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Chapter One


“There are four New Years in the Jewish faith; one for trees, one for animals, one for men, and one for kings.”

He’s trying to delight me with the poetry of his intellect, just like he is trying to delight me with this expensive bottle of Montepulciano red and the fact that he can say the hard Italian ‘c’s correctly. I can track these movements, and they wedge into my social tolerance like sticker burrs. But I want to be here. Or rather, I need to be. This one’s a regular, and I could live off him alone.

“I just think there’s something old-world and full of whimsy about that sort of thing,” he continues with a twinkle in his eye. “The kingdom of animals, and the kingdom of trees, and the dominion of kings, and their men.”

Of course he does. They all find the same sense of whimsy in old ways. The days when men were undisputed in their jurisdiction; they were kings, and warriors, and great writers. There weren’t any strong-willed women that they had to pay for the company of over dinner. They all revere a world they never knew because they’re living in the fading shadow of its power. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t even Jewish. But I know what to do next.

With a wry smile, I lean over the table and take his hand lightly in mine. I examine his cleanly shaped fingernails and the calluses where he holds his Montblanc. He tracks my movements with hungry eyes. You didn’t hear it, but he asked me a question (did it work?) and now he’s waiting for his answer. “Did you study poetry when you were at Penn?”

He guffaws with a delighted grin on his face. As he turns his face dramatically to the ceiling, I can see that it had the desired effect.

“I’m serious!” I say with an animation that contains just the right amount of wonder before it starts to taste artificial on the tongue. “The way you look at the world, it’s like you’re speaking in a different meter.”

He gives me the courtesy of acting bashful, but he quells it by adjusting his tie and sitting straighter in his chair. “Some people never sharpen the best tool they have,” he says, tapping on his head with narrowed eyes. He thinks he’s teaching me something that’s going to change my life. I have to let him.

“What about you, Olivia?” he says, leaning forward again. It’s his turn to take my hand, and he swipes his cuticle-less fingers over my red lacquer nails. The look on his face tells me he finds them deviant. I feel that pang that I’ve never been able to turn off. That motion-detected floodlight of the soul that welcomes human emotions into the equation, no matter how many times I’ve told them the battlefield is no place for them.

I wonder if he’s judging me. That’s what I feel. But that feeling will never be bestowed its proper words. And like a demon, it will continue following me wherever I go because I refuse to name it. But that’s what I’m feeling in that moment. I’m not feeling my power over this man, I’m not feeling fulfilled by the ease with which it comes to me. I’m feeling cheap, at his mercy; I falter. But I don’t have the time to indulge in this luxury. I have to tap back into that one thing I’ll always have over him; in order to earn my presence, he had to shell out big. And then I’m back in the game.

“Oh me?” I ask like I haven’t found satisfying and undercutting ways to answer this question a thousand times now. “I love playing games. Riddles, mysteries, whodunits.”

“Oh?” he says, amused. He’s conflicted by his attraction to the innocence and wickedness of such an answer.

“I always make out like a thief,” I smile.

— ✧ —

I don’t want you to think I’m a wolf. I very much celebrate my new year among men and kings. It’s a character I play if that helps you. It’s a puzzle I’m solving moment to moment, if you can relate to that. It’s a business I am constantly trying to make profitable, if that’s more of your kind of thing.

There’s a stigma attached to people like me: man-eater, femme fatale, jezebel, harlot, floozie, temptress, lolita, sugar baby. It’s not because I’m actually doing something depraved. I’m not swindling anyone. No one is doing anything against their will. They seek me out. There’s simply some old-world, whimsical notion that a woman requiring compensation for something that has always been demanded is immoral. And that’s really none of my business. Men created the industry, I’m just self-employed.

I don’t really play games in my free time. I have no time for riddles, and I don’t know anything about mysteries. I just say what they need to hear to paint the image they are matching me up against in their heads. I’m not exactly going to tell them that I scroll through personal ads and missed connections while the Food Network drones in the background.

And not because I’m going to answer one, god, no. Certainly not because I’m looking for work. I do have standards, even if I have a precariously fragile handle on my human weaknesses. I read them because I’m plagued with an ill-fitting sentimentality. I read them because I feel the same way about these explosive emotional connections that most people feel about outer space. I’m curious, but I’m not going to get launched from the face of the Earth to find out. Gawking at the monuments we construct to try to wrap our minds around something we can’t explain. This is my museum, and I come here privately to indulge my singular interest.

Here’s the secret I might lean over the table to whisper to you, eyes narrowed so you can divine the exclusivity of such knowledge: Love sours. I’ve seen it happen hundreds of times firsthand. You cork these hopes, the promise of someone new who rides in without the baggage of the old. You store it somewhere cool and dry, and you turn it a quarter turn every night. And you fly blind into it with the hope that you’re nurturing it instead of smothering it, that you can know the exact chemistry to understand what’s going on inside that bottle. I’ve watched too many people hold their glasses to their noses and learn that all they have is vinegar.

