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 Chapter One

A striped sweater of forgotten origin, some
miscellaneous Tupperware, a bottle of shampoo, and a pair of black
Converse sneakers. The last of these items was the only in the sad
sundry that she had actually noticed was missing. She had waited
until she was on the subway to peek in the bag: She had had too
much pride to ask him directly about the sneakers and so was
relieved to find that they were there. The Tupperware, however,
felt like an insult, to say nothing of the shampoo, which was a
drugstore brand she had bought in a mild rage after discovering
that his boyfriend, Bret, had used the last of her orange wax
shampoo, the kind that came in the glass bottle and cost $30 at
Sephora.

When she had seen Max coming toward her from
a half a block or so away earlier that day, she’d had the sad
thought that she might never speak to him again after this. He was
walking in a strident, resolute manner, but his eyes were
flickering from the sidewalk to the lampposts to the street,
looking anywhere he could to avoid eye contact with her until it
was inevitable. She’d tried not to look at him but found that she
couldn’t help herself.

What was the point of trying to salvage any
sense of dignity at this moment? This situation was, by its nature,
undignified. He’d had the black bag hanging from his shoulder, the
last of her possessions that had been left behind in haste. After
this, she would be fully extricated from the apartment, and there
would be no excuse for chatty e-mails like the one Max had sent her
that morning; no reason to meet on a street corner in her old
neighborhood, next to the café where she used to eat Greek omelets
and read when she couldn’t sleep in on Saturday mornings. They had,
she’d noticed, just opened up their tall windows and put tables and
chairs on the sidewalk. The weather had finally gotten better.

“Hello,” he’d said, cocking his head to the
side. His smile had not had the solemnity of one offered at an
armistice but rather a glib sort of tilt to it, as if he was being
made to be doing something silly and they were both in on the
joke.

“Hello,” said Leigh, not managing to maintain
eye contact as she’d wished. She’d never been able to master the
steely gaze she so wanted to have in moments like these.

He’d held his shoulders back even as he’d
leaned in to deposit a kiss on her cheek. It was perhaps this
insistence of his to behave as if nothing was really wrong that
made her so angry. He’d handed her the bag and she’d accepted it;
the gesture had a feeling of finality.

“Thanks,” she’d said, and for a moment, they
both stood there. The sun was just going down, and the air was a
very pleasant temperature. People were lingering on the street
around them: idling in the open doorways of buildings; leaning on
walls, smoking or drinking from water bottles; walking their dogs
at a dilatory pace while allowing them to root around every nook
and cranny of the sidewalk with their noses. How shattering this
collective contentment had felt to Leigh as she said goodbye to her
dear friend who wouldn’t even admit that they were saying goodbye.
Nor, she had realized upon many nights of sleepless reflection, did
he necessarily consider her a friend. She’d been his tenant and an
amusing urban neophyte, and now he’d found someone with far more
interesting problems to fix. She knew she was being brutal to
herself by thinking this way and not a little self-indulgent
besides, but she had to do something to separate herself from this
insane ménage à trois of herself, Max, and Max’s parasite who had
begun to suck the life out of her by proxy. She had been forced to
put her foot down. Or what? But outside of the gratifying certainty
that she was making the right decision, she felt confused about how
the fibers of their friendship could have come apart so easily.
Being right didn’t make it any less painful.

“Stay with me while I have a cigarette,” he’d
said. She’d nodded and stood silently at the bottom of a nearby
stoop as he sat down. He’d extracted a flattened pack of Parliament
Lights from his pocket and deftly slid one into his mouth in one
smooth movement. Like any casual smoker, the amount of distress in
his life could be gauged by how much and at what time of day he
smoked. In better times, it wasn’t even daily, but by the time she
left, he had begun to have one in the morning with his coffee; the
mere act of spending the night next to Bret’s restless body,
agitated and fermenting in its own chemicals, was enough to make
him need some kind of sedative before facing the world. Or so Leigh
imagined. The boyfriend who had come to live with them had changed
the tenor of the apartment. Before, it had been homey and always
clean. It had had certain decrepitude like most apartments in New
York, but before, somehow, this had added to its charm. Since the
arrival of Bret, even the water damage on the ceiling and warped
wood of the windowsill seemed more obvious and glaring; these flaws
could no longer be made to seem quaint. Max’s bedroom in particular
had taken on a foreboding quality. Bret slept rarely, Leigh knew,
but she imagined that when he did, the frightening phantasms of his
mind were released into the air and lingered there afterwards like
his stale cigarette smoke.

“God,” Max had said, blinking in the fading
sunlight, “this is all such a mess. I just want things to go back
to the way they were.” He’d shaken his head in an almost
conspiratorial fashion as though they were up against some common
external force. He and Leigh had stared at each other for a moment.
No, she’d thought, looking at him with what she hoped was a subtle
silent reproach; I am done with this game. For months they had been
having clandestine talks in the bathroom that all began this same
way: Max sitting on sink, smoking and hissing his myriad complaints
about his new live-in lover in a raspy whisper.

It was strange, she thought, they hadn’t
really spent much time together outside of the apartment they had
shared. Again, she wondered, had they really been friends? She had
been lured into a false intimacy with Max; if familiarity bred
contempt, it bred kinship too: common-law brotherhood.

It wasn’t that Leigh disagreed with Max. She
also wished that things could go back to the way they had been.
They had made a nice home in their cozy two bedroom on the corner
of 2nd Avenue and 30th Street. They had
almost never fought since Leigh had moved into the apartment—which
would have been nearly three years to the day before this
conversation. They grew into each other in the way that couples in
arranged marriages must do: strangeness growing into familiarity,
familiarity growing into a kind of affection.

They would regularly stay up late into the
night, combing through the details of their lives, telling
anecdotes with the relish inspired by having a new audience. Max
would tell Leigh about New York in the ’80s and about his glamorous
life working in fashion and photography, a kind of life that Leigh
supposed she had always craved, but so much more so since she’d
moved to the city and could see it all at such close range. He had
asked her very thoughtful questions about her childhood. When her
Aunt Mary had come to town, he’d taken them both out to dinner at
an Italian restaurant in the East Village, the kind of place that
lets people from out of town feel like they’ve been let in on a
secret. He had completely charmed her, unsurprisingly.

Indeed, Leigh had thought, staring at the
worn pointed toes of her flat shoes, if she could have anything in
this moment, it would be to return to the domestic happiness that
she and Max had known, for the Bret problem not to just go away but
to never have existed. For him to have never shown up at their
door, grimy and solicitous, only to decide later with a strange
jealousy of unknown origin that Leigh was an undeserving resident
in the home for which he paid no rent and, more importantly, a
threat to his relationship with Max.

Leigh had trusted Max to deal with this Bret
debacle. For obvious reasons her faith had waned, but there was
still some faint echo of it, quickly fading like a siren speeding
away from you. Looking at Max then, she knew this last chance was
sliding away even as they spoke. They would not soon be spending
many late nights dissecting all that had gone wrong between Max and
Bret, as Leigh had once hoped; she would have to leave them
together and never look back.

She’d looked at Max in the dissolving light.
His shaggy, dark blonde hair needed a trim and his blue eyes looked
tired and little red, but still he was handsome. Leigh had felt,
even in the moment, nostalgic. She’d realized suddenly that looking
at Max had actually always made her feel that way. Max did not look
forty-two anymore than he acted forty-two. For the first time, it
struck Leigh how sad this fact was. She could see it in his eyes
then, something that said there had once been a chance to go down a
happier road. And like so many things, it had slipped away.

Intermittent raindrops had made their way
through the tree branches onto the sidewalk, but it was still
mostly sunny; the light was coming through the clouds at odd angles
and throwing dappled shadows onto the scaffolding further down the
block.

“It’s not for me to understand why you love
Bret,” she’d said. She had rehearsed this part beforehand, wanting
to say exactly the right thing, but as the words came out they
sounded stale and warmed over from having repeated them to herself.
“But I can see that you do, and I cannot have him in my
life.”

He’d taken a deep drag and nodded, closing
his eyes as though to steel himself for something. She resented him
for behaving as though they were in this situation together when it
was he who had brought this destructive lunatic first into their
lives and then into their home. He continuously acted as though he
was ready to walk away from the relationship, which also irked her,
as he clearly was not ready and would probably never be. It would
have been better if Max had just said to her, talking down from his
perch on the stoop, that it was his name on the lease, it was he
who decided who stayed and who went, and that Bret was staying even
it meant she was leaving. But he would never say this to her. He
would always act as though she were leaving of her own volition and
not because Bret’s strange friends had opened her bedroom door at
three in the morning, thinking it was the bathroom, or that the
kitchen was taken up by the strange food that Bret would cook and
cook and cook when he’d either taken too much or too little of
whatever it was that he kept in the myriad unmarked prescription
bottles in the bathroom cabinet. There had been a particularly
memorable instance of twelve tarts made all in one evening with
strange pairings of ingredients: lemon and cilantro, lemon and
garlic, lemon and tuna. Things had already been bad, but the lemon
tarts were the harbinger of doom.

“I’m going to stay with Shaun for a while,”
Leigh had said, unable to look Max in the eye. He’d nodded and
pulled his knees into his chest, wrapping his long arms around
them, collapsing in on himself. They’d both known that it was the
end and that this was a simple sort of platitude, like telling your
lover that you thought you should see other people or take a break
because you’re determined to find the words with the least
finality. She’d looked away from Max, down the street at the block
that she’d walked down almost every day to and from the subway. It
had already looked different to her, altered by her forthcoming
absence.

“Thanks for the stuff. I should get going; I
told Shaun I would meet her, so…”

“Okay,” he’d said, twisting his cigarette
into the pavement. He’d come down the few steps of the stoop and
planted a kiss on her cheek.

“Bye,” he’d said, and briskly walked back
down 2nd Avenue. Leigh had headed down 30th Street. That
moment wasn’t what it should have been, she’d thought. She’d
watched a girl with a Pomeranian pass by serenely. That’s what
people meant when they said they weren’t good at saying goodbye:
that they weren’t good at admitting that it had to be said.

