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Chapter 1



	NORA
	



	Age:
	29



	Height:
	5′6″



	Weight:
	130 lbs



	Occupation:
	Animal biographer



	About me:
	Under construction



	About you:
	Under construction



	Last book I read:
	Can Love Last?: The Fate of Romance Over Time



	Biggest turn-on:
	Under construction



	Biggest turnoff:
	Under construction



	Five things I can’t live without:
	Under construction



	Most embarrassing moment:
	The window incident




Here’s when I knew it had gone too far.

My kitchen winDow was stuck, and I was trying to open it. No mental gymnastics required, just simple physical action. There I was, starting to sweat with the effort, and the normal reaction would be, Wow, this is harder to open than I thought, possibly accompanied by some annoyance. Maybe the normal person would have been dimly aware that it smelled ever so faintly like cat turds because it was an unusually hot day and the litter box was sitting directly under the kitchen window—a spot that had been chosen because, in theory, that window opens while the living room “windows” are just floor-to-ceiling panes of glass. And the normal person might even go so far as to think what a glaring design flaw that is in an otherwise pretty decent apartment. What the normal person wouldn’t do is what I did. Which was to think all those things, plus:

Why is everything always so hard? Why can’t anything just open for me? Maybe this window is the symbol, and this is the key moment in my life. Maybe this is who I am and who I’ll always be: some neurotic twenty-nine-year-old woman living with a roommate and her roommate’s obese cat, not even having what it takes to commit to a cat of her own, or what it takes to open a window.

But that’s not true. I won’t always be twenty-nine. And in two weeks, I’ll be living with Dan. Poor Dan. He doesn’t deserve this crap, all the crap involved in living with me, living with me while I live in my head.

Oh, man! That’s what this is! This is me, living in my head right now. Stop it! Sometimes a window is just a window. Stop it! Why can’t I just perform a simple physical action without stepping outside of myself and wondering about it all?

Stop asking yourself questions!

All the while, as I careened from irritation to despair to rage, I was tugging at the window. It must have been the adrenaline from my anger that made the window suddenly yield. The cooling breeze rushed in and I thought, Well, that should feel nice.

I slumped to the kitchen floor just as the phone rang.

“Hey, you.” It was Dan.

“Hey,” I said, slightly dazed from the physical and mental exertion that had just taken place.

“You sound funny. What’s going on?”

“I’d feel silly if I told you.” I felt silly anyway. “What’s going on with you?”

“I just got a lead on some moving boxes. This obsessive guy I work with actually breaks down and stores all his moving boxes in his garage, and he said he’ll loan them to us.” I noted how upbeat Dan sounded. He’s one of those people who enjoys the little things, doesn’t sweat the small stuff, etc.

“Meaning we have to return them?” I said. Yes, I generally do sweat the small stuff, sometimes quite literally. I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead.

“Yeah. And we can’t write on them, either. You know how normally you write in Magic Marker, ‘kitchen’ or ‘bedroom’? Well, we need to work with the existing writing. If it says ‘bedroom’ on it, that’s where you’re packing your socks.”

“Okay,” I said. “Cool!” I realized I was overcompensating; no one sounds that enthusiastic about used moving boxes. On loan.

“Nora, what’s wrong?” Dan’s voice was somehow warm and expressionless at once. He was remarkable that way. Even-keeled, that’s what my mother had said when I first told her about him. She’d said it approvingly. She thought I needed someone like that “to balance me out,” like my stepfather, Ed, does for her. It infuriated me because I suspected she was right.

“I went to open the window, and it wouldn’t open, and while I was trying to open it, the whole time, I was thinking and thinking and thinking, analyzing and analyzing, and—” It all came out in one angsty, humiliating rush.

“Nora,” he broke in firmly, “you’re doing it again.”

“It” meant leading my meta-life. Meta-life is the opposite of living in the moment. It’s the syndrome of simultaneously having an experience and being an observer commenting on and questioning the experience. By observing something, you change it, sometimes for the better, but in my experience, usually for the worse. You know you’re in the meta-life when you’re critiquing an experience while you’re having it (“This is fun but it would be more fun if . . .”), trying to talk yourself into happiness because you should feel it (“It’s a beautiful day, and all I really need to be happy are fresh air and sunshine”), or worrying that you’re not getting any closer to the Big Important Things (“Sure, this is a great date, but what are the odds this guy would ever marry someone like me?”).

“I know,” I responded miserably. “I know I’m doing it again. That’s the worst part. I know, and I do it anyway.”

“What could you possibly be thinking while opening a window except ‘arghhh’?”

“Oh, you’d be amazed.”

“Try me.”

“No,” I said, shoring my resolve. “I’m not going to talk about it. I’m going to get on with my day.”