I can’t, in good conscience, walk up to a hook and offer my cheek. No matter how delicate and ensnaring the words of these missed connections can be. I mean, you can practically smell the acidity through the empty, desperate, aching words that throb through my screen. “Non-millionaire seeking soulmate” and “Stoner chick to ride out the storm”.

Ultimately, it’s a nonissue because loving other people is bad for business because I’m in the business of people. Sure, some people pan for a spouse like fool’s gold in a riverbed and sometimes come back with a bachelor worth the same amount as a small country. But people leave. And then where will you be? I’d rather keep my men in circulation like the dollars they’re worth to me, I say. It’s always better to leave than be left, I remind myself.

I’ve just chosen to accept it. It’s not for me! I’m not as willing to get gunned down as the rest of you. They’re just little truths whose accompanying epiphanies are ceaselessly rescheduled for a different day. When I read the words on this page, any last usefulness they had quietly absconds. Nothing could be worth this forlorn public groveling.

I will admit, there is a sentimental part of me that always wonders “what if”. I’m always out, always finding and losing people. What if I really meant something to someone? Will my likeness be in the next crop of missed connections? That’s when I close the laptop. We’re now flying dangerously close to the sun! Everyone adopts practices to protect themselves. Everyone knows their weaknesses and constructs walls around them. I’m no different, I’m just a little more unconventional. It’s not that I don’t need the company of a man, it’s that I need to keep it in check at all times.

Because I’ve seen how the wine of my family turns quickly to vinegar and rots on the shelves around us like a tomb. And it’s really not personal to these men I spend my time with, but this taking of power, this regaining of control, feels like the reparations I’m owed. This was how I was raised to think by the hundreds of men my mother hoped could be my father.


 


 


 




Chapter Two


I slip my feet with ease into the black leather pumps that refuse to die, the ones that meet my feet like kindred souls, like brethren flesh. “I should get paid for this,” I joke to myself. Do you think I’m a monster yet?

It’s really not as bad as you think. Thousands of men come to this city every year looking for a career in music, comedy, and tech and the ones that find it work so hard that they eventually dry out between the martinis and their limited sex life. These men are desperate, not for love, but for the feeling of mattering to someone else. It flatters them to feel important and appreciated after another day of unrewarding work. They want to be admired for the prizes they’ve won.

At this point in their lives, they have enough money, enough status, and they’re looking to reap the rewards of years of building their empires. But in the atmosphere of gorgeous people, open bars, and loud rooms, it’s easy to employ a little sleight of hand. Here’s the kicker: my job position feasts upon the weakness of this human programming. I rely on it. The very thing I’m trying to quell is the one I exploit time and time again. And you thought this was easy.

Really, it’s a sweet deal, sponsored by a very deep chip on my shoulder. But I didn’t fall into it backwards, I was mentored. At one time or another, I was an empty vessel that needed to be poured into, too. Monty was well acquainted with the desperate scent of someone deeply lacking validation, and he sniffed out my gaping wound from across the crowded bar like a bloodhound.

It was my third week in the city and I took myself to this beautiful little restaurant I kept passing. I couldn’t afford to eat there but I’d gaze in through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the warm orange light that emanated from hanging fixtures above the bar, and I’d picture myself there with a martini, resting my red soles on the gleaming gold of a stool, and I’d feel like someone.

So I bit the bullet and shelled out $14 with a bottomless feeling in my stomach to have one drink under the orange lights.

To my dismay, a man with tight strawberry curls and a stupid expression on his face slid onto the stool next to me and simply sat there, waiting for my acknowledgement. When he didn’t get it, he made light conversation with the bartender, his eyes darting to his peripherals in the hopes that one of his topics would catch. But I just stared forward, the worn bottoms of my black soles shifting uncertainly on my stool.

“We both know you can’t afford that drink,” a voice said from my left elbow. Monty leaned back in amusement, propping his powder blue adorned arms on the mahogany of the bar.

“Excuse me?” I said with injury. He laughed to himself.

“Baby, I could smell your polyester blend the moment you walked in,” he said. “So are you going to blow your last $20 on another drink or are you going to let that man pick up your tab?”

That was the first night I realized the power I held and that I had a particular knack for wielding it. Had this been an option all along? I could play ball with the men of the world instead of defensively dodging them at every turn? After all, they’ll play whether you do or not, and I’d rather be a competitor than a pawn. Monty helped me realize that I could assert control over the things I felt this uncertain uneasiness about, and the disdain I felt for my mother deepened. There was a very different way to be a woman, bound and gagged under my resentment and my deeply uninspired opinion of men. And that was the end of that.

But sometime or another, the world does a check on the freeloaders of society and finds something to burden them with. And I had no idea that on this Thursday, of the completely non-particular variety, that it was going to send me you.