Leigh wouldn’t have said she loved Murray
Hill. It wasn’t a bad neighborhood; there was great Indian food and
one real Irish pub with good live music in amongst a host of
imposters with O’s in the names: O’Malleys, O’Flannigans. There was
something transitional about the neighborhood: there were lots of
kids just out of college, newly minted adults who hadn’t yet
figured out how to live up to the title. It was a sort of holding
tank for not quite New Yorkers: boys who wore printed T-shirts
under their button-downs and girls with too much eye makeup who
congregated in the Tasti-D-Lite. Leigh had ambiguous feelings about
the enormous Loews Cinema where she had seen a lot of movies by
herself those long, first months in New York; it was a reminder of
a very specific kind of loneliness and bravery that she was
uncertain she would ever feel again. Later there had been a date or
two there, none of note.

Whatever this neighborhood was, it had been
home. Her first in New York. The café on the corner with the really
good macaroons knew her order when she called in hungover and asked
for breakfast to be delivered, even though it was right downstairs.
She’d talked to the woman in the sandwich shop about her boyfriend
who was always leaving and coming back. Leigh would stand there and
nod, as if she’d ever be able to understand what it was like to be
living with two children in Queens, waiting for a boyfriend to come
back. Well, Goodbye to All That, Leigh thought, knowing the words
weren’t hers but not remembering where they’d come from. The answer
lingered in the corner of her brain but refused to emerge until
much later that night when she was on the cusp of sleep, when she
would promptly forget it all over again.

 


 


 


 



Chapter
Two

When Leigh left work on Thursday, she was in
a good mood for the first time in long time. She had a party to
look forward to and was still on a bit of a high from the relief of
being extricated from the madness of Max’s apartment. But mostly it
was the weather. As she came out the glass doors of Heighton House,
she felt the sedative June breeze that was coming down Broadway.
This was the sort of weather that made you believe that everything
was going to work out in your favor. You thought “this is summer”;
the weather was warm enough to put away your trench coat, but it
was not too humid, and you just wanted to be at a sidewalk café or
on a rooftop. The summer seemed full with the possibility of being
outside, like when you have just gotten off the plane in a warm
place during a bad winter.

This feeling lasted exactly as long as it
took her to get to the subway where she was engulfed by the
perpetual swampiness of the underground in the summer months. She
found herself on the train platform watching cars thundering by.
She knew she shouldn’t stand so close to the edge of the platform
but found she was always drawn to it, not because of a latent death
wish (she hoped) but because there was something incredible about
feeling the wind from the passing cars, having it whoosh by you and
lift your skirt, blowing your hair off of your shoulders. The faces
in the windows of the train were a blur overlaid by her own
reflection, whirring by like numbers on a roulette wheel.

When she was in college and taking many more
philosophy classes than could ever be necessary, she became a
little obsessed with the concept of determinism. At first, the
general idea seemed too obvious to ever be useful: things that
happen now will cause other things to happen later, and all things
that happen are caused by other things happening earlier, and so on
and so forth. What Leigh found both distressing and exciting was
the thought that what she was doing on any given day was the
outcome of a long, interwoven set of catalysts and one more step
down a path to some unforeseen and inevitable end. That there could
be so much meaning in even the most minuscule of actions—meaning
that can only be seen in hindsight. Some days, she would randomly
get stuck on a completely perfunctory task because she was mired in
this kind of thinking. If she left for class early, she might avoid
a car that would otherwise veer out of control and hit her, should
she be standing in precisely the spot she would be standing if she
left for class at her usual time. Realizing after some time that
this kind of thinking would eventually drive her bonkers, Leigh
forced herself to stop considering the trajectory of her life’s
destiny every time she had to decide between strawberry swirl or
mocha flavor from the university’s frozen yogurt machine.

She had thought she’d grown out of this, but
then again who knew she’d have so much time on her hands after
college to think about things like this? She still found herself
getting fixated on the idea. It wasn’t as if she thought of things
as being “meant to be” in the grand, sweeping sense that runs
rampant in B-list romantic comedies. Someone says, “I stopped in a
coffee shop on 59th Street that I don’t habitually go to
and there he was, the man of my dreams! It was fate that I stopped
in the particular coffee shop on that particular day.” In reality,
this person went into the coffee shop for the singularly uncosmic
reason of wanting a cup of coffee. But the simple fact that if the
person hadn’t wanted coffee right there on the corner of
59th Street, they would have gone right on past said
dream man—how amazing was that? That at any given time, you could
be walking right on by someone or something that could change
everything for you. It was something she often thought of when she
first moved to New York City: watching the subway cars whiz by her
one by one as the train slowed to a halt in front of her on the
platform, each train full of people she would or would not
encounter depending on which set of opening doors she found herself
closest to when the train at last came to rest.

Accidents. Or incidents, maybe. The
difference between these two words always bothered her. To say
something was accidental meant it was without purpose, and to say
incidental meant that whatever had happened did not matter in the
grand scheme of things. When used as nouns standing alone, both
seemed to imply a certain degree of doom. The incident with
the governor’s underage intern. Leigh’s fixation wasn’t completely
a product of the vacuum of circular thinking college students find
themselves in—that had just exacerbated the original problem.
Accident was a word that had shaped and perhaps even defined
her early life. The accident. No survivors. The world welcomes two
orphans; but of course, no one used that insensitive, ugly word
when talking to her and her sister.

The air was noticeably cooler by the time she
came out of the subway at Astor Place. She took her time making her
way to Shaun’s apartment, allowing herself to become momentarily
mesmerized by each little vignette that was playing out on the
sidewalk: a mother trying to corral two toddler girls dressed in
matching jumpers, a man dancing down the street to unheard music,
Japanese teenagers giggling in a tight cluster in the courtyard of
the Starbucks. It was just after Memorial Day, so New York was not
yet a ghost town. Shaun’s apartment was near NYC, an area that was
peaceful during the summer after all the college kids left and
headed back to the small towns from whence they came. There was a
noticeable lack of their sartorial assaults mixed in with the
otherwise sleek residents of Greenwich Village: no one shamelessly
schlepping around in pajama pants or sweats, as if downtown were an
actual college campus instead of just a part of the city where
there happened to be a school. Leigh bristled every time she saw
them; their resistance to the city—their desire to be in it but
refusal to be of it got under her skin. She’d never admit it, but
she felt a little jealous too. She didn’t miss being in school,
exactly, but she did miss the way that the people around her had
all their big ideas and their hopes. No one was truly cynical; no
one was a fatalist unless they’d decided it might be a cool thing
to be after reading too much Nietzsche.

As she circled around Astor Place, her
attention was diverted by a group of screeching teenagers turning
the giant cube that was the centerpiece of the little square. They
were trying to get the cube to spin as fast as possible, and it
reminded Leigh of little children spinning a merry-go-round, and
that image seemed both absurd and fitting. What a mystery—the idea
of living out one’s childhood in this city. It was difficult enough
as a fully formed adult, but to have New York in you the way
everyone else carries around their small towns, the way she carried
around Oakdale—always there despite your unawareness of it, like
the instinct to breathe. To have New York be a thing one has never
had to learn, what must that be like? A mixed blessing, she
imagined, like being really beautiful when you’re fourteen.

Leigh turned her borrowed key in the door;
the apartment was full of the humid freshness of someone showering.
She sat down on the couch and, for a moment, just relished the
feeling of not being on her feet. Shaun’s apartment was an
awkwardly converted two bedroom with an obtrusive plaster wall
coming in at an odd angle to cordon off the smaller of the two
bedrooms. No one lived in the other bedroom, so it was full of
Shaun’s things, mostly clothes and shoes that she never wore but
still didn’t want to get rid of. The main bedroom was big with
beautiful high ceilings, and the windows had tall, old-fashioned
panes. Then there was the tiny living room with a couch and old
television that was never watched and a long kitchen with a full
set of implements that had, to Leigh’s knowledge, never been used.
Like so many apartments in New York, this one was more of a
stopover for changing clothes and occasionally sleeping than
anything else.

“Oh, hi Sweetie!” Shaun chimed, emerging a
moment later from the bathroom in a cloud of steam. Shaun’s
extraordinary long red hair clung in wet clumps to her pale,
sparsely freckled shoulders. Without warning, she pulled the towel
off her body and wrapped it around her head. Shaun wasn’t shy about
being naked, but who would be with her body? Her body was all
breasts and long limbs; it was no wonder she unsheathed the thing
like a weapon: it was a weapon.

“I was about to have a cigarette; come sit by
the window with me while I smoke.” Shaun plucked a small cloth robe
from the top of her laundry pile and wrapped it loosely around her.
The whole apartment had just a faint hint of stale cigarettes,
which meant that she smoked in every corner of every room though
she only ever smoked by the window when she had visitors. Leigh
thought it would be exhausting to care so much about what everyone
thought that you would take the trouble to hide something like
that. Then again, the things Shaun did and didn’t hide never made
sense. Here was a woman you would never hear burp but would
describe the latter half of a Brazilian wax to you in uncomfortable
detail. Once she called Leigh late at night when she was in bed,
and from the sound of her breathing, Leigh knew she was smoking; it
had left an impression on her for some reason, the idea that Shaun
would smoke in bed alone.

As children they had, for a brief period of
time, been cousins. Shaun’s mother, Marilyn, had been married to
Leigh’s Uncle Joe, who had before that been married to her Aunt
Sarah and was the father of two of her cousins. The poorly suited
couple had met during a two-year sojourn Marilyn had decided to
take from her hometown of New York, to which she would afterward
return and raise Shaun. No blood was shared between the two girls,
but it seemed like a spectacular coincidence that they’d ended up
in the same place after first knowing each other in that far-flung
Washington suburb. The last time Shaun and Leigh had been together
before New York, it had been amongst numerous Barbies, their
interactions governed by dictates particular to nine-year-old
girls: whether or not each deemed the other’s Barbie collection
acceptable and compatible to her own. There was a picture of them
together in such a scenario: Leigh plump and dark eyed, Shaun as
delicate and fair as dandelion fluff, both girls seated on the
porch of Leigh’s childhood home, smiling wanly at the intruding
adult who was wielding the camera and interrupting their game.
Looking at the photo, they were certain they had been friends
though neither of them actually remembered the other. Shaun had
kept the picture for all those years, and it was now framed and
hung above her sofa. When Leigh asked why, she had answered that it
was to remind her that there had been some happiness in her
childhood, that it hadn’t all been as she remembered it. Whenever
Leigh looked closely at the photograph, which she had stopped doing
since she’d moved in, she was struck by how little she herself had
changed. She had the same pale, serious face, the same wide dark,
almond-shaped eyes. Only her dark hair had really changed in form,
loosening from the tight curls of her girlhood into long, uneven
waves. Even her body, though it had obviously grown and matured,
had a certain squareness then that it would always retain. Leigh
was as pretty in childhood as she would ever be later on, which was
to say passably so, whereas Shaun’s hair had turned a pleasing pale
shade of red, and her body had continuously elongated, particularly
from hip to thigh.

