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He doesn’t really talk about them. At least, he never tells me anything I want to know, their hang-ups or what kind of pretty they are. He tells only half a story about each of them, and he tells it three times. Verbatim, as if he has it written on the cuff of his sleeve. Normally he doesn’t have two words to rub together, but when he does, something kind of flickers. These broken sparks and the three-times-telling make his exes seem mythical, crystalline.


When he tells me about Holly for the first time, we’re at the movies sitting too close to the screen. We’re watching the trailers and he’s tracing shapes on the sensitive part of my wrist with his thumb. Every one of his exes has a thing—they’ve been molested or are a cellist or something. Holly shattered seventeen bones falling from a trapeze. She was wearing a cast and working in a library when he met her. Ten weeks later, when all the bones were knit, he finally saw her do her act. That’s when he dumped her. He doesn’t say, but I guess she must have looked too free and capable up there, swinging from the ropes. A girl like that could never honestly need you. 


 


 


We’re fighting and driving to the coast. His sister is marrying a guy he made out with at prep school, and we’re late for the rehearsal dinner because I put the car keys in my coat and then packed it. After being quiet for twenty minutes he tells me about Holly again, a way of making up.


“Why do you like her so much better than the others?”


“What do you mean?” 


“She’s the only one with a name.” 


“That’s crazy,” he says.


 


 


He has one of those desks with a rolly top, and in that square, shallow drawer on the right is a manila envelope labeled TAX PAPERS with naked pictures of all of them. I open it only because I know he would never name an envelope “tax papers”; he would have separate ones for the different kinds of receipts and forms. The photos he’s taken of me are still coiled inside his camera. At the time, he’d pretended it was a very spontaneous thing to do. I wonder why he thought he had to lie. Knowing what it was actually for would have made me want to do it more. I would have tried a lot harder.


I study their loose-limbed, puppyish bodies like flashcards. Is the margarine blonde with Satan eyes the one who got sick from the smell of blown-out candles? This one, freckles the color of fresh dirt sprayed across the bridge of her nose, she’s the slow eater. Or she always left really long messages on his machine and used up the tape. Who could have raised show dogs and given him the clap? I hope it’s the expensive one with the cheekbones, who’s making a kiss-face. 


Holly is the only one I know for definite; she’s dangerous-looking with a muscly body, one arm a shade paler and thinner than the other. She’s the worst kind of pretty: classically, mathematically gorgeous. I’m surprised to find that she’s quite covered in long, white scars. Somehow I’d imagined the bones smashing inside her without any damage to the surface, but I guess there had to be. I picture the two of them standing on a bleached wooden pier, his arm wrapped around her, a choppy, salted wind ruffling her fawn-colored hair. He reaches under her sweater and traces his blunt fingers along those shiny ridges, the skin there impossibly silky. She is herself, unmistakably.


 


 


I teach myself to smile in a more teeth-baring way, showing off the little space between the two in front. I buy sunglasses, sign up for a night class in life drawing, and start to wear black. I laugh with my head flung back, saying ha-ha-ha instead of making suction sounds. 


“Why have you started dressing like a Mafia widow?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


I pencil in the mole beneath my left eye and sign up for two more classes: karate and Italian. 


 


 


I wear my own clothes to work, but with a vest on top that has the Superman logo on it. It’s meant to mean SuperCourier.


“This is probably too many classes now,” he says when I deliver my karate uniform to the house. “Why didn’t you just have them mail it?” 


“It’s cheaper this way. I used the employee discount.”


He makes a face at my motorcycle. 


“Can you get my sandwich from the fridge?” I say.


He sighs and goes inside. I did have the uniform mailed to me, but then I took it into work and logged it as a delivery. It’s the best way of announcing things. He comes back out and gives me the sandwich.


“This is very sticky,” he says. “What is it?” 


“Bread and honey.” I sit on my bike and eat while he paces around me.


“How’s the art class, any good?”


“It’s okay. I sit next to an old lady who draws only butt cheeks, week after week.”


“What if the model is facing her?”


“She still draws their butt cheeks.”


He stops pacing. It’s very grown-up, the way he’s wearing socks and shoes even though it’s Saturday morning and he’s just at home. “I don’t get it,” he says. “I mean, if you’re going to sacrifice three evenings a week, you might as well take a real course, get a degree.”


“I have a degree,” I remind him.


He nods primly at the giant S on my chest. I look around for my clipboard.


“I didn’t even know you wanted to be an artist,” he says, exasperated. “How are you planning to manage all these classes?” 