Dan gives me semiregular interventions, which are much appreciated. The only problem is, he thinks of me as having discreet episodes of meta-life, when, in fact, it’s more like meta-life is the norm with discreet episodes of being fully, wonderfully, unthinkingly present. Maybe I should correct his perception, but I don’t want to scare him off.

I completely adore Dan, but we’ve only been together six months, and I’ve been around long enough to know that you just never know. We’re still in the flush of it all, though moving in together wasn’t even a decision born of that flush. It was born of my roommate Fara asking me to move out so her boyfriend could move in. Dan and I had one of those “Well, you’re over here so much anyway . . .” conversations, and after the decision was made, we were both lying there, looking up at the ceiling, trying not to let on to each other how freaked out we were at the prospect, and we sealed the deal with some perfunctory sex.

Speaking of my freak-outs, lately they’re coming hard and fast. It’s probably the stress of being only nine months from thirty. Now, I’m fairly certain that once I actually turn thirty, it’ll be fine. But the approach—well, that’s something else entirely. It lends a whole other level to my self-evaluation process, and believe me, what I don’t need is another level.

It’s worth noting that I’m not actually worried about my diminishing fertility, and I’m nowhere near ready for a husband or kids. But it’s hard to resist feeling on edge when everyone takes it as a given that thirty will inspire panic, when well-meaning friends have started asking “how I’m doing with that whole turning thirty thing” and my friends who have rounded the corner pat my hand reassuringly and say, apropos of nothing, “Thirty is actually really great.”

Okay, so it’s not all cultural anxiety. I’ve got more than my share of personal anxiety. Turning thirty puts me in mind of something one of my ex-boyfriends once said while he was trying to pass a minivan illegally on a two-lane highway across a solid yellow line: “Life is about jockeying for position.” Asshole context aside, it’s true. Before I’m actually ready for marriage and kids, I need to get in position. Certain things need to be lined up: the great relationship, the satisfying career, the level of success that will allow me to, say, cut back to part-time while still maintaining the fantastic lifestyle to which I will have become accustomed. So on one hand, I’ve got the run-of-the-mill, pervasive, irrational, culturally driven backseat-borderline panic, and on the other, I’ve got the fact that for me, personally, turning thirty is about having a secure place in the world, the beginnings of a nest. Meta-life means all I see are a bunch of twigs.

That night, I made a vow. I pledged to go a full twenty-four hours without self-investigation, starting first thing the following morning. I swore I’d be vigilant about not getting too much into my own head, and planned to internally yell “Stop!” every time I felt myself waxing self-referential. What this would accomplish, I wasn’t yet sure, but it felt significant.

It definitely lent a pleasant clarity of purpose at the outset of my day. I read on the train, as always, but every time I found my mind wandering to a moment of self-congratulation about how well my plan was proceeding, I did my silent yell and returned to my place. I smiled at strangers instead of averting my eyes. I felt freer somehow.

When I arrived at work, it was 7:30 AM. I worked on Market Street, San Francisco’s main drag. At one end, there’s a farmers’ market, the beautiful Ferry Building, picturesque views of the bay, and some of the world’s greatest shopping. I worked at the other, nonprofit end, at an animal rescue shelter wedged between a furniture rental store and a fast-food joint.

My desk was right inside the door, since in addition to my other duties I got to play receptionist. My official job title, though, was coordinator. I could coordinate anything; really, you’d be amazed. I’d become a master of organization over the past two and a half years. The place ran nearly exclusively on donations, so there were fund-raisers to be coordinated and volunteer drives to be coordinated, and then once we had the volunteers, well, they had to be coordinated, too. I didn’t coordinate the animals themselves, thankfully. I did observe them at the beginning of their tenure because I wrote the descriptions of each animal that were posted weekly on our Web site to be viewed by potential owners. I also interviewed staff about the animals, particularly the dogs, to find out how they behaved on walks, interacted with children, responded to commands, etc. I’d saved all the dog and cat bios I’d ever written as clippings for the portfolio I meant to have someday.

As I was stowing my purse, Denise came toward me with Norman on a leash, about to go for their morning constitutional. Norman was one of our long-term residents. We were overrun with pit bulls, and unfortunately Norman—who had reportedly developed a rather sweet personality in his time with us—had a mean little face that rendered him pretty unadoptable. Our animal rescue actually did the bulk of its rescuing of dogs and cats from other shelters that were about to euthanize them. That meant we didn’t always get the most appealing animals, and if they’re not adopted, they’re lifers with us.

“Hi, Nora!” Denise said brightly.