Shaun had found Leigh on a social networking
website where both had profiles. Leigh had been living in the city
for about six months at the time. In those days, she spent her time
in between job interviews with office temp work, where she could
usually be found sitting in front of a computer with nothing to do
but surf the Internet. One day while perusing the site, a message
popped up in her inbox alongside a thumbnail photo of a pale,
pretty girl of about her age, with strikingly round blue eyes. The
message said, “Aren’t we cousins?” Shaun had attached a scan of the
photo. The girls had met up for a drink, which became many drinks,
which became a friendship. Shaun told her that the words on the
back of the picture said simply, Shaun and Leigh Spencer 1986. A
name was all it took to find someone now, no matter where in the
world they’d ended up.

“By the way,” Leigh said, stretching out on
her stomach on Shaun’s enormous bed and adjusting for a better
vantage point of the street below, “is Brian coming tonight?”

“Of course,” Shaun said, “actually, we need
to stop by and pick him up on the way there.”

Brian was Shaun’s older, on-again-off-again
boyfriend whom she was always either ready to run off and marry or
trying to pawn off on one of her friends. Leigh found the whole
situation alternately amusing and depressing. She guessed Brian’s
feelings on the situation were similar, but she couldn’t say she
knew the man well, and he tended toward the stoic.

Shaun ashed her cigarette on the windowsill.
She had never bothered to hang any curtains, but because the place
had a temporary feel to it in all respects, this decision made a
strange kind of aesthetic sense.

“How is everything going with him?” Leigh
asked.

“Very well,” she replied and then added after
a pause, “he wants to go ring shopping next week.”

Leigh sat up and looked at Shaun with
surprise; Shaun continued to look down at the street
disinterestedly. Was this not Big News with a capital B? Leigh
wondered.

“Uh, ring shopping like you’re getting
engaged?” she asked when Shaun said nothing more.

She nodded, smiling serenely, turning slowly,
cat-like to meet Leigh’s eyes.

“So…are you engaged?’

“Sort of. We’ll get married. Maybe. I’m not
sure if I believe in marriage. You know, like as an institution,”
she said, exhaling and following it up with an extremely delicate
little cough.

It was so like Shaun to follow the news of a
possible engagement with a comment like that. Only someone as
urbane as Shaun could ever get away with being so nonchalant. Leigh
envied this about her, perhaps more than all of the things she
envied.

The day after Leigh had received the original
message from Shaun through the social networking site, she had
called her sister Barbara to tell her about it.

“Do you remember Marilyn who was our aunt for
a while?” Leigh asked.

“The slutty one who was married to Uncle Joe
for like a minute? I never really thought of her as our aunt
exactly.”

Leigh understood her transgression. Of
course, aunt meant something different in their lexicon; it
was a sacred word meaning caretaker and provider, in place of
mother and father. She shouldn’t have used the word. There would
only ever be three aunts, and Uncle Joe was merely a father
to one set of cousins and otherwise an asshole, someone with whom
they shared no blood, no bond.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” she said. She didn’t
remember Marilyn being slutty, but maybe she was. Barbara always
had the upper hand with childhood recollections, having the
advantage of those four extra years of age and lucidity of memory.
Leigh had the faintest memory of Marilyn: a slender, towering
figure who smelled of something sharp and sweet, clove cigarettes
maybe.

“Anyway, why?” Barbara had asked, sounding,
as always, as though anything Leigh could be calling to tell her
about would be trivial and amusing at best compared to her very
serious life as Wife and Mother.

“Remember she had a daughter? She found me
online last week. We’re going to meet up next week. Isn’t that
wild?”

“Completely. Be carefully though, if she’s
anything like mommy dearest she’ll be trouble. Apple doesn’t fall
far from the tree and…Trenton! Get down from there, what are you
doing, what do you need? Use your words, Trenton. Stop! What did
mommy say about that? Leigh, I have to call you back, Trenton is
trying to stick his head in the Cuisinart again.”

The line had abruptly gone dead. Leigh
wondered about what Barbara had said. Was that true? Was everyone
only one tenuous step ahead of their past?

"Oh shit, the time," Leigh said, catching a
glance at the computer screen.

“I have to shower.”

When Leigh got out, Shaun had her towel
wrapped around her waist and was drying her hair. Shaun had gotten
implants right around the time she and Leigh had reconnected, and
it seemed she chose to go topless whenever possible. Showing them
off was her favorite party trick; invariably the more drinks that
went down her throat, the more likely her top was to come off,
though she would usually take the lucky person into another room
for the viewing. Leigh had only been around Shaun a couple of times
when she hadn’t had them. With clothes on, they looked natural
enough but uncovered, the shape of the implant could be seen
through the skin and they sat up a little too pertly, not moving
quite in tandem with the rest of her body, as if they had entirely
their own agenda. When her bandages came off, Shaun insisted that
Leigh (and everyone else she knew) feel them and give a full
report.

"Hey, did you find a new
place yet?" Shaun asked over the roar of the hairdryer.

"No," Leigh said, leaning into the mirror to
apply her eyeliner. "I responded to a bunch of posts on Craigslist
but nothing so far.”

"Something great will come up. What’s that
they say? In New York, ‘You’re always looking for a job, a
boyfriend, or an apartment."’

"What is that? Gospel
according to Sex and the
City?”

Shaun rolled her eyes and smiled through her
curtain of hair, "Fuck, I hate when I get a random piece of pop
culture stuck in my brain and I confuse it with some great
quotation. It’s kind of true though..."

"At least I have a job at the moment," Leigh
said, referring to her position of a half a year or so working as a
production assistant at a publishing house, "not that I wouldn't
love to have a new one of those as well."

Shaun flipped her head over to dry the
underside of her hair.

“I might be able to help with the third
thing," Shaun said, flipping her head back over and switching off
the hairdryer.

"Huh? What third thing?" Leigh asked, turning
to look at her and accidentally getting mascara in her eyebrow in
the process.

"The boyfriend part..."

"Is that so?"

"You remember Marat?"

"Um..." Leigh picked at a clump of makeup
that had lodged itself in the corner of her eye.

"The brain surgeon guy who’s friends with my
Uncle Mark? We went out to dinner that one time and went back to
Christine's for drinks and he came with us..."

"Oh, right. He was very nice.” She had
compounded the eye makeup situation by smearing the excess across
her cheek. Annoyed with herself, she went to the bathroom to get
eye makeup remover. Shaun was staring at her.

“What?”

Shaun smiled.

“You’re joking. Shaun, he’s old enough to be
my father.”

"You need to be more open-minded, Leigh. He’s
going to be really famous for his work, and he's got tons of money.
He thinks you're so beautiful, he told me he stuck around at
Christine's just to spend more time with you..."

"Well, I'm very flattered but not
interested." Leigh recoiled at the thought. Marat was at least
fifty. She could never imagine how other women did it; the thought
of that skin and hair so much older than her own, how this could
add up to some kind of an illicit thrill she would never
understand.

Shaun gave her a sheepish look.

"I kinda told him you were into it."

"Shaun!"

"Sorry! But I thought you should give it a
chance!"

Leigh shook her head, laughed, and shut the
bathroom door. “Not going to happen,” she said through the closed
door.

They pulled up outside Brian’s building and
asked the cab driver to wait. A few minutes later, Brian came
charging out of the door in what Leigh imagined was meant to be a
youthful jog but made him look like a paunchy valet hustling to
fetch some more important person’s vehicle. As he slid into the
back seat on the other side of Shaun, Leigh caught a strong tang of
sweat mixed with cologne.

“Hey, baby,” he said, kissing Shaun on the
cheek, a gesture she accepted with a tight smile. He was wearing a
shirt of almost transparent cotton with the outline of a red bird
coming down the side of one breast. He had paired this atrocity
with trendy distressed jeans that were the sort of the thing that
no man his age, a mysterious number that was somewhere between
thirty-seven and fifty, should be wearing unless he was on his way
from doing some sort of hard labor that had legitimately distressed
his pants.

The party they were going to was at an
apartment, though to say it was an apartment was really a bit of a
misnomer; it was more of a mansion that happened to be affixed to
the top of a building. Inevitably, one of the favorite topics of
discussion that circulated every party ever held there was the
market price of such an apartment. Guests would first be taken up
in a service elevator and then continue past the ground floor up a
long, narrow flight of stairs; they would then come upon the main
indoor floor and the first of three roof decks: this one a garden,
the next a swimming pool, and the last, a full outdoor grill and
plenty of seating. The party was being thrown by Melanie and her
boyfriend, William. Melanie was a friend of Shaun’s; they had
shared an agency back when Shaun was modeling.

Leigh could hear Melanie’s voice echoing down
the staircase as she and Shaun made their way up the first flight
of steps, Brian lumbering up behind them. Melanie had the kind of
voice that could be heard through a crowd; it was high and sweet
and though it was not at all jarring, somehow always pulled itself
up out of the general din, existing as though in its own
register.

Leigh liked Melanie and had wished secretly
and disloyally that she had met her before she’d met Shaun.

“Hi, girls,” Melanie said warmly. Melanie
looked beautiful and in her element in her long silk jersey dress.
There were a couple of well placed, fancy tiki torches lining the
patio edge where the stone met the grass of the garden; the effect
of the light was soft and flattering.

“You look,” Shaun said,
pausing and taking a little gasp for effect, “so gorgeous.”

“Thank you,” Melanie said. “Let me get you
guys a drink. Champagne?”

“Always,” Shaun said, smiling so brightly it
seemed as though her face might crack.

“She looks really great,” Leigh said as the
flash of her dress disappeared into the throng and she was out of
earshot. Admiring, not for the first time, the way Melanie moved
through a crowd, sifting through its cracks like mist.

“Yeah, she really does. It’s
good that she put on a couple of pounds; it definitely makes her
look less gaunt. I mean, I was starting to get really worried about
her. I think William is good for her,” Shaun said, referring to
Melanie’s boyfriend of a year. “The guys she went out with before
him were just…” Shaun grimaced and shook her head. “I mean, we all
go through that period where we like, think it’s okay to date the
bartender-slash-musician or the guy who went to CUNY, but it’s
just, you know, so not okay.”
Her voice downgraded to a whisper as Melanie came
back into view.