“I’ll be fine,” I tell him. “Sign here, please.” 


 


 


He does something with stocks and bonds, and gets a haircut every three weeks. He drinks bourbon from a glass instead of from the bottle. He wears the kind of shoes that need to be polished. Not a practicing Catholic, just chronic. Sleeps fetal. He’s not my type but he has large, dry hands and a complicated nose with a deep dent near the top. I always think you can tell what someone is like in bed from the shape of his nose. And a knobbly Adam’s apple, the white-knuckle kind you can see rise and fall. 


He ties me to the brass bars of his sleigh bed. The guys I’m usually with barely have a box spring under the mattress. They own two appliances—a coffee machine and a bong—and a jumble of chairs. Furniture is something that’s just supposed to happen to you. He on the other hand goes antiquing. I’m doing things I’ve never done before, such as picking up dry cleaning.


It’s short but thick, and when he pushes it up inside he doesn’t use his hands at all. He doesn’t look me in the eyes, only at my mouth. He takes me to his druggy work parties and steers me around from room to room by the base of my neck. When he laughs his happiness builds just like a normal person’s, but at the top his eyes go blank, as if there’s nothing there.


 


 


I take the subway to night school. Lately it’s always raining so I can’t take the bike. Downtown, I switch from the southbound to the eastbound line. I run across the concourse, reaching the platform just as the train comes sliding in. The doors open to reveal a tangle of bodies, and I clock her immediately, that bone structure, the lean look in her eyes. As she brushes past me, everything snaps into place. I turn and follow her down the platform, watching her calf muscles flex. 


“Holly?” I say, and touch her elbow. 


She freezes for a second before turning around, like someone expecting to be caught. “Oh, I’m not her,” she says. Then she looks right at me and narrows her eyes. “But you know, everyone always thinks I’m the person they’re looking for.” 


We stand there, blinking at each other. She blows a tendril of hair out of her face and walks away. The train I should be on goes shooting past. I wonder if it’s true that I’m looking for Holly. I must be, the way I just ran after this girl without even thinking. What if she had turned out to be Holly, what would I have said? There are things I want to ask her, but I don’t know what they are. Yet maybe if I really were talking to Holly, I’d know.


 


 


The rain makes night school smell like what it really is, a high school at night. It’s a teenage movie where everyone is at least thirty, lumbering down the halls and hunching around too-small desks. In Basic Italian I sit next to the woman who would play the best friend in the movie. She’s technically prettier than me, the heroine, but not sexy enough. There’s a coffee station set up at the back of the classroom, as if we’re in AA.


When I get home, I go to his drawer and look at the pictures of Holly. They must have been taken in a hotel bed because there are light switches on the headboard. Her nose is slightly burnt, her scars and tan lines glowing. I pretend to slide his cigar fingers along their crests again. Her body is warm and crisp, pumped full of sun. We’ve never been on vacation. I practice her stubborn, innocent demeanor in the bathroom mirror; and later, when he’s moving over me, I think of the constellation of beauty marks peppering her stomach and the underside of one breast. 


 


 


During the break between gesture and long pose, everyone huddles outside in the rain to smoke except for me. The life models usually tie on their slippery kimono robes and nip out for one, too, but this girl perches naked at one of the desks and starts pawing through her bag. She wears two or three silver rings jammed onto nearly every finger and presses her lips tightly together, which somehow makes her seem fully dressed. 


I watch her examining her skin in a tiny mirror. I didn’t go to boarding school, and in college I roomed by myself, off campus—I don’t know what women are really like or how they live. I almost had a sister, but she died before I was born. She was ten months old and had something wrong with her lungs. I found out about her only two summers ago, when I was still with one of the box-spring guys and his apartment was being fumigated. I didn’t want to crash at his mangy friend’s place, so I flew out to see my parents. They told me on the last night over lemon tagliatelle. 


My father did the talking while my mother twisted a dishtowel and looked out the window and the tagliatelle shriveled. 


“You could have told me earlier,” I said. “What was she like?”


“I don’t know. She was a baby,” my father said. “She was always sick, so it was hard to see her personality. But she was cute.”


“Very cute,” my mother said. “Friendly.” 


“Oh, I see,” I said. They’re hopeless at describing people in a useful way. “So—what was her name?” 


My father made a helpless gesture and turned to my mother, who shook her head.


“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said.


“Now, don’t be angry,” my father said, as I stood up and pushed in my chair. “You have your own middle name.” 