— ✧ —

So anyway, I’m off to meet with Rich (an irony I’ve always found deeply amusing), the poet media lawyer extraordinaire. I put on my Ted Baker and play up my doe eyes because Rich likes to meet me at the country club. It brings him a feral sort of joy to be accompanied to a place of status where he might treat his colleagues to an ambush of sorts. I get the sense that Rich has a deficit of exciting stories to share around the water cooler.

I found him where I always did, sat at the bar in his linens with an extra cherry on top of his drink. I told him he didn’t need to do that anymore, I’d be able to pick him out of a lineup at this point. But sweet, poetic Rich found a little whimsy in the nod to our first meeting.

He’d already ordered me an Aperol Spritz, and it was being slid across the bar as I sat down. Who needs love? I think. An older woman in a tennis skirt scowls in my direction as her husband gets increasingly louder over his umpteenth scotch and I turn back to Rich with a smile.

“Have you seen that new nature doc?” Rich asks me with zeal. In truth, I find his totally harmless interests endearing. When conversations turn in any way predatory, I feel a need to maim. These men must always be kept in a place of my advantage. That’s rule one. But Rich never asks me if I’ve ever been with another woman, so I endure these truly numbing topics with grace.

“I think so,” I lie through my teeth, “did David Attenborough narrate?” Everyone knows him. Easy win.

“No, this was an indie production,” he says, “truly fascinating study on the way different species attract a mate…”

His voice trails as something in my periphery comes into focus. From across the room, a man is smiling at me—nay, laughing at me. His tall frame is slumped against a pillar, his left hand clutching a condensing, dying Negroni. A heat rises through my body and I can feel, with acute irritation, all the places this dress is rubbing against my skin. Laughing at me! This man in pastels. My anger is momentary, I never allow my perception to slip from my control, and he notices. He chuckles at his effect on me. So I decide to deny him any further satisfaction.

“…These birds of paradise spend their entire lives refining the mating dance they learned from their fathers,” Rich is saying. I soften at the wonder on his face.

“As they should,” I reply in respectful admiration.

“And bowerbirds build these huge elaborate structures full of shiny objects to attract their mates…”

He’s still looking at me. I can see him in the corner of my eye, but I can’t give him the satisfaction. Although, I can still make out the tugged up corners of his smug smile. But he doesn’t know who he’s playing ball with. I can hold out all night.

“…So the female red garter snake often finds herself in an untenable tangle of a mating ball…”

The man finally peels himself from the pillar he’s been haunting, and he’s gone from my line of sight, but I don’t feel the overwhelming sense of satisfaction I expected. I’m deflated. I enjoyed the tête-à-tête. It’s not often a man makes my pulse rise.

I tune back into Rich’s spiel just in time to learn that the humble garden snail’s well-intentioned mating routine can often result in death when a pastel yellow arm brushes my elbow.

“Apologies,” the looming blonde-haired man says to me with a cocked smile. I turn wordlessly back to Rich with renewed fuming. An embarrassment floods me as I run a diagnostic to determine just how much of that absolutely asexual conversation he just heard.

He orders another Negroni when Rich makes the biggest mistake of both our lives; excuses himself to the bathroom.

“What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” A honeyed voice taunts. It’s a question I still ask myself from time to time. I crane my neck dramatically up towards the man. He’s honey blonde and gorgeous and perfect and everything I loathe, and I am about ready to wash him out in the glare of the sun. But I couldn’t let that comment lay.

“That’s usually something said to a gorgeous woman in a dive bar,” I reply smoothly. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

He laughs at my practiced couth. “I’m sure you don’t,” he answers as the bartender hands him his drink in a cocktail napkin.

I stare at him wordlessly and without a game plan and the fleet of masterminds in my head are simultaneously barking orders into their headsets. I expect him to retreat after an admittedly award-winning snub, but to my horror, he turns in my direction and props himself on the bar.

“How do you know the garden snail?” he asks me with a nod towards the men’s room, confirming my apprehension.

“He’s my lawyer,” I respond automatically and with composure.

“I’m sure he is,” the man smirks knowingly.

I gape at him indignantly and he laughs again. I’m mortified to learn that I enjoy the sound. My life is one lived in code and ciphers and veiled meanings; I’m too unaccustomed to anyone being real with me to have a prepared defense for it. My disdain for him morphs into a careful curiosity.

“Lose him,” an angel on my shoulder orders.

Oh, I haven’t introduced you to them yet. You see, in place of a devil on one shoulder, I have two angels, and they whisper sweet nothings to me all day. It’s not a self-absorption thing, it’s a protection thing. I field little dings to my ego all day from a meteor storm of judgmental looks and passing comments—my angels are the cosmic forcefield that keeps my self-worth intact.

Monty’s eleventh rule: You make your own confidence. Other people are easy to convince that you’re worthy, if you act like you already are.

Anyway, the angel is right. Rich will be back any second, and nothing is less attractive than wandering eyes. I can’t be seen talking to Hollister & Co. when he returns.

“I’m quite busy,” I tell him dismissively.

“Come have a drink with me around the block,” he replies swiftly.

