What was a doula?) They 
spoke volubly. There was no need now for glances and intimations: they were 
talking about specific and achievable things.

•
J. and M. had a new energy, and as they left the restaurant and 

walked back through the plaza and to their hotel, they found themselves 
bubbling over with thoughts and problems and plans and goals. 

They sat crosslegged on the enormous bed. There was still so much 
to discuss. For instance, the color scheme for the second bedroom. In addition 
to the obvious question of what color or colors the room should be and how 
that color or those colors related to the colors of the adjoining rooms, J. and 
M. also had to learn about and weigh the potential health effects of various 
different kinds of paint. Moreover, the choice of color prompted a number 
of questions about the child’s gender. Should they avoid colors typically 
identified with a particular gender, such as blue or pink? Perhaps—but then 
how far would they carry it? Were they going to be the sort of parents who 
requested that friends and relatives did not give their child Barbies or trucks? 
And then again, what if they ultimately decided that blue or pink was the 
right color for the room? After all, the adjoining bathroom was already done 
in blue and white. Did their commitment to raising their child free from 
gender stereotypes require J. and M. to redo their bathroom?

Each issue seemed to branch into two or three or four others, to 
spiral and scatter. They needed a structure—a plan for their planning. So 
they closed their eyes and imagined themselves walking slowly through their 
condominium, evaluating each room and item in sequence and identifying 
any potential problems as they went. They passed in this way through the 
second bedroom, the hall, and the kitchen, and their problems started to 
resolve themselves into a sort of order. And it was also nice to shut their 
eyes for a moment—it allowed them to acknowledge the ache that had been 
building beneath their eyes for the last few hours, and to begin to drift away 
from their pain.



Some minutes passed in which neither J. or M. said anything. 
Finally, they agreed to change positions: their legs were stiff. They decided to 
lay down, although they were careful to note that they were not going to sleep. 
They were not tired. They couldn’t be tired: there was still too much to do. 

They put their heads on their pillows, tried to remember what part 
of the condominium they had last discussed, and slept.

III.
In the eighth century, the Moors conquered much of Spain, 

including the ancient Roman city of Lucencia. To commemorate his victory, 
the new caliph commissioned the construction of a great mosque in the city. 
The old Christian church was demolished, and in its place was built one of 
the wonders of the Muslim world. Materials arrived from across the earth—
red marble and white granite, gold and brass, jasper and onyx, silver and ivory. 
When it was completed in 962, the Great Mosque of Lucencia formed a 
vast complex of courtyards and prayer halls, including four minarets—and, 
of course, the grand hall, and its famous arches. The Great Mosque was 
the jewel of the caliphate, greater even than the mosque at Cordoba—Al-
Nuwayri called it the finest mosque west of Damascus.

But no longer. When Alfonso X reconquered Lucencia in 
the thirteenth century, the Great Mosque became the Catedral de la 
Anunciación. The blank stone walls were covered by frescoes; the minarets 
became belltowers; the open spaces of the central prayer hall were hemmed 
into a long narrow nave. Only the grand hall was spared: no one dared to 
touch the arches.

J. and M. knew all this: that morning, over breakfast, they had read 
most of the cathedral’s Wikipedia article on their phones. This knowledge, 
however, did nothing to prepare them for what happened when they passed 
through the western gate and into the grand hall.

The arches themselves were simple enough: horseshoe-shaped, 
striped with red and white stone. The design repeated itself throughout the 
grand hall, as far as J. and M. could see—rows and rows of white pillars 
and red-and-white arches, one after another, endless and identical. It was 
something like seeing an echo—but an echo that never diminished. The hall 
contained nothing else: the arches framed a huge emptiness.



The arches were not really endless, of course: there were exactly 872, 
according to the Wikipedia. But J. and M. could not believe this. Even after 
they had walked several times from one end of the hall to the other, it still 
seemed to them endless. They knew it was not, but when they looked out at 
the arches and the emptiness, they felt it anyway.