“Hi, Denise.” I smiled at her, and down at Norman. I very rarely petted the dogs, or walked them, but I did smile down at them fairly regularly, especially when they’re on the leash of someone I like as much as I like Denise.

Denise was twenty-three and started working at the shelter right out of college. She’d been with her boyfriend since they were both fourteen, and they lived happily together in a studio apartment with four miniature schnauzers named after members of the band Phish. She’s earnest and guileless and sometimes just talking to her made me feel clean.

“What time did you get here?” I asked her.

“I came in at six.” She absentmindedly scratched at her bare leg. She’s a runner, and wore athletic shorts practically every day. “I’ve been worried about Norman. I wanted to get in some quality time with him.” Norman yanked on the leash and she calmed him with a head tilt. She has a gift.

I, on the other hand, have no gift. Growing up we never had any pets, and I’m not all that comfortable with animals. That hadn’t changed much by working at the animal rescue, since I tended to keep my distance. One Saturday a month, I had to get closer because every staff person took a turn at mobile outreach. Every weekend, our van parked in front of PetSmart and staff tried to entice people into taking home an animal in addition to the one they came to buy food for. So once a month, I was out there smiling at strangers and trying to talk up the charms of some dog whose mange we had just cured.

When I first got my coordinator job through a friend, I thought it would be just a few months before an opportunity materialized in publishing or journalism or advertising or some other writerly industry (i.e., someplace I might actually belong). Sometimes it was hard being at the shelter among the true believers. I worked with wonderful people who loved animals in that selfless way that we all wish another human would love us. They managed to love the ugliest, snarliest of mutts, and they didn’t seem to mind being underpaid and overworked in the name of the cause in which they so fervently believed. They saw the good in every animal and so, incredibly enough, their sales pitch from that van came straight from the heart. About half the time I was around them, I felt like the worst person alive.

As Denise and I chatted, Estella sashayed by, looking far too hot for nonprofit work. She graced me with a smile. I said hi. She must be a dancer, I thought enviously for the tenth time since I’d met her.

Tricia was racing around, as usual. She got her smile at me out of the way, then said, “Maggie’s looking for you.”

“Do you know what she needs?” I asked.

“She just said to come by when you get a minute. By the way, do you have those flyers done?”

“Oh, yeah. They’re on my desk. Let me just check in with Maggie, and then I’ll get them for you.” I excused myself and headed for Maggie’s office.

Maggie was the director and cofounder of the rescue. She’s about fifty and has the kind of soft, lineless face that makes you wonder why you know immediately that she’s fifty. She’s soft all over, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in anything but a tunic and broomstick skirt.

“Hi, Maggie.” I poked my head in her office. “Tricia said you wanted to talk to me.”

“I do. Come in, and shut the door.” Maggie generally radiates acceptance, and that made her facial expression confusing to me. On another person, it would clearly telegraph disapproval, but since it was Maggie, that seemed so impossible that I was suffering cognitive dissonance.

“Nora, I have something to ask you. It’s not easy for me.” And I could see that it wasn’t. She wasn’t used to having to do anything but praise her hardworking, committed staff.

I didn’t feel worried; I just felt sorry that I had put her in that position. I nodded encouragingly.

“I have to ask you this. Nora, are you happy here?”

I paused. “Sometimes.” I briefly gazed into the middle distance, then reiterated, “Yes, that would be the best answer. Sometimes.”

Maggie nodded slowly. “That’s comforting for me. Because I have to say that when I read one of the dog bios, I thought otherwise.” She picked up a paper from her desk. “That dog bio is ‘One-Eyed Frank.’” She locked her eyes with mine. “Do you remember writing this?”

“I think so. I just wrote it last week.” I racked my brain, trying to think if there had been anything unusual about it. I couldn’t come up with anything.

“So you remember it clearly?”

“Well, I wrote it pretty quickly. I was under deadline, I had other bios to finish—” I stopped. “I guess I don’t remember it that clearly.”

She began to read. “‘One-Eyed Frank, age eight, is not a treat for the eyes (no pun intended), but for the soul. He can be prickly, he can be ornery, he should not be in a home with children. But he has grit, he has fortitude, and he has a will to live that has taken him from the mean streets of Oakland to our very own hallowed halls, and I, for one, am glad we have him. You will be, too.’” She carefully replaced the paper on her desk. “Were you mocking One-Eyed Frank, Nora?”

I had been under deadline, that was true. It was late, I wanted to get home, I was scheduled to work the van that weekend, and somehow I just dashed off the sentences, uploaded to the Web site, and left. But Maggie was right. The bio dripped with contempt.

“No, no,” I protested, stricken. “I wouldn’t do that!” But I had.

Maggie, though, looked instantly relieved, her worldview mercifully unaltered. “I didn’t think you would. But have you been getting enough sleep? Maybe we work you too hard.”