“Why on Earth would I do that?” I laugh genuinely. I don’t expect this man to know just how profitable this Aperol Spritz is to me, but that’s also not what I mean.

“Because you’re bored to tears,” he answers with an intensity in his eyes. “Because you’re here out of some sense of duty you won’t share with me.” I watch him closely now. “Because you have one life to live, and it just got interesting.”

He smiles at me, and it’s not out of mockery. I feel the bottom of my stomach drop out and all of a sudden, I’m feeling… self conscious about my choices. I’ve never gotten a drink with a man for pleasure, and this is the first time I’ve ever wondered: Am I missing out? But the angels on my shoulder are louder: That’s your rent check in the bathroom. You don’t need this man for anything.

“I can’t,” I say too quietly. “But thank you.”

He assesses me with this unwavering gaze that I can’t place, and I’m mortified to realize that I feel like I’m letting him down. There’s this decidedly unbecoming part of me that wants to keep his interest in me for a little longer, and I’m unsettled to realize that I’m desperately hoping I haven’t set it free. It’s our back and forth, I think. I haven’t been that stimulated by a man in years, and he’s interested in me.

But he’s also been abrasive and slightly self-congratulatory, not to mention impossible to read. The easier and more comfortable choice would be to forget him entirely. And even while I’m finding resolve in this, I’m hopeful to feel his focus find me again. There’s something incomprehensibly exciting about being sought out by this man, more than the others I bait.

He’s cleared out by the time Rich returns, and he signals the bartender for another piña colada. I ease back into the monotonous rhythm I always take with Rich that I could pick up while comatose. This is how it should be, I tell myself. This is what I’m good at, this is what I’m paid to do. I release an exhale and there’s almost a responsibility lifted from me. Oh, well! That was fun. It’s nice to feel wanted, but let’s get serious. There’s no real decision to be made, right?

My blood pressure spikes when I see that the blonde man positions himself at a table just over Rich’s shoulder, where I can see him more easily. That creeping flattering feeling weaves its way up my body in hot fingers and I have to remain conscious of the smile that plays on my lips. It needs to stay out of traffic where it could cause a major scene smack dab in the middle of my life. But I’ve never been the mouse before in this game, you see, and I guess I never realized how different a pleasure it is.

“Did you get an invite to that SXSW party Tito’s is hosting?” Rich asks me, mixing his piña colada with a straw. I watch him with slight distaste now. He’s a nice guy, he really is. He makes far too much money and has far too little luck with women. I’ve always viewed him with a sort of sympathetic tenderness. But there’s something about my complete lack of attraction to him that doesn’t sit right with the bile that’s rising in my tummy.

God, what’s wrong with me? The blonde has thrown me, and my inability to rein it in sends me into a micropanic. I can’t lose this client. I cycle through my calming routine, but it’s really more for the paid experience rather than the organic. I’m flustered, and I’m quickly losing the patience to be amenable.

“Oh, I think so, but no one’s going to that,” I dodge curtly. Rule nine: No freebies! As if I’m spending my personal time hanging around a regular.

Rich looks a little taken aback, but in a grateful way. He thinks I’ve just helped him out. As he jokes about the near miss of being seen in the wrong place, the blonde starts making a show of his intent to leave. He throws a $5 bill on the table even though he already tipped when he closed out. He takes one last swig from his drink and adjusts the hem of his shirt as he stands.

Rich is asking me something, I know he is, but the hammering of my heart sounds like footsteps running up from behind me in my ears which only makes me more anxious as I feel my window closing. Then he makes eye contact with me, the blonde, it’s a genuine question. I’m going, are you coming? And I remember what he said. And he’s right. I’ve just been invited, for the first honest time in my life, to spend time with someone who is interested in me. Me! Who doesn’t have a fetish to fill or a trauma response to satiate? This man is interested in me, and I am wasting away at a bar with a person I wouldn’t spend my free time with.

And so I act. Yes, it’s impulsive. No, it doesn’t match anything I’ve told you before this moment. And I’m really not interested in getting into all that. All I can tell you is that I felt pushed, like from the small of my back, into whatever this man was proposing. But thankfully, I’m classically trained in the art of people.

“…This is why I need you, Olivia, I wouldn’t have known th–”

“Rich, I’m so sorry, I think this drink is disagreeing with me,” I interrupt. I clutch my stomach for dramatic effect. “I’m cramping, and it’s getting more intense.”

Rich jumps to my rescue. He steadies me on the stool and inspects the spritz as if he can deduce its molecular makeup from one squinted eye through his prescription Warby Parkers.

“Do you think someone drugged you? Should I call the bartender? Wait, do you think it was the bartender?”

“No!” I snap before remembering myself. “Rich, thank you. You are such a gentleman. Thank you, but I think I need to go lay down.”

I get to my feet as I see the blonde slip out of the entrance with one backward glance. Meanwhile, Rich is wholly unsure of what to do with himself. He’s a blur of jerky gestures as he tries to accomplish god knows what.