“Here you are,” Melanie said, handing the
drinks off, oblivious to the fact that they had just been talking
about her. She stayed with them for a few minutes; they talked
about the luck of the nice weather for the evening, who had made it
to the party so far, and who else was on their way until someone
lightly touched Melanie’s shoulder and pulled her away from
them.

Shaun went to the corner to discreetly enjoy
a cigarette and sent Brian to the bar to fetch another round of
drinks. He returned quickly with two martini glasses full of
something pink.

“What is this?” Shaun asked, her mouth giving
a minute twitch of disgust.

“It’s the signature cocktail, a flirtini or
crantini or something,” he said, handing off the drinks and looking
distractedly back into the crowd.

“Ugh, why does everyone find any excuse to
serve pink drinks?” She looked at the syrupy liquid accusingly,
sniffed it, scowled, and then delicately tipped it down her throat
in one swig.

She took another drag off her half-finished
cigarette and ground it into the side of a large potted plant
nearby. “I’m going to the bar,” she announced. Leigh followed.

The main bar was located underneath a set of
intersecting staircases and in front of it was a well lit dance
floor where groups of people stood talking in threes and fours. No
one was dancing yet, but a few people occasionally shook their hips
or bopped their heads to a couple of notes before stopping again,
suddenly self-conscious. They drank a few rounds while people Shaun
knew came by to greet her. Leigh stood off to the side drinking
quietly. She thought how amazingly predictable the crowd was, how
much a forgone conclusion. All of the girls were in new party
dresses. Leigh could tell looking at the frocks go by, that none of
them had been worn before tonight. They were not being worn like
beloved items of clothing but as items somehow separate from the
wearer; in half the instances, the dresses were wearing the girls,
partially because of the insubstantial size of the later. Party
dress girls came in two varieties: a younger version (teenagers,
easily) and bony models with wide eyes and sad, sunken faces. She
always wondered what happened to those girls after they grew up.
There were always new ones coming into the city, evidenced by how
shockingly young some of them appeared to be. The older party girls
were more intimidating. They tended to come in packs and were all
unusually attractive and worked in smart sounding jobs in glamorous
industries like fashion and magazine publishing. It was as though
they’d all been cast in the television roles of their own
lives.

The men at these parties were a mystery to
Leigh. It occurred to her that they didn’t have men like this in
the Northwest where she grew up, not in her small town certainly,
but not even in Seattle or Portland. There was a certain
good-natured ruggedness to the men in those cities that she’d only
realized after living for a while in New York, and that she had
taken completely for granted. Here all the men were shorter and
wealthier and likelier to be able to spot a fake handbag if they
saw one.

After her third round, Leigh wandered away
from the dance floor muttering that she would be right back. She
made her way carefully up the iron staircase, holding down the
borrowed dress with both hands, hoping what she was wearing
underneath wasn’t being showcased to the crowd below. She made her
way to the highest roof deck where the food was being served and a
great wave of smoke washed over her from the grill; she coughed and
hurried out of range of the immense outdoor ovens. Once she had
made it to a quieter corner, away from the food and most of the
people, the air had the sweet scent of late spring. This was air to
be cherished; soon they would descend into the swampy heat of
summer. She leaned her palms against the railing and tried her best
to take in both the air and the view, knowing both were fleeting.
You could see the Manhattan and Brooklyn Bridges from the roof, and
the lights were twinkling in the darkness.

Leigh took a sip of the strange pink cocktail
that she had grabbed off a tray on her way up. She was drunk and
starting to feel morose.

She stared out into the night and realized
that this was the first time that day that she’d been both alone
and stationary. The solitude was relaxing, but she was a little
afraid of what the inside of her head would look like once the dust
had a chance to settle. She had no home in New York. She had lost a
close friend and she hated her job. Things were not good. She
looked across the street, down into an uncurtained floor-to-ceiling
window of someone's apartment. She could see the slippered feet of
someone who was curled up on an enormous white bed. Leigh felt a
fleeting but strong urge to be there instead of here, and then
wondered why she had felt it. She thought to herself that if the
person in the room could see into the party, they might wish to be
here instead of there. It was likely. Who wouldn't want to be here?
She reminded herself that she did want to be here, that she
actually was having a good time. On one of her first nights in New
York, she’d taken the long way back to her hostel from wherever she
had been, walking through the Flatiron District. She was really
alone then; she hadn't even met Max yet. She was looking up into
the windows of the building as she passed, the way you do without
even realizing it on an empty street, looking for the comfort of a
stranger's face to let you know that you are not the last person on
earth. In one window there were many faces moving and positioning
themselves in the rhythm of a party. A girl about Leigh’s age was
leaning against the sill of the open window; she had a drink in her
hand and was looking up at the tall boy who was standing next to
her, laughing at something he was saying. Leigh realized that at no
point in her life before this had she ever felt so truly lonely.
The memory of loneliness sticks with you the way the memory of love
does: once you’ve felt it, it’s never all the way out of your
system. Even now at Melanie’s party, though things were different,
she still felt it creep up on her. Back then, her loneliness had
felt bottomless, and now it still it felt ever present, looming,
waiting to swallow her again. The awareness of it would come over
her, spilling swiftly across her mind like a shadow in waning
sunlight at the most unexpected of times—like tonight.

What she wanted was not as simple as being
here or not being here. She wished she could be here as an earlier
self, the self who first moved to the city and was so desperate to
be shown what was behind the curtain. No one who was at these
parties ever appreciated them, no one openly marveled at the size
of the prawns being served or the fact that there was a full open
bar or even the spectacular view. Why were these dressy girls so
bored all the time?

“Hey, what are you doing over here?” asked
Melanie, touching her elbow. Leigh felt herself coming toward the
surface again, the brief dark moment scurrying out of sight.

“Oh, hey sweetie. I’m just taking a breather.
How is your night going?”

Melanie rolled her eyes and smiled. “Sort of
stressful; I wish I could just relax and have some fun; I feel like
I’m on duty here.”

“Playing the gracious hostess,” Leigh said.
“The party is great anyway.”

“Are you having fun?”

“Yeah, it’s really helping get my mind off
things. I’ve been pretty stressed out these last few weeks.”

“I know, honey, I’m so sorry about
everything. Do you think you’ll be able to be friends with him
again?”

“Hard to say,” Leigh told her. They both
stared off into the distance; there was a breeze blowing but the
night air was still heavy with humidity. As she said it, Leigh felt
the truth sink in. The answer, the thing that was too hard to say
out loud quite yet, was no. They wouldn’t ever be friends again.
The chance for reconciliation was disappearing more rapidly with
each passing day.

“Do you need another drink?” Melanie asked,
after a moment of pause.

“Yes,” Leigh said.

Leigh followed her to the
bar and had only another second with her before William came over
and politely squired her away. Leigh waved off his apologies with
the hand that wasn’t holding her vodka and smiled at them. She
reflected that she really felt very happy for Melanie that she had
found William. He was so perfect that it was hard to think
sometimes that he must not be hiding something sinister; he was
handsome and smart and from a good family. Leigh would never have thought that people
still said things like “he’s from a good family” before she moved
East; the idea had seemed like such an anachronism. But they said
it here and meant it. As she understood it, William was the sort of
mythical beast only someone like Melanie could ever
have.

“All alone?” the bartender asked, his voice
dripping with innuendo. Leigh looked at him; he was very handsome
in a generic way: nice eyes, square jaw, good hair. He was most
certainly an actor who, like most actors in New York, spent most of
his paid hours perfecting the role of cater waiter. Leigh gave him
a wry smile, pulled herself away from the bar, and turned to walk
back out to the pool.

“No,” Leigh said, noting that he seemed to be
made nervous by her eye contact, “not at all.”

***

By 1:00 a.m., Leigh was drunk and sitting on
the edge of the pool. The last she had seen of Shaun, she had been
standing on the upper roof deck, gesticulating grandly and telling
some story to a rapt audience of men, none of whom were Brian. Even
from that distance, Leigh could see from the wideness of her eyes
what was rushing in her veins. That knowledge made Leigh need
another drink, and after that, another. Now Leigh had her feet in
the water, almost up to her knees. It was all she could do not to
jump in, the water in the tiny pool looked so inviting, the ripples
seeming to catch every shaft of light and refract it. She was
sitting with the long skirt of the dress she had borrowed hiked up
to the tops of her thighs and thrown over her left elbow,
contemplating the cost of dry cleaning it, or worse, replacing it
if it was unsalvageable. She had a feeling that white silk might
more likely involve the latter, so she stayed put.

Who was the person swimming around her feet,
shark-like? She had only met him this evening—that much she knew.
James? Jason? Jason, she thought, that sounded right. It must be;
she wasn’t that drunk. Was she? Now that she was sitting down, she
definitely did not feel as drunk as when she had been standing up.
Jason (or the boy who Leigh thought was Jason) had hair that was
sticking out at all angles, and he was begging her to join him in
the water, but she was enjoying being coquettish, which she was
never good at when she was sober. She had been talking to the boy
for a long time; he was young and owned a website of some kind. He
seemed smart; at least they’d had a lot to talk about, nothing
Leigh would remember in the morning.

Leigh was dividing her attention between the
pool and an entertaining group standing just outside the door. The
girl was loud and foreign; she was telling the two men standing
with her a story that required lots of wild gestures. She was a
beautiful girl, actually, but a very specific, bawdy kind: huge
breasts, blonde hair, enormous eyes, and obvious, universal sex
appeal turned to maximum voltage. She was the girl who is at every
party there has ever been, piss drunk by 7:30 p.m. and naked with
one or more strangers before morning. The men were giving each
other very unsubtle, conspiratorial glances in between feigning
interest in her story.

“Come on,” the boy in the pool suddenly said
to Leigh. “You look so beautiful sitting there in your sexy white
dress.” He drew himself closer to her and put a hand suggestively
on her knee. “The only thing that would make it hotter is to see
you all wet,” he said in a throaty whisper. Leigh gave a little
mock gasp but felt her cheeks burning. She wasn’t sure what she
wanted, only that she wanted to be wanted.

“You’re so bad,” she said, leaning down and
hoping that he was not about to make the miscalculation that she
was being coy and pull her down with him. Thankfully, he did
not.