“I’m fine,” I said dejectedly. I knew that if I pushed just so, Maggie would lessen my workload, relieve me of some of my duties, perhaps even take them onto her already heaping plate, and after my behavior, that would feel absolutely seedy.

As I left Maggie’s office, I thought how nothing stinks quite like realizing that the more beatific a setting, the less you belong there.

I found myself walking slowly past the animals’ cages (the roomiest cages we could use and still warehouse so many animals). I looked in at them; I mean, really looked at them. It had been a long time since I’d done that. Unless they were making a serious racket or I was writing a bio, the animals hardly registered. That day, as I walked down the row, I met one particular dog’s dull eyes. His name was Rudolph, and he was one of our pit bull mixes, the kind that just comes out wrong. He was never going to get out of there. He didn’t even try anymore. Most of the dogs showed off when a potential owner walked in. They generally played to their strengths: the little ones yipped and pranced, the bigger, older ones held themselves with a certain watchful dignity, but Rudolph just didn’t bother. He sat far back in his cage, often with his back to people walking by. I couldn’t remember what Rudolph’s good qualities were, I had written his copy so long ago, and he’d become so—well, so inanimate.

I couldn’t tell you what shifted for me just then, because I followed my resolution and didn’t analyze it. I can only say that in my gut, I simply knew, and I decided to honor that knowledge. I marched into Maggie’s office.

“I quit!” I said loudly, filled with righteousness.

“Sit down, sit down,” she said. “You can’t say something like that standing in a doorway.” She looked truly perturbed that I would even consider such a thing, not the quitting, but the doorway delivery.

Chastened, I sat. “I’m quitting,” I said again, not as loud but just as forcefully.

“Shut the door, please,” she directed in a low voice.

I did so obediently, then perched on the edge of the chair. “I think—” I began again. “No, I feel I need to leave.”

“Nora, I hope I didn’t upset you too much earlier. I didn’t mean to come down so hard on you.” Maggie looked genuinely distressed.

“No, no. It has nothing to do with that.”

Maggie was quiet. “It’s not easy work,” she finally said, her face full of compassion. “It’s hard to see all those animals suffering. We do our best, but still.”

Did she think I was leaving because I couldn’t take the suffering of the animals? On the contrary, I took it too easily. That was why I often felt so rotten.

“You’re not like the other employees. I know that,” she said.

She let it hang there, and I finally took the bait. “What do you mean?” As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t.

“It’s not your calling, so maybe you suffer more than the others who feel they have the power to heal.”

What the hell?

“Maybe if you interacted more with the animals instead of just watching . . . it would probably enrich your bios. They’d be more personal.”

“But I don’t want to interact more with the animals,” I said, frustrated that she was missing the point. Did she not see my determination? This is not a negotiation, I wanted to say. I knew myself well enough that if she got me thinking about the decision, I’d get too scared, or I’d want to please her, or both, and I’d stay. And I didn’t want to think, I wanted to act. I will not think. Whatever she pulls, don’t think.

“You’re tentative. And you’ve been here awhile. It’s harder to jump in, the longer you stand on the sidelines. But that doesn’t mean it’s too late. Tricia can help you. She’s great at that.”

“I don’t think that’ll help.” You don’t think? I mocked myself. Say “it won’t.” Use forceful language. Blast your way out of here.

“Maybe we could just try it. We could make some changes in your job duties, too, make sure you leave at a reasonable hour so you can sleep and replenish yourself.”

My boss wanted to nurture me, and I wanted to throttle her. I decided it was time to put this conversation out of its misery. “It’s not about my duties or my work hours. You said it yourself: it’s not my calling. I don’t want to work in a place where it’s everyone’s calling but mine.” I looked at her kind face, and my annoyance dissipated. I suddenly felt touched that she was willing to fight for me when I felt like such a pariah. “Even if it is such an amazing place. You’re tremendous, Maggie.”

Maggie looked away. I hoped when I was fifty I’d be able to take a compliment, but in nearly every other way, it would be pretty cool to turn out like Maggie. “I’ll accept your resignation,” Maggie said. “Could you give me two weeks?”

Two weeks?!!! That’s no time at all. You’ve got nothing lined up. Did you hear me? Nothing! You can’t actually—

“Two weeks.”



Chapter 2



	FARA
	



	Height:
	5′7″



	Weight:
	Perfect!!



	Occupation:
	Fashion merchandising



	About me:
	I love Oakland!!! Who needs San Francisco anyway? (No offense to all my peeps who live there, of course!) I’m a vegetarian—seitan rocks! I’d let any of my friends borrow my shoes, and I’m the first to take care of you when you’re sick.