“Well, do you need…I owe you…” He stammers self-consciously, clawing for something in his jacket pocket.

“We’ll settle up,” I wave him off with a coy wink. I’ve already scooped my purse and started my walk to the door backwards to tend to his nerves.

“I’m sure it’s just girl stuff,” I coo. “I’ll see you soon?” I suggest with bouncy anticipation.

He nods at me energetically, placated, and returns to stirring the slush in his cup with his straw. I sigh as I launch myself into my next initiative and my heart rate rises with my pace. What if he didn’t wait?

Who cares? An angel harps indignantly. I’ve been ignoring their combative banter, but in my defense, it seemed like it was aimed more at each other than at me.

This is a dangerous precedent to be setting. The other chides. That’s money on the table, Olivia.

“Oh, I’ll come back for it,” I snap out loud. I’ve burst out of the country club and the mid-afternoon sun is merciless. I’m blinded upon re-entry into the world and the air conditioned coating on my arms sizzles in hissing contrast.

“You’ll come back for what?” A honeyed voice jests.

I drape a sizzling arm over my brow, and in the shade I see pastels, and blonde, and a tickled grin.

Oh, he waited! Our problems are over! An angel crows. I drown them out as I attempt an easy smile. They’re supposed to be building me up, for Christ’s sake! But I suppose I’m deviating wildly from the mission I originally set out on. I’m not sure what I expected my brain to say in a mutiny of the heart.

“Oh, my lipstick,” I riff. “I’m sure the bartender will keep it. After all, I just made a show of leaving, I can’t exactly go back in now.”

He grins. He bought it. The angels roll their eyes. “I didn’t think you’d actually follow,” he admits. I decide that I find humility attractive and fall in step with him. He did say, after all, that he had a place in mind down the block.

“And what would you have done in those circumstances?” I toy. Back to what I’m best at, being the cat. He chuckles and I like that sound too.

He turns his face into the hot breeze that’s spitting across the intersection when he answers. He’s smiling with his mouth agape and half his face is lit by the sun. There’s a genuineness to him. To his pleasure, to his relief, to his words. “I suppose I would have loitered quite shamefully around the entrance until I couldn’t bear it anymore, and then I would’ve tucked tail and fled home.”

I laugh then, full and uncalculated, and the sound of it is clipped because it startles me. It wasn’t the measured, practice laugh I give intentionally. It sounded foreign, like I opened my mouth to speak and someone else answered. I look up at him, but he hasn’t noticed, the sound was continued on in the conversations of passersby and car horns and dogs barking from the park. I smile in relief, another hunter’s blind avoided, and we make our way across the street to a small wine bar positioned on the corner.

Its triangular shape hugs the sidewalks that flank the intersection and the walls are glass from floor to ceiling. It’s quiet, and modern, and completely devoid of human life because it’s still a little early for the good people of the world to entertain alcohol. So the hostess props us right in the corner seat, where two windows intersect, like the prized toy of the Christmas season. There is a pride I feel now. A weightlessness in my stomach, the uncomfortable anticipation that you feel in the quiet moments of a horror movie, the undulating heat disseminating off of a flattering compliment, the wild wistfulness of riding passenger side in a getaway car and thinking you might’ve gotten away with it. The totality of this rebellious moment and his enigmatic presence fills me, from head to toe, as he scans the list of bottles. What happens next? My totally unseasoned, totally unnerved gut ponders.

Nothing good, an angel mutters, to the total delight of the other. And, as it happens, she’s right. The weightlessness of my stomach turns to a brick in the middle of me as Rich’s likeness fills the window before me.

Of course he left! Of course he walked this way. The angels need say nothing as a ledger of details I overlooked in my haste and my frenzy finally come to the front of my brain like insubordinate soldiers. I feel a mixture of disbelief and pure, undistilled frustration at myself that I could’ve created a situation so remarkably unsophisticated. I was practically escorted into the cage with the lion, and the lion is hungry.

Rich and I are stuck in an eye lock and there’s a hardness to his stare I’ve never seen before. It doesn’t quite fit with the animal loving, non-conforming, completely blundering side of him that is usually at the helm. This one is resolute. The hurt he feels will not be repaired by the likes of me. I put us both in this situation with my remarkable lack of finesse. And for what?

Not a rent check, one angel would be remiss to withhold. And, with a sinking feeling, I know she’s right. I won’t be seeing a dime of what I’m owed today and I won’t be seeing Rich ever again, unless it’s at a Garrison Brothers popup event.

I look down at the table, willing Rich to, god, please just keep walking. I’m trying to steal every last moment the blonde is using to pick the most supreme of Tuscan wines to shake the feeling of utter hatred that Rich bequeathed me and regain my composure. Perhaps I’m projecting, he’s never been a hateful person, but the minutiae are not important here. I am a spinning top with no ETA on stilling, and I’m starting to get the creeping feeling that this impulsivity is a famine upon my whole world. I mean, of course it is, love and its consorts yield nothing but vinegar. I acted without thinking which is against every law I have ever personally governed.