Her dress got a little wet anyway because
later he wrapped her in his towel with his still damp body and
kissed her. It was almost romantic standing next to the pool like
that. He kept saying she was beautiful, and it made her feel
better, like salve to a wound. Why? What wound? But that’s how it
felt. The boy whose name may have been Jason was sweet-talking
Leigh because they were drinking and it was late. Leigh knew this
but tried to be in the moment, the moment where she was standing on
a moonlit roof-deck garden, a garden not everyone is allowed to go
in, being kissed and told she was beautiful.

Unbeknownst to them, the party was shutting
down around them, and before long, a security guard came out and
asked them to leave. The boy pulled his clothes on over his wet
boxers, and they rode down in the elevator together giggling. Soon
they were back out on the street, back on earth. Leigh felt
sobriety and clarity surfacing slowly. Jason took Leigh’s hand in
his and smiled at her, so sweetly that she thought she was about to
be surprised by a moment of gentlemanliness at the end of a party;
of course, she was wrong. Drunk and wrong.

“So, where are you off to?”

Leigh shrugged. “Not sure. What about
you?”

“Well, that really depends on you,” he
said.

“Should we go somewhere else, a bar or…” This
suggestion was met by a look of annoyance.

“Look,” he said, “either you’re trying to
take me home or not.”

There it was, she thought.

“Then I’m not,” she said, snatching back her
hands.



He shrugged. Not a disingenuous shrug that
would imply that he was only trying to hide that fact that he did
really care, but an honest shrug like it was all the same to him
whether or not this girl went home with him, took all her clothes
off, and allowed him to put himself inside her or not. Some other
night some other girl would say yes, maybe tomorrow night or maybe
even tonight if he went somewhere else, somewhere where the night
was even later and the women even drunker. He was young and wealthy
and this was New York. No, he decidedly did not care one iota if
this particular girl, whose name he could not remember, wanted to
sleep with him or not.

Leigh woke up a scant few hours later alone
in Shaun’s bed, the sun beaming straight through the flimsy
curtains and into her eyes. She felt exhausted but unable to stay
asleep any longer. As the previous night came back to her, she felt
herself slipping into a familiar day-after despair. It was always
like this; she’d be so excited for a big night out, and it would
end the same way, with nothing. Did it really matter, getting to go
to a party like that if most of the people barely noticed you?
Wherever she went, she would still be her. Leigh lay there hating
herself with the ire that only a person drying out from a bad,
boozy night can. She felt the weight of regret from the previous
evening. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be desired, of course,
but she was so sick of that glazed-over, lascivious stare, sick of
being the object of such cheapened lust. Was this really all men
had to offer her? Any notion of romance was so dressed-down as to
be a distant cousin of what she’d hoped for. She was longing for
things to get complicated.

 


 


 


 



Chapter
Three

On the Sunday after the roof-deck party,
Leigh met her friend Lulu for drinks at the Cornelia Street Café.
Someone named Samuel whom Lulu had gone to college with was reading
his poetry as part of a showcase. Leigh had met him once or twice
and instinctively disliked him. He was a skinny, angry, overgrown
boy whose face was always pulled tightly into a kind of glower,
ready to go on the defensive at any second. He was snarling and
abrasively political about issues that she knew nothing about, but
she wasn’t convinced that he did either. He was the kind of person
who would spit out statistics like the gross national product of
Azerbaijan or the infant mortality rate of Namibia with the fervor
of the devoted, and she would find herself just dying to be able to
triumphantly correct him, but he seemed to stick to obscure enough
factoids to negate the possibility of this. Leigh didn’t want to
endure this kind of assault in the form of poetry and thus, agreed
to meet Lulu only afterwards.

Lulu and Leigh had lunch most days at
Heighton House but still seemed to find plenty to talk outside of
that. It was the kind of friendship Leigh had not had since she was
much younger, and something she had never expected to find in New
York. When Leigh arrived, Lulu was already sitting at a table in
the window with a glass of white wine in front of her. One of
Leigh’s favorite things about summer was the way that the
restaurants opened their walls like flower petals, suddenly taking
over the sidewalk with chairs and tables and displaying their
attractive patrons in their sundresses and linen pants. It made her
constantly envious of people in restaurants, even if she had just
come from one.

“Hello,” Lulu said.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Leigh said, squeezing
into the chair next to her. She indicated to the hovering waiter
that she would like a glass of whatever white wine Lulu was
drinking. Lulu’s hair was wet and pulled back away from her face,
her eyes were an unusual shade of light chestnut brown that gave
her face a slightly exotic look, and in the waning sunlight, they
seemed to almost glow. Lulu was very slender in a way that women
were very envious of but, as she was quick to point out, was not
the thing that really got the boys drooling. It was true that she
was not everyone’s cup of tea and somehow Leigh thought that men
must expect when they saw her coming that she would be a little
quiet and unassuming, which predisposed them for a shock the first
time she opened her mouth. The men who liked her, however, were
completely crazy for her, which Leigh thought was actually
preferable to having a more universal appeal.

Leigh had first met Lulu at a special
breakfast meeting with Randal Pierce that all new hires were
invited to at some point or another during their first six months
at Heighton House. A pack of mostly twenty-somethings, all
over-dressed with the exception of Lulu, who wore jeans and fitted
blazer with leather patches on the elbows, had been seated around
the large conference table on the top floor. They had grazed on
fresh fruit and a mediocre selection of pastries, taking
surreptitious looks at the company’s legendary CEO who was chatting
amiably with the person to his left, waiting until everyone was
settled in to address the group. Leigh had been seated to the left
of Lulu but hadn’t particularly taken notice of her. She was
anxiously rearranging her skirt under her haunches where it was
sticking to her skin in a maddening and uncomfortable way when Lulu
startled her by suddenly leaning over to say something.

“I like the vest,” Lulu had whispered to
Leigh in a way that made it seem like they’d already met, that is
to say without an ounce of the reticence with which strangers
usually address each other.

“Do you think he always wears a three-piece
suit?” she’d asked. Lulu had chin-length dark hair and a pleasant
face, made more interesting by its expression—a slightly
mischievous but welcoming smile. It was the face of a person who is
up to something, but probably nothing bad.

Leigh had shrugged, “Every time I’ve seen
him.”

“That’s nice,” Lulu had said. “Handsome older
man in a bespoke suit. I like that; it’s…dapper. Not enough
men can really pull off dapper.”

Lulu had peered at the nametag that was
propped up in front of Leigh.

“Leigh,” she’d said, “spelled the long way; I
like that. I’m a big fan of having a few unnecessary letters in
names; it’s so boring when they’re purely phonetic.”

Leigh thought for a moment that she was being
sarcastic but then decided she wasn’t. She didn’t seem that way,
which Leigh was glad about; too often people used badly thought-out
sarcasm as an excuse for humor.

“Mine doesn’t have any extras, just the ‘e’;
but like, everybody has a useless ‘e’ in their name. Fucking
ubiquitous ‘e,’ right?”

Leigh peered at her nametag, which plainly
said Lulu, no ‘e.’

“Oh yeah, sorry, my full name is Luanne, with
an ‘e’. I know, it's awful, right? It’s all ‘Luanne, you got a
hitch in your giddalong? Baby needs feedin’!’ or something, so I go
by Lulu, though my mother won’t call me by that since I’m named
after some really mean, dead relative who I think everyone is still
afraid of,” she’d paused thoughtfully. “The superfluous
‘igh’—that’s awesome, that’s special. Except when it’s used instead
of a ‘y,’ like Ashleigh. That’s just retarded.”

Leigh had laughed though she wasn’t sure she
understood the exact distinction. “You’re very particular about it,
huh?” she’d asked. Lulu had grinned at her.

The girls had had lunch together in the
cafeteria later that day and almost every day after that for the
past two years. Lulu lived in an apartment with two roommates in
the far reaches of Harlem, one of the only neighborhoods anyone
living on an assistant’s salary could afford. She was from Illinois
and had the occasional charming flourish of a Midwestern accent,
particularly when incensed—which never made it a good time to point
it out or, as Leigh was always tempted to do, just go ahead and
laugh out loud.

Today she looked serene; perhaps the
beautiful June evening was lifting her spirits.

“It’s okay,” she said to Leigh’s apologies as
she settled in across from her, “I’ve been keeping myself
entertained watching the passersby. You know I love that word
passersby? That ‘s’ is so subtle and well placed. They could have
done something awful to that word like make it passerbyers, but
instead you get passersby, like Mesdames.”

“How’s that?”

“M-e-s-d-a-m-e-s as a plural from Madame.
Sorry, I’ll stop now. How was your night?”

Leigh shrugged. The waiter thankfully
appeared with her wine, which was nicely chilled, probably even a
little colder then it should have been. Leigh took a big sip,
taking care not to actually gulp.

She had been to Cornelia Street Café the
first time she had ever visited New York. It was a popular and
moderately prestigious place for literary readings. She remembered
how giddy she had been when the waiter had welcomed her and her
sister to New York. She’d come to the city for the first time right
after her junior year of college. She had begged Barbara to come
with her and organized a packed itinerary. After she moved to the
city, she slowly—usually by accident—found herself at each of the
places she had been to when she was there as a tourist. The feeling
was always bittersweet because it highlighted in such a fundamental
way the difference between her then and her now. Most days she was
glad to be rid of the tourist; sometimes she wished for nothing so
much as to see New York through the same eyes she saw it then.

“How was your date?” Leigh asked.

“Oh, God!” Lulu said rolling her
eyes.

“That good?”

She shook her head and tucked her free arm
under the one that was holding her wine glass.

“I just don’t understand how someone can play
the trumpet for a living and be such a sloppy kisser. I mean, he’s
a good trumpet player, I’ve heard him so it’s not that he couldn’t
control his lips if he wanted to. That makes it even worse, I
think; he’s willfully a bad kisser.”

When Leigh met her, Lulu had still been with
her college boyfriend, Frank, who had originally convinced her to
relocate from the Midwest. He had only intended for them to live in
New York for a year, and he purposefully took a job with a firm
that would enable him to easily transfer from New York back to
Chicago. But a lot can happen in a year, and Lulu fell in love with
New York and out of love with Frank. When he left, she stayed. That
was the ways things went; there were plenty of people who ended up
in New York this way, as refugees of relationships gone wrong. They
were an entire subset in fact. Lulu liked to say that she would
have moved here anyway because she wanted to be an editor. Since
Frank, Lulu had been single and made a point of being happy about
it.