	About you:
	Get on my e-mail list and come party!



	Last book I read:
	Anything by that woman who wrote Sex and the City



	Biggest turn-on:
	My boyfriend, of course!



	Biggest turnoff:
	Anyone else



	Five things I can’t live without:
	My friends, my boyfriend, Goliath the Cat, my apartment, reality television



	Most embarrassing moment:
	I don’t believe in those.




It was ironic that I should have seen myself with such terrifying clarity while opening a window, since it was the only window to which I had access. I lived in a two-bedroom apartment, and Fara had the plum room facing the lake, with windows that opened, while I had no view and a sealed porthole.

A lot of people across the bridge in San Francisco don’t know that Oakland has a lake. It’s fetid and it smells, but yes, we do. It looks great at night, actually, because it has lights strung around its perimeter and people can take gondola rides along its putrid surface. It’s kind of laughable, but sweet, like the peculiarities of so many fourth-tier metropolitan areas are. People jog around the lake, but not me. I’m afraid of West Nile virus from the bugs alighting on all that standing water. Also, I have a sensitive nose. And I’ve always hated exercise.

You must be thinking that I’m a real loser to have a roommate at almost thirty in Oakland. You’re thinking, in San Francisco, in New York, in Boston—maybe. But Oakland?

First of all, Oakland has its charms. I’ve heard it called the Brooklyn of the West (once, but I did hear that). And like the trendy parts of Brooklyn, the safe parts of Oakland are anything but cheap. It’s only a short commute into San Francisco, the mecca for nonprofit agencies where everyone is notoriously and grossly underpaid. Then there’s the large number of single people from twenty-seven to forty-three. I’m no sociologist, but it seems like people here marry late and divorce a lot, and all that recycling and starting over creates a demand for cheaper living arrangements.

So in conclusion, it is completely acceptable in the Bay Area to have a roommate at almost thirty, and beyond. The caveat is that when two people in their almost-thirties and beyond start dating, and both of them have roommates, they will either break up sooner because it’s just not worth it (especially for the woman—all those humiliating, postsex sneaks to the bathroom) or they will cohabitate sooner. That was what happened with Fara and her boyfriend. They’d been together four months, and now I was moving out.

It was a little humiliating, being dumped by Fara, like getting left by an alcoholic with perpetual body odor. The main problem with Fara as a roommate was that she was obsessed with the apartment and got subtly (and not so subtly) territorial about it. She’d lived there for four years, and I’d heard her say more than once, only half-jokingly, that she planned to be buried under the floorboards of the living room. If we had lived in a rent-controlled palace in New York, that joke wouldn’t be as weird.

 In New York, it might not even be a joke. But it was an apartment on the lake in Oakland. I have my civic pride, but I do get those sorts of distinctions.

The other major problem was Fara’s personality, which I definitely wasn’t in the mood for that night. Even after quitting, I’d worked late, and by the time I got home, it was 7:30 pm and she had, as usual, commandeered the living room, this time for a reality TV party, or as she described it, “one of my famous reality TV parties.” She’s the kind of person who sends out e-mail invitations with phrases like “back by popular demand.”

I hated that I had come to hate her. She was essentially harmless, and at least two-thirds clueless, and she’d done some nice things for me in our year together. Besides, I had too little energy left after my long workdays to waste any of it hating her. And yet, when I came in and saw her there, in $200 jeans and the feather boa that she was not entirely sure was ironic, and her dumbest friends Christina and Tracy were braying with delight at something she had just said, I was too weak to fight it.

“Hi, Nora,” they chorused. Fara added a peppy “How was your day?”

I gave a halfhearted wave and exaggerated my exhausted gait as I headed for the kitchen. “I’m tired and starving,” I said, hoping that would be the extent of my interaction.

Never one to read a mood and let it stop her, Fara said, “Nora, you have to see this. You, of all people, will love it.”

“What is it?” I asked wearily.

“Just come and see.” Now that I was moving out, Fara kept trying to cement our dubious bond. She tended to think people were closer friends than they were, and she was making it clear that she wanted to keep me in her menagerie.

I resigned myself to humoring her, at least until I was done eating. “Let me start microwaving, and then I’ll be in,” I said. I opened the refrigerator and peered in, looking for last night’s takeout. I had a sinking feeling. There had been empty plates on the coffee table in the living room. I confirmed my hunch in the kitchen trash, then poked my head back into the living room. “You ate my takeout,” I said.

“You know you’re always free to eat mine,” Fara answered sweetly. But she meant that in a metaphorical sense, a small consolation when I was bone tired from work and she, of course, had no leftovers because if she had had her own leftovers to serve, she wouldn’t have eaten mine. Fara had a sort of perverted hippie mentality, which meant that she would give you anything she had, but also thought she was owed anything of yours. Our living together had been a clash of civilizations.