But a voice from somewhere far away, maybe in traffic, maybe from another life says, “How do you feel about a Barolo?” And I like the voice. And I love a Barolo. So I refocus to see the invitation of his green eyes, the comforting substance of his easy smile, and I remember why I came here because the uneasiness of my gut doesn’t let me forget it. There’s something undiscovered here, and maybe it’s just a rattlesnake nest, but I tap into my list of tried-and-true affirmations to still my hummingbird heart and remind myself that there are a hundred little Rich’s under rocks to be uncovered. What’s one bottle of Barolo?

Rich is gone by the time the blonde looks up, and I agree to whatever he suggests. And the universe smiles. With one titillating series of chemical reactions that sparked heretofore unheard of levels of reckless decision-making on my part, it has successfully brought about my undoing.


 


 


 




Chapter Three


His name is Colin. He lives just outside the city proper, near the lake, close enough to drive in but far enough to find space to spread your legs, where the home values are sensible, and they come with enough land between houses to not hear your neighbor cough. It’s not the glamour that I’m used to, but there’s something I like about the sensibility of all that.

Because you think it means he thinks about the future, an angel nags. And that he’ll think about you in that future, the other tag teams. I blink hard to swat them away and then immediately fish a pretend eyelash from my eye to recover. It’s an accusation that makes me wildly uncomfortable. The future sounds like a lot of work, a lot of shifting, a ton of soul-searching I’ve ceaselessly rescheduled. I’ve never wanted that; it’s simply my nature to want to feel desired. I was born under Pisces stars, and my mind swims with daydreams. Really, these angels should know better.

Colin swirls the Barolo in his glass. He always pauses to smell it before he takes a sip. He considers it in his mouth before he swallows. “My father is a lawyer,” he says once it’s cleared his airways. I lean in that gratuitous way Monty groomed me to do, the one that assures the speaker I am enthralled beyond my wildest belief.

“He wanted me to join his firm, but I didn’t see myself there,” he continues casually. “He was married by 21, and had 7 kids before he knew it. The big house in Lago, the well-paying job in the city—he had it all figured out.”

“And what do you do?” I ask. Little does he know this is the only personal information I tend to really care about. “Wait, let me guess—” I cut in, one of my little tricks. “You seem like the trailblazer of your family. With individuality like yours, I’ll bet you’re an artist.”

Rule number four: Flattery is a key that unlocks most things.

“I’m in finance,” he responds, not bothering to register my flirtation. A duality of deflation and surprise makes me sit back a little further in my seat. I pull my arms from the table into my lap. Reach for me, I’m saying with my body. But he swirls his wine.

Finance is good! We like finance! The angels say. He’s not responding, you dodo birds! I want to shout to them.

“I guess I don’t really fall that far from the tree,” he chuckles, somewhat dejectedly. “It was important for me to establish myself. You know, good job, investments… It’s what he always did.”

There’s that humility again. It interests me. Perhaps he’s not chomping at the bit, but he is talking to me like a real person. Confiding in me. I sit up a little straighter at the thought. But it’s time to change the subject. Once men start talking about their father’s expectations, the evening really takes a nosedive.

“So, you work in finance. What were you doing at a country club on a Thursday afternoon, playing hooky?” I ask playfully.

“Quarterly lunch with the team,” he answers easily, yet again declining to acknowledge the balls I am practically pelting at him. “You’d think being able to dip out of the office midday would be appealing, but I’d rather do almost anything than listen to them drone about their disappointing children and the state of the country.”

I cock a curious eyebrow at the thought. “Funny, I would think this was your scene,” I probe. Each one of my lobs is served with less and less confidence. There’s a curious, irritating little thing tickling the base of my spine. I’m enjoying this, and I want to know if he is too. What in the world could you want with me? You’d rather not know what I’m accustomed to wanting from you.

“I’ve had enough of the trite bullshit for a lifetime,” he smiles at me, and I warm. “At galas, and Christmas parties, and conferences. Nothing ever surprises me anymore. Well, almost nothing,” he says, tipping his glass towards me. The tickling thing has me by the throat. I’m back in the game, and I’m clutching to these little prizes I’ve won.

“And you were meeting with your lawyer?” he asks, amused. I’m so preoccupied admiring my pretty little trophies, I almost ask him what he means.

“Yes!” I laugh. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

“Why wouldn’t you just meet him at his office?” he asks, and I can’t get a read on his tone anymore. I choose to believe I’m winning him over.

“Because he’s hardly ever there,” I fib. “I can’t help if he’s a bit of a sleaze.”

Colin’s eyes probe me appraisingly. “And what kind of work do you do, that you need a lawyer?”

Oh, boy. How to spin my many talents into a palatable job title. I go with the first thing that pops into my mind. “I’m an event planner.”

He breaks into a smile again. I swear to god, this man is a bloodhound for bullshit. He really should’ve gone into his family firm; he would’ve made a killing.