J. and M. spent several hours in the complex, walking hand and 
hand through the hall and the shaded courtyards, saying little. Even after 
they had left, neither wanted to speak. They had carried something out of the 
former mosque, and they wanted to preserve it as long as they could. 

They sat at a café across the plaza from the cathedral, beneath a 
Heineken umbrella, and ordered two glasses of wine, which they did not 
drink. They watched the gulls overhead and the tourists coming in and out of 
the cathedral, and for a long time said nothing.

•
By the evening, they had returned to themselves, and were baffled. 

How could they have been so affected by some red and white stones? They 
expressed their embarrassment to each other, and even began to refer to what 
had happened in the cathedral, with some irony, as a “religious experience.”

They had wasted a day, and promised themselves that they would 
make up for it that night. And so they quickly drank the wine they had 
neglected all afternoon, and returned to the enormous bed. The sun was just 
setting—the whole evening was theirs.

They resumed their walkthrough of the condominium, identifying 
the potential problems in the pantry, the back deck, the laundry room. They 
worked out where they would store the numerous objects that having a child 
would require them to purchase, and made a note to check whether the 
condominium owners’ association would allow them to keep a stroller on the 
landing. (They had seen other families in their building do this, but J. and M. 
were not sure that it was allowed.)

At last, they came to their own bedroom in the condominium. They 
were finished. Their planning had succeeded: they had come, finally, to the 
end. They grasped hands, and leaned forward until their foreheads touched, 
and waited.



But no. There were, they realized, a number of potential problems 
that were not associated with any particular place in the apartment. For 
instance, after M.’s six weeks of maternity leave ended, they would need 
to find childcare. This meant researching and evaluating all the childcare 
options in their new neighborhood and around their respective offices, but 
more significantly, it also required J. and M. to learn how to evaluate different 
childcare options. What made one daycare center better than another? And 
was daycare better for the child than hiring a nanny? Could they afford to 
hire a full-time nanny?

And then there was preschool. J. and M. had heard stories about 
years-long waiting lists to even interview at some of the better preschools. 
Were they already behind? Should they schedule these appointments before 
embarking on the next phase of their life?

The answers to these questions had serious implications for their 
child’s future. J. and M. wanted their child to be as happy and fulfilled as 
they were, but they knew how much care and planning and work this would 
require. If they chose the wrong preschool, it might affect the child’s chances 
of getting into a good elementary school, which would in turn affect his or 
her chances at a good middle school, and so on for high school and college. 
The smallest mistake would ripple outward for eighteen years.

Eighteen years. It had never occurred to them to think on that scale. 
M. calculated that she would be fifty-four, and J. fifty-three, when the child 
left for college. 

Only fifty-four, she quickly added.
Eighteen years, and then they would be done with planning, and 

could rest. Eighteen years—that wasn’t so long, was it?
They were silent for some time before they returned to the issue of 

hiring a nanny.
•

J. woke up first. He put his hand on his wife’s knee, and she opened 
her eyes. They had fallen asleep sitting up this time: J.’s left leg was numb; 
M.’s right side was all pins and needles.



They stood and stretched, and limped onto the balcony. The moon 
had passed behind the mountains in the west, and the sun would not rise for 
several hours. The sky was starless. J. and M. put their tingling arms around 
each other and stared up at the castle, lit only by the electric glow from the city.

They could not remember who said it first. Later, each claimed 
it had been the other. It hardly mattered: someone said it, and the other, 
immediately and enthusiastically, agreed. 

And so it was settled. The simplicity of it shocked them. That was 
it—that was all it took. There would be no new phase of their life on which 
to embark. 

For reasons they could only barely comprehend, they felt that they were 
back in the grand hall—the endless identical arches and the emptiness beneath 
them seemed to express something of what J. and M. had won for themselves. 

They stepped back into the room and fell together onto the 
enormous bed. It was late, but they knew that they would not sleep until 
morning. They felt it in their fingers and lips, their tongues and teeth: their 
plans had come to an end, and they were no longer exhausted. 
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