“How was the reading?”

“Samuel was okay, the rest of them were
garbage; I think the program coordinator fell asleep at the wheel.
I felt like I was in my freshman poetry seminar. I mean, I’m shit
at poetry, but at least I’m self aware enough to know that
I’m shit and not inflict it on others.”

“Speaking of writing—not specifically shitty
writing, obviously—but how is your novel coming?” Leigh asked
cautiously.

Lulu grimaced slightly and reached for her
drink as she nodded emphatically. “Good, good. I mean, it’s going
well, it’s going okay. You know how it is.”

Leigh nodded.

“Sometimes I wonder if you can actually die
from reading your own bad prose. You laugh, but I’m serious. I
don’t even want to talk about it, but trust me when I say there are
metaphors in there that could make your synapses rebel for
sure.”

Lulu’s real ambition, like so many of the
junior employees at Heighton House was to become a novelist. She
adamantly refused to let Leigh or anyone else near the novel she
had furtively been working on for years. Leigh had secretly
wondered at first if it really existed, but became convinced that
it did after seeing Lulu’s continuous angst over the matter. In
real life, as she liked to say, she was an editorial assistant for
an imprint of Heighton that did Sci-Fi and Fantasy series
fiction.

“So what’s going on with the apartment
stuff?” Lulu asked.

“Nothing yet. I’m still feeling a little
shell-shocked from the whole thing, you know? At least I can stay
with Shaun in the meantime; she’s being pretty cool about it.”

“I think that was the hardest thing about
Frank leaving: finding a new place. That sounds cold, but God I
loved that apartment. He offered to sign the lease over but unless
I was able to find a roommate who would pay two thirds of the rent,
there was just no way. I wish you’d seen it, then you could know my
agony. I mean it had a washer/dryer in the apartment! No one
who just had their heart broken should have to deal with a sudden
transition to using a New York Laundromat, it’s just too cruel.
Anyway, don’t worry, you’ll find somewhere great. How is living
with Shaun?”

“It’s fine,” Leigh said. “It really is nice
of her to let me stay there, plus she’s almost never around in the
summer, so it sort of feels like I have the place to myself most of
the time.”

Lulu raised her eyebrows and nodded. It was
to both of their credit that neither ever said anything about it,
but Leigh knew that Shaun and Lulu didn’t care for each other. The
only time they ever really saw each other was during mandatory
gatherings like Leigh’s birthday dinner, and on these occasions
there was a kind of strained civility between them, as though they
were grudge-holding family members at a holiday. Leigh didn’t press
the issue; she saw no reason, other than their shared friendship
with her, that the two should be friends. What she would never tell
either of them was that they had more in common than they would
ever have admitted. In their way, both were drawn to New York
because it was the place where they thought they would be the most
rewarded for their natural abilities. There was a life they felt
they were entitled to, and thus far for both of them, things had
fallen a little short of their expectations. Leigh, on the other
hand, felt that the city had freed her from her expectations and
therefore provided her with ample opportunities for reinvention if
nothing else.

“Yeah,” Lulu said, “I’m glad you’re out of
your old place anyway. There’s nothing worse than a bad roommate
situation in this city.”

“I know. I just stopped feeling like I had
any place to go.”

“And you need that here,” Lulu said. Both of
their eyes trailed the same attractive dark-haired man walking a
corgi.

“Excuse me,” Leigh posed to the unknown man
when he was safely out of earshot, “where are you going, sir?”

“Right?” Lulu said. “God, what a beautiful
evening. I wish it could be like this all summer. I could sit here
for hours just drinking and watching men like that walk by.”

“You have anything else to do tonight?”

“Well there is a special report on the
dangers of summer travel on 60 Minutes tonight, but since my
ass is stuck in the concrete jungle all summer, I think I can
probably skip it.”

They ordered another glass of wine and after
that, another, until they lost count.

***

The hunt for a new apartment was not going
well. Leigh had been at it for two weeks now and it had been
hideous. The worst had been a beautiful building on Bleecker
Street. The ad had sounded so promising: $1,200 a month, one
bedroom, one bathroom on the 11th floor of the building.
Leigh had arrived early and been told to wait outside the door. As
she had waited, the elevator doors had opened periodically, and
each time another young woman got out, peered at the number on the
door, and then had gotten in line behind Leigh. She’d realized with
dismay that they were all here to look at the same apartment.
They’d spread throughout the hallway, ignoring each other. A girl
in a fedora leaned up against the wall with her eyes closed, tiny
white earbuds shielding her from the unpleasant situation. An Asian
girl who looked like a teenager sat on the floor against the walls,
taking a binder and a notebook out of her bag.

Leigh had felt her nerves stretching even
thinner than they’d already been; looking for an apartment was,
like everything in New York, a competition. Finally, the door had
opened partially, and Leigh was met by the gaze of a small,
wild-haired woman who glowered at her with the expression of
someone who has just been interrupted by a sales call in the midst
of watching her favorite television show. She had a gnarled face
that must have looked years older than it was. She bore such a
strong resemblance to a misanthropic villain from a Roald Dahl book
that Leigh found she could hardly keep herself from staring.

“Hi,” she’d say. “Um, I’m here about the
apartment…”

“I know that,” the woman said and opened the
door further, gesturing for Leigh to come in.

The apartment had been unremarkable but
seemed clean enough, which was always a good start. There was no
real living room: simply a bedroom and bathroom with only a small
galley kitchen in between that had a rusty, makeshift stove that
looked twice as likely to burn down the apartment as to actually
cook anything. The bed was bunked above a plain wooden desk, giving
the bedroom a slightly institutional feel to it, but Leigh, ever
hopeful, was all the while making small revisions in her head,
reconfiguring the space to make it more livable. The neighborhood,
said the optimistic voice in her head. Doorman, building. The
bathroom was a good size; oddly big, in fact, considering how small
the bedroom was. Leigh tried to evaluate the apartment calmly and
to disregard the creepy presence of the owner, whose eyes, she
noticed, were abnormally wide, as if she had been up all night for
several nights in a row. Her hair was a curiosity, sticking
straight out in a triangle from her ears to her shoulders.

Leigh half listened as the owner listed the
things that were verboten: cigarettes, parties, pets, even
goldfish. “I used to live with one and it was such a burden,”
explained the owner. “I was constantly concerned for its
happiness.” Leigh nodded earnestly, wondering how on earth the
owner would be affected by the mere thought of a goldfish and its
happiness. She figured she must have very strong feelings on the
matter for some reason. Leigh didn’t have or want a goldfish
anyway.

Leigh’s main concern was the tiny amount of
storage space in the bedroom, but she noticed another area just off
the kitchen that was separated by what appeared to be a shower
curtain. A closet space perhaps?

“What’s behind the curtain?” she asked.

“That’s where I work,” the woman said as if
this question were completely idiotic. “I’m a sports nutritionist.”
Leigh tried her best not to make a face, regarding the woman’s
flabby physique, which indicated knowledge of neither sports nor
nutrition.

“So, I’m sorry,” Leigh had said, “you come
here every day to work?”

The woman had regarded her as if she had
three heads and no brains, “I work from home.”

“You live here?”

“Ye-es,” the woman had said, making no
attempt to hide her contempt. “So do you want the place or
not?”

Leigh was still trying to recover. The woman
had advertised a one-bedroom apartment not one bedroom in an
apartment where the tenant would be living with her as a roommate:
tiny, menacing, pet-hater that she was. The voice in her head
extolling the neighborhood and building was getting quieter, but
still she contended with the panic of thinking of the line of girls
outside. If she didn’t take it, one of them surely would. And if
they all wanted it, it must be worth wanting. She looked back at
the owner and considered very seriously the likelihood of this
woman killing her in her sleep.

“Can I think about it?” she’d finally
asked.

The owner had let out an exasperated sigh, “I
can’t guarantee that it will still be available,” she said.

“Okay, I’ll call you.” Leigh had said, making
her way hastily to the door.

As she’d passed the long row of perspective
tenants in the hallway, she’d felt a twinge of solidarity with them
and was half tempted to warn them. But then she’d thought of the
fact that at least some of them would probably show up at the next
apartment she was seeing that afternoon, and the spirit of
competition won out over the spirit of sisterhood.

The following Saturday, Leigh sat in front of
her computer wanting to be outside but not wanting to have to
bother with it. She had to find an apartment so she had to stay in,
she told herself. She longed for good weather all year and then
always found she resented it a little when it got there, perversely
longing for the five o’clock cloaks of darkness that fell in the
winter. She had grown up in a place that was never accused of being
too sunny, so maybe the endless sunshine of the summer months would
never feel quite normal. Perhaps it would be different if she’d
been raised in California like her laid-back, blonde cousins. Or
perhaps not. Who can ever say how they would be if they were not
themselves.

The phone rang; Leigh somehow knew it was
going to. It felt like a good moment for the phone to ring. It was
Barbara. She pushed her laptop to the side, grateful for the
distraction.

“Hello, eldest,” she said, flipping her cell
phone open.

“Hello, youngest, what are you doing?”

“Looking at apartment listings.”

“Fun.”

“It absolutely isn’t. It’s like shopping for
a used car. You have to try to interpret the language…Listen to
this one: Looking for laid-back, female roommate. 420-friendly,
comfortable with alternative lifestyles. Pot smoking, S & M
aficionados would be my best guess there.”

“Wow. Glamorous New York City.”

Leigh laughed half-heartedly in response. She
knew how much her sister hated her living there, and that beneath
it all, she saw it as a betrayal. There had always been an unspoken
agreement that the one would never abandon the other. But hadn’t
Barbara violated that first by getting married, by becoming
consumed with a family that didn’t include Leigh?

Neither girl’s grievance could be voiced;
neither could accuse the other. They’d both committed that age-old
insult to family: they’d grown up. Leigh wished silently that
Barbara would simply acknowledge the fact that Leigh had to move on
at some point, and it wasn’t fair to ask her to stay in a place
where she had to walk around with such a heavy history. They went
for long enough stretches now without seeing each other that they
changed in the interims: hair grew or was chopped off, pounds were
gained or lost (mostly gained), their faces got wearier and
infinitesimally older.