“Why does an event planner need to consult a lawyer so regularly?” he asks with the cadence of someone who knows they’re about to deliver a killing blow. It’s fortuitous, then, that I practically moisturize with snake oil.

“There are a lot of PR implications for the clients I’m working with. Security is always an issue, NDAs are frequently required…” I prattle off any feasible reason as soon as it bubbles up in my brain, and he chews on them, considering them like they’re a sip of a Super Tuscan. When he’s done, he lifts his eyebrows in concession.

“Sounds like interesting work,” he says over the rim of his glass. I spread my relieved exhale across a few seconds so it doesn’t look like I’ve been holding my breath.

“It certainly requires me to be agile,” I respond with the enervation of someone who puts out fires, and he smiles at me. There’s a tenderness to it; an intensity to his stare like he’s coming to conclusions that have been evading him, like he’s just finished his hypothesis about me. It’s a gaze I have to divert from like a darty shoplifter, lest it burn me alive. The space between us fills with a silence that’s pregnant with possibility, and he seizes it to ask me just the thing I hoped he would.

“Another round?”

— ✧ —

The bicyclists ride in the wake of the city bus like dolphins behind a ship. There’s just something about the way the green of the tree beside Julio’s Cafe looks in the strongest afternoon sun against a cloudless sky that makes me feel like I’m exactly in the right place. But that scares me because there’s something in the way the wind gets stale that makes me feel like I should be moving on.

I walked into the uncertainty of that wind and delved for a strange comfort in it, that maybe I was teetering on the edge of some new colorful happenstance.

The truth is that Colin hasn’t left my mind since I left him. But not in some ‘doe-eyed damsel standing on a dead mine’ kind of way. By the time we finally emerged from that wine bar, the streetlights had already flickered on one by one. They loomed over me like single swinging lightbulbs above an interrogation table. He hugged me and I found myself tucking my head under his chin. A murkiness had fallen over me, and I wasn’t sure how that would settle into my bones if he kissed me. So that’s how we parted ways, him to the west and me to the south.

When I was finally tucked behind the protection of my own front door, the ick overtook me. The way that I had left Rich, the way that I had hurt him, a man with such gentleness and loneliness and cluelessness… I groaned and collapsed into my couch. There was no repairing the damage I had caused. It was as if I stomped my way through protected parkland for the best view and only realized the destruction on my way back to the car.

That was a bridge burned and money left on the table, a priceless value I couldn’t guarantee I would ever get back. Had I invested in a volatile stock that would tank me with it? I took in my spacious apartment on the fourth floor looking out at the city, a luxury not everyone could afford. The garment rack full of House of CB and Diane Von Furstenberg and For Love And Lemons. The photos of me and Monty, the record cabinet full of vinyl, the chandelier made of barbies swinging in front of the AC vent. My life.

I worked hard to build it, and it was built on a code. I was surprised with myself, at how ready I was to jeopardize that today. What was it again that was so arresting to me? He was cute, but he had all the dressings of a fraternity legacy that I would chew up and spit out. The chiseled jaw, the honey-coated charm and honey-colored hair, the polished prance. It’s not exactly like he partook in my flirtation; it’s not as if he flattered me. This man had put me on trial and then had me begging for his judgement.

I leapt from the couch. I was suddenly restless. Forget the comfort of knowing a man’s place in my life, I had the comfort of a steady paycheck. I can’t lose my life over this. I paced into the bedroom and busied myself with menial tasks. I threw the curtains closed. I switched the lamps on. I threw the reject Ted Bakers from today, from before The Event, into a vacant laundry basket. I settled heavily into my favorite spot on the left side of my bed and gazed at the 200-year-old oak tree outside my bedroom window through the sheer linen, the ones the neighbors had strung with fairy lights.

Soon I would take off my makeup and wash the day off my wracked form. I would tuck myself into bed and read the latest personal ads. I would finish my skincare from under the covers.

I recounted the trivialities of my next move because it was easier than sitting face to face, knee to knee, with the realization that had just sent me into the air as if my couch cushions had sprouted tentacles: I liked my life the way that it was, and I was right in the middle of screwing that up.

I’m comfortable with who I am. With how I pass my evenings. With exactly what I have. And Colin is an intercontinental ballistic missile that I invited for tea. Colin is equipped with state-of-the-art weaponry designed to absolutely obliterate my life, disenfranchise me from myself, and make what I inhabit inhabitable. I know this. I know this of men, and I know this of love. And up until this very moment, I truly thought I was immune to the threat. But 3 hours and 2 bottles of Barolo later, that theory has been unproven.

It’s not that he wooed me. It’s not that he aided and abetted my betrayal of Rich. It’s that he’s still here, lodged within my mind like a thirsty tick, and all I seem to care about is what he thinks of me. I’m wondering if I’m embedded into his skin too, if he’s already thinking about seeing me next. If he’ll tell his friends he met a nice girl, an event planner. And I stop it right there before my brain jumps from the gondola on the freshly fallen snow and skis with rapid velocity into wild thoughts about if he thinks he’s found the one or if he’s ready to get married.