As you’d imagine, we’d had this particular takeout/leftover exchange before. I reminded myself, as I had so many times this past month, that soon I’d be out and this was a battle that I, blissfully, would never have to fight again. So I gritted my teeth, pulled open the freezer, and appraised its contents. Finally, out of spite, I selected Fara’s frozen vegetarian dinner and started the microwave.

“Hurry, Nora!” she called.

To avoid another battle, I joined them in the living room. On the TV screen were two teams of grown adults grunting while playing tug-of-war. The tussle between the Red Shirts and the Green Shirts appeared to be at a stalemate. “Why would I love this?”

“They’re all reality TV stars.” Fara looked at me expectantly.

“But I hate reality TV.”

“You like to think you hate reality TV. That’s who reality TV is for.”

Christina piped up. “I like the nice reality TV. Like those makeover shows. I tell you, I could just watch them flash ‘before’ and ‘after’ photos on the screen for hours.”

“Exactly,” Tracy said.

I wondered how late they’d be staying. I noticed that Tracy was wearing her pajamas, and resented her for being more comfortable in my apartment than I was. Fara’s constant entertaining made me feel like a guest in my own apartment. I would have thought this was only in my head, but one day I actually received an e-mail inviting me to a party at my own apartment. Fara and I had words about that one, and while she initially seemed genuinely perplexed, she eventually offered what looked like a sincere apology. She’s not all bad, I guess.

Fara eyed me. “You look fucked twice over.”

“Thanks.” I shot her an irritated look.

She corrected her tone to one of concern. “I mean, are you okay?”

“I’m more or less fine.” I figured I should mention losing my job, mostly so that in case Dan or someone else let it slip, I wouldn’t have to deal with her wounded outrage at not having been told. Not that I’d lost my job. I could go back in there tomorrow and tell Maggie I wanted to stay, that I would spend more quality time with the animals like she’d suggested, and it’d be like time travel. “I quit my job.”

“Why? Did something happen?” Fara was sitting on the floor, her back against the couch, and she patted one of the cushions encouragingly. It was the seat next to Goliath, the cat she’d gotten from the animal rescue.

Goliath never ceased to horrify me. When Fara chose Goliath, he weighed thirty-four pounds. He was the fattest cat the shelter had ever seen. Now, it’s one thing to love a cat that has gained some weight, but it’s quite another to pick out a morbidly obese cat and declare him yours. Fara seemed to think Goliath was some sort of miracle showpiece cat. To paint a picture, Goliath was so fat that he couldn’t sit down normally. He had worked out a system of sitting that was either excruciating or hilarious to watch, depending on your perspective. You could see the wheels turning for Goliath once he fixed his eyes on the cushion because being that fat, he needed to think a couple of moves ahead. For Goliath, sitting involved careful positioning, followed by a backward free fall. It made me think of a corporate retreat I’d attended a couple of jobs back, where we were mandated to fall backward into the waiting arms of our coworkers to prove we were one big, trustworthy family. Thankfully, Goliath was not my coworker.

“Nothing happened. I just quit,” I said.

Before Fara had a chance to respond, I left to retrieve my food. Steeling myself, I returned to the living room and sat on the floor. Four humans sitting on the floor, one fat cat on a couch. Eat. Eat like it’s an Olympic sport.

“You know what that was, don’t you?” Fara said.

“Yes,” I said, to shut her up. I hadn’t even understood the question.

“You had an epiphany,” she said knowingly. “Everyone seems to be having them lately. Lots of breakups, lots of job changes—”

“And one sex change,” Christina cut in. “Hand to God. I can’t tell you who it is. Though I guess you’ll know someday.”

“It’s a really long process,” Fara added. “You have to see a therapist first to prove that you’re sane before they’ll even start you on the hormones.”

I wanted to finish my food so I could get out of that room, but my throat wouldn’t cooperate. It seemed to have closed up on me. The enormity of what I had done had been held at bay by the day’s busyness, and now the ramifications were washing over me. I’d been living hand to mouth. If I spent nothing between now and the first of next month, I could pay rent to Dan, but then what? How would I pay my credit card bill? Make my car payment?

“Fara, when I moved in here, did I pay a security deposit? Or the last month’s rent?” I asked hopefully.

Fara thought for a moment, then shook her head. “You were a little strapped so we decided you’d just pay the first month’s rent.”

“Oh.”