“Wait,” Leigh said, “this one doesn’t sound
so bad: East village studio for sublet until the end of summer,
maybe longer. $1,500 a month; utilities included. 53 Stuyvesant
Street with a nice view of St Mark’s Church. Please, non-smoker; no
pets.”

“$1,500 for a studio? That’s outrageous!
That’s more than we pay for the house!”

“Actually,” Leigh said, “it’s pretty
reasonable. I’m going to have to check this one out…”

“Unbelievable,” Barbara said with a bemused
tone, “Heighton House must be paying you more than I thought.”

Both girls knew that this was bait—a comment
designed to either incense or induce shame, or both. Barbara knew
that the publishing house was paying Leigh barely enough to cover
half that rent and that the rest was being covered by the
inheritance that the girls’ parents had left them. It wasn’t fair
because Barbara had never subsisted without that money either; the
difference was Barbara considered her lifestyle to be worthy of the
posthumous parental support.

“I’ll call you back in a bit, okay?” Her
sister’s voice was suddenly the last she wanted to hear.

“Sure, good luck.” The line went dead
abruptly. This was the upside of living far away from home: family
is a phone call away, and it takes but one click to keep them
away.

Leigh shot off an e-mail to the owner of the
apartment, identified only by a number. Dear Sir…she started
over…Hi There— Hoping the apartment is still available; if so,
I’m very interested. I am 25, non-smoker, female, work in book
publishing, clean and quiet. I have no pets or loud, obnoxious
boyfriends. She thought for a moment and deleted the last part;
better not to ever try to be funny over e-mail. Particularly with a
stranger. She left her phone number at the bottom of the e-mail and
hit send. She looked out the window—it was raining, suddenly
and intensely the way it does in the summer. Barbara had told her
before she’d moved that the annual rainfall in New York was
actually more than that of the Seattle area. She’d always
remembered this. The rain in New York was different though, usually
a quickly passing downpour that got it all out of the way at once.
In Seattle it could rain lightly for days, slowly saturating the
land.

She closed her laptop and let herself
collapse on the couch. When she opened her eyes a few minutes
later, the rain had stopped and she suddenly felt like going for a
walk. She cut through Union Square, which was unusually empty
because of the rain, and made her way up to Grammercy where she
took a slow lap around the locked garden, the oasis free from the
slumbering, or worse, conscious and rambling homeless people that
inhabited the public parks. She looked through the iron gates at
two elderly women in light windbreakers taking impossibly slow and
tiny steps across the impeccable gravel and wondered why the best
moments in the city always seemed to be the ones where you forgot,
just for a moment, where you were. It was strange levity that
settled on you and released you from the confines of your
circumstances, if only for a few minutes. She had relied on this
feeling to get through her first year in New York.

Most of the flowers in the park were in full
bloom; watching the rain drip off them was comforting. It was true
that rain made Leigh feel at home. She always downplayed it when
people commented on how much it rained in Washington but only
because of the way they said it, with a curled lip: You’re from
Seattle; doesn’t it rain a lot there? As if she’d said she’d
grown up in Chernobyl. She remembered a time, some rainy night not
too long after she’d moved to the city, looking up a dark, downtown
street and seeing the headlights through the raindrops had almost
made her cry because it made her miss her home so much. She felt a
wrinkle of renewed irritation pass through her at Barbara’s
attitude on the phone with her earlier. This kind of covert warfare
had been waged against her every time she had stepped out of
Barbara’s life plan for her. Barbara was what people called a tough
cookie. She seemed fueled by some mysterious source and was nothing
but bolstered from adversity. She always got good grades, was good
at every sport she ever tried, and always had a devoted clique of
friends and hopelessly besotted boyfriend following in her wake.
Leigh had been, if not on the other side of the spectrum, then
pretty far from Barbara’s shining example.

Leigh did reasonably well in school, getting
good grades in the subjects that came easy to her like English and
Biology, squeaking by in those that didn’t, like Physics. She had
had a series of friendships, most of which burned out rather
quickly and dramatically and, while there were no boyfriends, there
were a lot of boys. It was perhaps the dangerous streak of
promiscuity she’d experimented with that left her feeling so bereft
by the time college came around, and what lead her to go to the
same state college as Barbara did, and even to join the same
sorority. Barbara was pleased and not a little bit smug. For a
while, she’d become more like Barbara, confident and no-nonsense.
She had mimicked Barbara’s civic-minded get up and go, getting
involved in various clubs and committees, but her heart was never
in it. She was never sure if she’d really fooled anyone with this
behavior, and she always had the feeling that she was the same
churning mess underneath, only now covered with a thin facsimile of
her sister. She supposed Barbara was always afraid that she would
lose control again, but that seemed unfair, to hold someone’s
adolescence against them. Older sisters were like totalitarian
governments in that every restriction and punishment passed down
could be included under the wide umbrellas of being for the
oppressed’s “protection.”

She suddenly felt her phone buzzing in her
purse. Unknown number. She debated for a second on whether or not
to answer it. On the one hand, it could be a wrong number or
someone she didn’t want to talk to; on the other hand, if they
didn’t leave a voicemail, she would wonder all day who had called
her, and she’d wish she’d answered it.

“Hello?”

“Hello, is this Leigh?” The voice on the
other end was male with just a very slight accent.

“Yes,” she said warily, fearing instantly
that it was someone calling to collect on a bill that she’d never
received in the mail or put in a drawer and forgotten to pay.

“This is Asa; I got an e-mail from you about
the apartment on St. Mark’s?”

“Oh yes, hi.” She was shocked that he was
calling her so quickly.

“It’s still available, but I need to show it
to you soon; can you come by this evening at seven thirty?”

“Yes!” she said immediately; if she had
anything else to do that she wasn’t thinking of, she could surely
cancel it.

“Okay, come by at seven thirty; you have the
address?”

“Um, yes, it was on the e-mail, I think.”

She cradled the phone between her shoulder
and her ear and used both hands to dig in her purse for a pen, to
no avail.

“Okay, buzzer number eight; I’ll see you
then.”

“Okay.”

Leigh turned back toward home.

Just north of Union Square, the road was
blocked from thru traffic. A Con Edison truck was parked in the
middle of the street. Yellow tape was strung between barriers and a
manhole was uncovered. Whatever was being done was being done
underground while men in reflective ConEd vests and hardhats stood
leisurely by.

Under the scaffolding, a toddler in a floppy,
yellow rain hat and slicker faced the manhole with his arms open
wide to the steam that poured out from it. Behind him, his handsome
young father crouched with a camera smiling, delighted at having
caught his son in such a perfect moment. Leigh slowed her walk down
for a moment and allowed herself to give him a longing look. He had
thick, dark hair and green eyes; he was slender and fit and had the
glow of health in his skin and in his clear eyes. A man like this
seemed almost unfathomable to her: a man who was content, who was
looking over no one’s shoulder to see who else might be walking
through the door. There was somewhere, perhaps in Park Slope or
TriBeCa, in a tidy apartment with built-in bookshelves, this man’s
wife, a similarly unfathomable woman who knew exactly what she’d
always wanted: a life equal in every way to the one she now had.
She would probably treasure this picture and maybe be just a little
bit jealous that her husband had been the one to capture the
moment, had been there when it had happened. The toddler stared
obliviously and fixedly forward, neither he nor his father paying
any attention to Leigh who, knowing she would not be noticed, stood
off to the side and stared unabashedly. The boy was in his own
world of manhole covers and steam particles; the magic of the world
after the rain has just stopped. He didn’t have to look at his
father to know he was there. He lacked any anxiety whatsoever; it
was as obvious to him as to any passerby that he was the center of
his father’s universe. This security is something we learn to lose
over time, she thought, and if the world were the way it should be,
every one would have at least one person that they never lost that
feeling for, someone who they knew was standing behind them without
having to turn around to see.

***

At 7:20 p.m., Leigh made her way over to the
apartment building that was kitty-corner to St. Mark’s Church. She
felt the familiar anxiety upon approaching the door. It was
unlikely that this experience would be as bad as the other day had
been, but her hopes were still not exactly high. Apartment hunting
is one of the rare actions where one is forced to make actual
contact with the myriad odd strangers that inhabited the city. The
whole business of being trapped in a tiny space with this person
you’d never met, trying awkwardly to make small talk about the
fixtures while surreptitiously keeping an eye out for signs of
infestation and water damage, all the while knowing you would more
than likely have to make a decision on the spot—it was nearly
always a nightmare.

The building was a tall, narrow, red brick
affair. Leigh could see that the window of the studio would
probably face the church and thought how nice that would be. She
imagined herself for a moment gazing out the window at the
churchyard, watching over the delinquent teenagers, hippies, and
occasional tourists that congregated there. Leigh didn’t know
anything about the church, but it looked like it had been there
longer than anything around it, like it had been a witness to
everything that had ever taken place in that neighborhood. Leigh
could only imagine it in that order: build a church and living
quarters and then everything else. Not, “Well, since we already
have a Blockbuster, how about a church on this corner?”

She had written the apartment number on the
back of one of her business cards. She was always doing this; she’s
been very excited about the cards to begin with it, it made her
feel official, but she found herself without anyone to give them to
and ended up using them as bookmarks or scratch paper more often
than not. She double-checked the card and hit buzzer number eight.
There was a loud squeal from the intercom, and she made her way up
to the fourth floor, panting all the way, chastising herself for
having let herself get so out of shape. By the time she’d reached
the fourth floor landing, she could feel her black jersey dress
clinging to her back. She took a minute to compose herself, mopping
up the sheen of sweat that she could feel gathering at her
hairline, before she knocked on the door. She was met with silence.
She double-checked the apartment number that she had written down,
suddenly terrified that she was in the wrong place, but then why
had she been buzzed in? She waited another few seconds and knocked
again. This time the door opened slowly.

A tall, lithe young man with dark, curly hair
and a pronounced spattering of stubble lining his distinct jaw
stood in the doorway looking at Leigh with something resembling
alarm. Leigh’s fear that she had the wrong place quickly deepened.
They stared at each other for a long moment.

“You’re here about the apartment,” he said
eventually, shifting his weight from one leg to the other but not
opening the door any farther.

Leigh couldn’t tell if it was a question or a
statement but said, “Yes” anyway.

“Come in.” It seemed as though he had just
remembered where he was. He opened the door and stood to the
side.