I exhale sharply, willing my body to rid itself of the nervous energy that is hand-feeding this runaway train of thought. My body is crashing from its adrenaline rush and it’s tired. Too tired to anticipate the work it might take to have what my wild thoughts will. The sugar from all that wine has thinned my blood, and it’s sloshing through my arteries like rapids. I lost something today; I lost Rich and I lost my equilibrium, and I am rocked from having been led astray with such scant breadcrumbs.

Colin could hurt me, that much is clear, and I’m not willing to risk my entire life for the key to this riddle laid before me. I rise from the bed and pad into the bathroom to start my evening shower. I decided something before I stood, and it was executed from the moment I took my first step. I’m cutting Colin loose. I will not drink from a shrouded glass.

I walk into Julio’s remembering that resolve. I don’t try to mask the exhaustion from my eyes. Monty won’t be here yet; he’s always late to brunch. Even at 11 o’clock he protests the start of the day, and still, we plan to meet here every Sunday at the same time. The sweet host, whose college major I can remember but not his name, shows me to our regular table outside, where our regular server gestures to indicate that a carafe of mimosa will be ordered on our behalf.

I’m right in the middle of deciding if I’m making a huge mistake when a nice woman in blue comes to fill our water and I throw a painfully forced smile. You see, he called yesterday. And I wasn’t going to answer it, but I thought it would give me closure of some sort. Oh, shut up, I can practically hear you about to cut in through the page. I really did think it would be confirmation of sorts, that a combination of the heat and a heavy pour had skewed my judgement.

And then he spoke, covered in his particular brand of childlike wonder. He asked me how I was, and I made some stupid half-hearted joke because I didn’t really care about satisfying the criteria. Laughter came easily to him, was my first thought. Warmth, his first nature. It was like he’d known me his whole life, like our first conversation wasn’t a gruesome Frankenstein of lies. Something about him drew me in. And suddenly, I was laughing too, a tinny sound on the periphery of my senses.

We talked about this, an angel grumbles. I gnash my teeth at her interruption.

“Hey, my friend Giuseppa just started teaching ballroom dancing at a little studio on the east side,” he says, punctuating a laugh. My stomach does a very small tumble at the mention of his ‘friend’. I find myself wanting to know how they met. Have they always been just friends?

How much of a threat is she? The other angel suggests in mock horror. They die laughing as I realize she’s right. What is she to you?

“She’s worried no one is going to show up to her first class and asked me to come,” he continues. “Do you want to be my partner?”

The first impact my body registers is the significance of his invite. It finally feels like a volley is coming to my court. God, no! The angels shout in unison, and my secondary reaction is to join them. I’ve got a lot of sitting heels and the ability to hold my own across a table all night. But as a matter of principle, I don’t put myself in situations where I can make an absolute fool out of myself lightly. There’s too many unknowns, too many elements I can’t control. It’s risky.

“I don’t dance,” I laugh into the phone.

“Come on,” Colin says. He laughs, but he’s serious. “It’ll be fun! My friend has been hounding me to take a class for years, and I’ve run out of excuses now that I’ve met you.”

I felt all at once like I was disappointing him, and it surprised me. It was a harsh feeling; it stung. Somehow disappointing him felt like something I couldn’t come back from. It felt like ‘no’ would mean ‘goodbye’. And I know that’s what I wanted three days ago in my room, but today I just wanted to go a little bit deeper. I just wanted to see for myself. And maybe watching him Bambi it up on the dance floor would cure me completely.

I didn’t even need the angels to intervene to know that was a lie I told myself to feel okay with how quickly I betrayed my resolve.

I have a date with Colin three days from now, and I can’t even convince myself that I don’t care about it. So I down two of the glorified shot glasses Julio’s calls water cups while shooting daggers at the bartender to quell the nervous sweat that threatens my eyelet top. Will I so easily forsake myself for the honeyed words of a man I met four days ago? Stay tuned for the season finale of life as I know it!

Monty stalks onto the patio as I chug my fourth cup of water. His name isn’t really Monty Sinclair, by the way, though he will have you blacklisted from every chef’s table below the Mason-Dixon line if you bring it up.

His Government Name is Menachem Kostanovich, an Orthodox Jew by way of birth. As his Shidduch loomed (read: being set up by your parents), his distaste for the opposite sex was, at best, thinly veiled if not totally in-line for what you’d expect from a 17-year-old on the cusp of arranged marriage. He’ll speak at lengths about the elicit meetups that confirmed what he already knew, that he was gay, but after the twentieth time of hearing it, it’s easy to be swallowed, too, by insecurity. I can practically feel the trepidation of a young man who stopped attending school at thirteen, getting on his knees on the worn-down carpet of a man whose home is illuminated by two scant light bulbs. I can sense the implied treason. I know, no matter how coolly he proclaims it, that he’s paid a steep price.
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