Definitely not the answer I wanted, though it was a key reason I’d ended up living with Fara. She could be magnanimous when she saw someone in need. Once when I was quivering with a 1:00 am fever, she went out to the twenty-four-hour convenience store to get me juice. My gratitude for her willingness to dodge crack whores while wearing her pajamas was slightly tempered when she said, “I know I can be a pain sometimes, but the good thing about me is that I’ll always be the first to get you juice.”

“Nora, do you think you could put in a good word for me at your work?” Tracy inquired, eyes bright. “I love animals.”

Fara’s eyes lit up, too. “Oh, Tracy would be great at your job!”

This was how it was done in the nonprofit world. You’re underpaid and you’re overworked and you have to know someone to get the privilege. Tracy probably would be great at my job. I’d always considered myself underemployed—I had to, just to preserve a little dignity—but I decided that Tracy’s fitness was the true mark of just how underemployed I was. There would be no reversal. I was moving forward without a net.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Dan stared at me incredulously. “Tell me you’re kidding me.”

Needless to say, it wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for. During the drive to Dan’s apartment (soon to be our apartment), I had reassured myself of the rightness, the inevitability even, of that day’s decision. By the time I arrived, I was certain that Dan and I would spend the night toasting my—our—new life.

“I’m not kidding.” I returned the stare, somewhat sulkily.

“It’s not like I don’t get it. There are days I don’t like my job, either. But you’ve got to have a backup plan, right?”

“You don’t have to.”

He had assumed the physical posture of exasperation: legs stretched way out in front of the couch, head tilted far back and upward, hand raking through his hair.

“I thought you’d support me in this,” I said.

He jerked his head upright. “Support you?”

The way he said the word “support”—I suddenly got it. He was afraid I was moving in with him to be a kept woman. In our time together, we’d developed certain unexamined routines, and one of them (probably derived from him making more than double my sala

ry) was that I picked up the check for weekend brunches and he picked up the check for everything else. Maybe he thought that was my idea of a split, and that I planned to move in, cover a utility bill, and let him handle the rest. And I realized anew that six months is not a lot of time.

“Emotional support.” I inwardly groaned at the clarification.

A flash of relief crossed his face. “But you don’t seem to need emotional support. You bounced in here and announced you’re jobless like it’s a good thing.”

“Because it is a good thing.”

“Sweetie,” he said softly, looking into my eyes with great affection, “it’s not a good thing.”

At that, I found myself stomping around the living room like the child he seemed to think I was. “You don’t get to decide that! You”—I pointed at him—“are fine with being on the ten-year plan for your dream. And that’s fine for you. I’m ready to go to the next level now. I am ready to kick my dream into overdrive.”

“Your dream of being a writer,” he said, without inflection.

“Yes.”

“And you don’t want to be a writer with a day job.”

“Well,” I faltered slightly. “I don’t want to be a writer with that day job. I could be a writer like Kathy.”

“A ghostwriter.”

“Yes.”

“If it’s so easy to break in, why hasn’t she helped you do it already?” he asked. It occurred to me that it was not an insensible question.

“I never asked her.” Which was true enough.

“What makes you want to be a ghostwriter?”

“I don’t know! I just want to be a writer.” I sank down on the couch. “Stop it, this thing you’re doing. This deconstruction of my dream.”

“I’m not taking it apart. I’m trying to help you put it together. A dream needs to be broken down into goals, right? And objectives.”

“What’s the difference between a goal and an objective?” I asked. It was my turn to stump him.

“That’s what I mean about the breakdown. You start with the dream: ‘I want to be a writer.’ Then you say, ‘My goal is to write for travel magazines,’ and then you look at the steps it takes to reach that goal and those would be your objectives.” He stood up. “You want a drink? I’m doing a shot.”

I shook my head and watched him walk to the beautiful mahogany bar he’d built into the living-room wall. He’d combed estate sales until he’d found one he both loved and could afford. He loved bars—not the actual watering holes, which he liked pretty well, but the bars themselves. He’d never been to bartending school, but he could mix anything and he came up with new concoctions all the time. Naively, that night I’d thought maybe he’d invent the Animal Liberation in my honor. Instead, I was watching with mounting anxiety as he downed top-shelf tequila.

Numerically, there are many software engineers in the Bay Area. Categorically, there are only two: those who want to stay in computers, and those who want to do something else. I only date the latter, and I’ve dated four of them. One wanted to be a musician, one wanted to be a cartoonist, one wanted to be a barfly, near as I could tell (which made for the temporarily arresting combination of the sexy bad boy in a programmer’s body), and Dan wanted to own a bookstore with a liquor license. He figured it would officially combine the bookstore and the pickup joint. He had this vision of writers doing readings there and then hanging out at the burnished, turn-of-the-century bar drinking a Scotch with him. It was an appealing vision for me, too. I liked the thought of being the proprietress of such an establishment, mingling with literati, maybe even being literati someday.