“Thanks,” she said nervously. The studio was
a small but agreeably open space. There was a bed at one end up
against a wall and a desk at the other by the window. The window
was open, and a set of lovely but not very functional looking
off-white curtains fluttered in the breeze. A small kitchen was set
off to the side of the main room, and Leigh could see the corner of
the fridge, which she was glad to see was full size, even though
she rarely grocery shopped in any real way.

He had a hint of an accent but from where she
couldn’t tell. As she had passed by him into the room, she had
noticed a slight tang of alcohol and cigarette smoke on him. He
looked like a bit of a mess, his eyes red-rimmed, and turning back
to face him, Leigh saw that he had buttoned his white linen shirt
incorrectly. Still, he wore it all well; it somehow added up to
something appealing. She felt the weight of being in a confined
space with a man she found attractive; the feeling made her
instantly claustrophobic.

“I’m Asa,” he said belatedly, reaching out
his hand. She shook it. His hand was warm and smooth. The hand of a
person with confidence.

“Leigh.” He smiled at her for the first time
since she’d come through the door. He had a strange smile: one side
of his mouth remained virtually even and the other seemed to
stretch halfway up to his ear. Strange, but again, appealing.

“That’s a nice name for a girl,” he said
looking at her squarely; a heavy moment of eye contact followed. He
spoke his ‘t’s very softly. She began to wonder if he was drunk.
She smiled at him uneasily.

“Anyway,” Asa said, finally looking away from
her, “this is the place.”

It was always a little awkward to be given a
tour of a one-room apartment; Leigh couldn’t decide whether she
should just stand in one spot and look around or make some kind of
cursory lap, peering into corners and examining. She walked over to
the desk by the window, which did indeed have a nice view of the
old gray stone church. There was a full ashtray on the windowsill
with the faintest ribbon of smoke coming off it.

“The kitchen is a fairly good size for this
sort of apartment,” Asa continued, “if you want to take a
look.”

She thought she detected something almost
sarcastic in his voice, further reinforcing her feeling that she
was dealing with someone a bit less than stable. She suddenly
wanted to leave, but then also didn’t want to leave. The kitchen
was more or less its own room, with a cutting board and sink on one
side and the oven and fridge on the other. It was immaculate except
for an opened, half-full bottle of bourbon on the counter top. “Who
drinks bourbon during the day?” she thought. Her curiosity was
piqued. She tried to imagine the circumstances that could compel a
person to sit chain-smoking and drinking bourbon on a summer
afternoon. She wished he would leave the room for a couple of
minutes so that she could poke around properly, see what was in the
fridge (her guess was that it contained something totally
nonsensical: a wedge of brie and a jar of peanut butter, a whole
coconut, or nothing at all). She could see him being a man with
nothing at all in his fridge. He definitely did not seem like he
would have leftover take-out food in there or anything too fussy,
like organic, tofu pasta). Furthermore, she’d love to see what was
in the medicine cabinet: Xanax? Wellbutrin? Ambien, at the very
least. If not, he should look into it, she thought. He looked like
he hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in a year.

“So the bed and the desk could stay,” he
said.

Leigh turned, and for the first time, noticed
the suitcase splayed out on the bed, an untidy jumble of clothes
spilling out of it. Come to think of it, other than the ashtray,
the bourbon, and the suitcase, the apartment looked unlived-in,
sterile, as though someone had gone to the trouble of erasing the
last remnants of the previous tenant.

“That’s great,” she said, “I don’t have any
furniture at the moment.”

Asa shot her an odd look, as though he
thought she might be lying, and then gave her an even odder smile.
She wondered if that had been a weird way to phrase it, “I don’t
have any furniture at the moment,” as in “check back in tomorrow
and conditions might have improved.”

“You seem like a nice girl,” he said, not at
all sarcastically—in fact his voice sounded melancholic.

She said, “Oh, I, um…thank you.”

“Do you want the place?”

“It seems great,” she said, her mind reeling.
She was sure there were at least ten other things she should check
on or ask about before making any kind of agreement but was unable
to think of even one.

“I’ll need first and last months’ rent,” he
said.

“So, uh, do I get the apartment?” Leigh
asked. This seemed to her unusual, to be given the place on the
spot. But she did like it with its lovely, polished hardwood floors
and high ceilings, the latter being especially rare. But she was
distracted by Asa, so much so that she was sure she was overlooking
vital flaws; a cockroach the size a dachshund could have scuttled
across the floor and she wouldn’t have noticed. She was too busy
contemplating the thickness of his curls and marveling at how broad
his shoulders were in contrast to his neat, narrow waist as he
turned his back to her to and walked over to the desk by the
window.

“Yes,” he said after another inordinately
long pause, “I don’t feel like showing it to anyone else.” He went
over to the desk and rummaged around for some papers. “Besides,” he
said, turning and flashing that quirky, sideways smile at her, “I
like you.”

She stood still for a moment before digging
in her purse for her checkbook.

She scrawled down the amount that she’d
committed to memory, walked over to him, and held out the
check.

“You will take good care of the place,” he
said in the same manner as before, making it sound like neither a
question nor a statement. He looked at her expectantly. He still
hadn’t taken the check from her hands. She said, “Yes, of course I
will.” He took it and smiled at her. They walked together to the
door. She realized that she must have been inside the room for less
than ten minutes.

“I’m going to leave the keys with the
landlord; his office is right around the corner. He can meet you
whenever you’re ready.” Asa dug a card with the landlord’s number
out of his pants pocket and handed it to her.

“Great,” Leigh said. She was disappointed to
have to leave. There was a feeling of unease and anticipation in
the air, the implicit foreshadowing of some further interaction.
But what?

“I’m glad this worked out,” she said
awkwardly. “Thanks for, um…thanks.” She felt her cheeks burning as
she turned to leave.

“Wait,” he said as she reached the top of the
staircase. She turned around and looked at him expectantly. He was
leaning with one palm against the doorframe while his other hand
raked through his curls. The look on his face was that of someone
who has bad news to deliver and is deliberating over how to do so.
He drummed his fingers agitatedly against the wood. “Do you want a
drink?”

Thankfully, he didn’t mean the bourbon. They
went to a restaurant called Café Deville on the corner of
13th Street. The air was so warm and heavy you could
feel your skin moving through it like bathwater.

“I love this place,” he said. “I always come
here. The food is good but not too good, you know. I don’t like
places where the food is perfect, where it’s exquisite. New York
has too much of that: so earnest, so eager to impress; and then to
top it off, you have all these gorgeous idiots serving the
food—actors and models with this, like, palpable longing to
be noticed. It’s painful, really. I won’t go anywhere where they
serve foam anymore.”

They sat at one of the small round tables
that lined the sidewalk. Leigh ordered a glass of white wine and
Asa surprised her by doing the same. Maybe his bourbon habit was
secret and solitary like Shaun and her smoking in bed. Leigh wished
she had some thing like this, but the only shameful thing Leigh did
in private was to eat peanut butter straight from the jar in large
quantities, which was neither dark nor sexy as a furtive habit.

“You seem to have a lot to say about New
York. Are you leaving the city or just changing apartments?” she
asked. Asa nodded.

“I’m going to Paris tomorrow. My family
owns…I have an apartment there. I think I’ll be much happier making
a transatlantic flight hung over, or better yet, still drunk,” he
laughed ruefully.

“You’re leaving tomorrow?” she asked
in astonishment.

“Yep, my flight leaves at noon. Ah, before I
forget, here.” He handed her a change of address card, “There you
go. Please just send the checks to this address. There, now all the
business is out of the way.” He took a deep drink of his wine, as
though he were toasting that fact. “God, I’m so glad this was easy,
you know? Don’t you just feel like you spend two thirds of your
life doing the stupidest things, like laundry, or listing your
apartment, or I don’t know…peeling potatoes. Just, you know,
bullshit?!”

Leigh nodded a little distractedly; she felt
she was waiting for the other shoe to drop, frantically imagining
ways in which she was being bamboozled; perhaps the whole thing was
a set-up, and tomorrow he would leave town with her money, never to
be heard from again. Did people do things like that? Did people
steal all of your money and then ask you out for a drink? They did,
she thought, maybe not this person this time, but someone somewhere
had done that.

“Well, I guess not peeling potatoes; I don’t
cook. Someone, though, is wasting their time with that,” he smiled.
“Some poor kept man on East 73rd Street.”

He looked like a disheveled, sad-eyed boy
even though it would turn out that he was almost thirty, not that
age necessarily made a difference to the question of boy or man.
She thought he was probably not screwing her over after all. His
smile was a little manic, as if it were taking all his energy not
to cry.

“Seems like you were cutting it awfully
close,” she said. “What were you going to do if this hadn’t worked
out?”

“I knew it would,” he said, “I heard your
voice on the phone and I thought, I bet she’s the one who will live
here. I wasn’t totally sure until I saw you, so that was a
relief.”

She felt flattered. She was the kind of
person who generally formulated contingency plan upon contingency
plan. She never just believed things would work out. That,
in her mind, was not an efficient way of living. But still she was
jealous of people who did live that way, who went around saying
things like “it just wasn’t meant to be” when things didn’t go
their way, and actually believed it.

“Why’s that?”

He shrugged, “Just a feeling.”

That’s my problem, she thought. “I don’t have
instincts about people,” she said.

“Well, I guess that’s good for both of us.
Why are you moving? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I can’t live in this city anymore. I can’t
work here.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a writer. Mostly pieces for magazines,
sometimes the Internet, Salon, Slate, that kind of
thing.” He said the last part particularly dismissively.

“New York isn’t good for that?” she
asked.

“Ah, but now I have a book deal.” He
said it the way someone would say they had an HMO or an obligation
to be a bridesmaid, “And my editor is getting antsy and I cannot,
cannot work if I’m here right now.”

Leigh paused to consider the cryptic
declaration. Despite her devotion to books, Leigh had known for a
long time she would never be on the other side of that experience.
She hadn’t the slightest idea what conditions might make it
possible or impossible to write. She had always imagined the only
requisite would be a quiet corner and one’s imagination. But of
course, she wasn’t a writer, so that was just her romantic little
idea.

“I love Paris,” she said.

“Everyone loves Paris,” Asa said with a
snort, though not unkindly. Leigh noticed they were draining their
drinks quickly and wondered if, when they were gone, they would
order another round. Leigh thought that if he was willing to stay
for another round, she would too.

“Lots of people love New York too,” she
pointed out.
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