Dan’s not one of those people who tells you all his dreams the first time you meet him. He’s not the kind to doodle the floor plans for his bookbar on a napkin. I wouldn’t want that kind anyway. Dream whores get boring after a while. When you’re underemployed and you meet another person who’s underemployed, telling your dreams right off the bat is the quickest way to establish your identity. But Dan didn’t consider himself underemployed. He generally felt lucky to make a good living at something he just happened upon out of college, and he’d been living below his means for years to save up for the bookbar. He wasn’t cheap; he just figured out what mattered to him and put his money there. If something didn’t matter, he didn’t spend on it. He could probably have started the business already, but he’d done a lot of research and was trying to do it at the optimal time with the optimal amount of capital, so he figured it’d be in five years or so. He got antsy sometimes, but mostly he was okay with the wait.

And I loved him for this. I loved him for his methodical mind and his patience. I admired him tremendously. From the first time I met him, I adored the way he tilted his head to really consider what I was saying, and the confidently long pauses he allowed to elapse between my question and his answer. I adored it, but it made me self-conscious about my own answers. I wondered if what I’d said stood up to that kind of scrutiny. Scrutiny’s the wrong word, though; it implies appraisal and there was something wonderfully accepting about those pauses. It was more like I wondered if what I’d said deserved such consideration.

“I wish I was like you,” I said sadly.

He sat down close to me, and his voice was low. “What you did scares the shit out of me. You’re someone who can just say, ‘Fuck it, I’m gone.’”

I took his hand. “I’m just getting here.”

“I know I didn’t ask you to live here the right way. It should have been more of a thing, an event.” He looked at me intently. “It was like we just brokered a deal. I should have told you that I wanted you to live here so you could be the central part of my life. I should have told you it was because you matter the most.”

I teared up. “I feel that way, too.”

“I just wouldn’t have done what you did. But maybe it was right for you.”

“It felt right. Just gut-level right.”

“I hear that. But I’m big on backup plans. And sweetie, I love you, but you ain’t got any.”

“I know.”

“I can try to help you come up with some.”

“I’d like that.” I kissed him. “Thank you.”

We didn’t sleep together that night.

Rationally, I knew that wasn’t a big deal. Couples of six months don’t necessarily have sex every time they see each other. People have differing sex drives, and there are couples who have sex once a year, and if both people are satisfied with that, it’s a perfectly fine arrangement.

See, I knew all that. And this was not the first time we’d slept in the same bed and not had sex. But it was the first time we’d had a meaningful conversation that ended with us validating the great love that we shared, and then climbed into bed and went immediately to sleep. Rather, Dan went right to sleep. I lay there wondering why he hadn’t reached for me. Was he disgusted by my impulsiveness? Despite his declarations that he wanted me to be more a part of his life, did he doubt that I was a worthy partner? Was he regretting the decision for me to move in?

Or was he just tired? Could it possibly be that simple?

I reminded myself that for Dan, it absolutely could be that simple. He wasn’t the one lying awake contemplating the state of our relationship. There was no evidence that he had stopped loving me during the course of the evening. There was no evidence that I had become repugnant or that he had lost his potency. We just weren’t having sex that night, simple as that.

But why? Why weren’t we having sex?

Sex was one of my habitual areas of overthinking. It was probably because the act of sex meant so much to me; it was when my brain shut off temporarily and sensation took over. Sex with someone I love is the best respite from meta-life.

I also subscribe to the “sex as the barometer of the relationship” theory. That means I look at the duration, connection, calculation, level of inventiveness, and overall quality of the sex; I try to read these like tea leaves. I’ve gotten better at recognizing the normal pattern of six-week fall-off and then the three-month fall-off, and I’ve stopped worrying about them as much as I used to. The later spikes and lulls, though, still tend to get way too much attention.

I was well aware that all that thinking was anathema to the delightful thoughtlessness of good sex itself, but I had cause to be wary. I’d had four relationships that ended at almost exactly one year. Each time, we started with strong chemistry that progressed to love and ended with me having almost no sex drive at all. And when my sex drive was low, so was my tolerance for my boyfriends’ peccadilloes. I’d get critical of them, then I’d get critical of myself for being critical of them, and the whole relationship inevitably soured like milk. But I was determined to do it differently with Dan. This time I would crack the code of my meta-sex life, and everything would fall into place.

Dan let out a snort and rolled onto his back. I thought about waking him up by going down on him. Then we could have sex and I could, literally, put all these thoughts to bed. But did I actually want to have sex, or did I just want to prove something? Would I be using sex to quiet my head?

Oh, who cared? I sunk down under the covers, and reached for him.
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