I went into my teenage bedroom, where they keep their computer and all their vitamins, turned off the light, and stood in the middle of the room. I thought of the way my parents sometimes looked at me, glancing at a spot above my head and a little to the side. I crawled under the covers.


In the morning my clothes were all wrinkly. I went to the den and found my baby album in the games cupboard. I lay on my bed and looked at the pictures, getting a creepy feeling whenever I saw the crib or the stroller. My father drove me to the airport. He took my bags out of the trunk and put them on a cart. 


“How could you?” I finally said as we went through the automatic doors. “Don’t you know what that means?” 


“It was a terrible time and we weren’t thinking straight,” he said.


The life model twists up a stick of bandage-colored concealer and applies it with stabbing motions, using her ring finger to blend the marks. Now and then she licks her fingertip. I can’t stop watching her. I wish there were a channel on TV where all they’d show is women putting on makeup. There wouldn’t be any sponsors to donate special equipment; everyone would use their own stubby pencils and smushed lipsticks, and rub them in with spitty, grubby fingers.


 


 


I’m sitting at his desk, slowly getting lit on the fifth of bourbon he keeps in a drawer. Holly fills my head like an annoying pop song. They must have met in this city. He’s lived here for fifteen years. And she has to be nearby, somewhere. No one ever leaves.


His address book is by the phone. She’s on the S page, with eight or nine phone numbers scrawled beneath her name in alternating colors of ink, all crossed out except for one. It rings a few times and the message clicks on. 


“Hey, it’s Holly. You know the drill.” Her voice is soft and rough, a scraped knee. There’s a sharp intake of breath, then the sound of the tone. I hang up the receiver.


 


 


In karate somebody hits me on the nose and it hurts so much I think it’s broken. It happens during the jumping jacks; we aren’t even sparring yet. My teacher is this ex-military hard-ass who won’t let me sit out the rest of the class, even though my right eye swells completely shut and little droplets of blood and mucus keep appearing on the mats. On the subway, people wince and look away. I go to bed with scabs and snot crusted all over my face because it’s too tender to wash.


In the morning the blinds are all lit up. He is inside me. “Hi,” I say, and start to move. He holds me by one hip. 


“Pretend you’re still asleep,” he says. “Okay? Try not to move.” 


Later he showers and goes to work. I lie awake for an hour, then sleep all day in short, dreamless bursts. Everyone grows older except for me. Briars creep across the city streets, enveloping the buildings. 


 


 


Holly’s address costs eleven dollars on a website where they look it up from when she last voted. I bike across town in the middle of the night to stand on her tree-lined street. She lives in a lumpen, gray building tacked to a row of brightly sparkling ones, like a bad tooth. I squint up at the windows on the third floor, their swampy television light and the plants on the sills. I shuffle to the building’s entrance, and run my index finger over the cool buttons of the intercom. H SUNDEAN, it says, in slinky cursive on a strip of yellowing card stock. I peer through the glass section of the door at the metal mailboxes lining the narrow hall. 


The following day, between deliveries, I duck into the bookstore on Twelfth Street. I rummage around in the basement until I find a paperback that’s worn soft, the pages sprinkled with mould. Scribbled notes stuff the margins, spilling onto the typeface. On the first page in sloping fountain pen it says MR. CARL SPRING, and a date twenty years ago. During my lunch break I wrap it in brown paper and process it properly. 


 


 


It’s two-thirty in the afternoon when she opens the door, and her apartment is completely dark.


“Oh,” she says, tugging the hood of a red sweatshirt over her messy, surfer-boy hair. She’s coltish in her cut-offs and bare feet, small and tired and pretty. Her face is shaped like a heart. 


“Are you expecting a package?” I say.


She takes it, smiling to herself in an entitled way. When I pass her the clipboard, her fingernail scrapes my skin.


“Sorry, I’m all—” She makes a vague gesture with her hands. 


I look at her tiny, bare nails and picture them making deep crescents in his back. I smile at her and give her the pen.


She pulls a face. “That cigarette just about wrecked me. God, I feel awful.” 


“Hey,” I say. “Listen. Would it be okay to use your bathroom?”


“Oh. Sure.” She steps back and waves me through, and I notice she has a tattoo on the inner part of her wrist. I catch only a glimpse. 


The apartment is warm and airless, overly furnished but sort of empty, too. Nothing is out, not a photograph or a pair of scissors. 


The bathroom is full of ferns, and there are seashells printed on the shower curtain. I lock the door and touch the bristles of her electric toothbrush. They’re slightly damp. I inspect her toothpaste, her mint waxed floss and facial regimen. Apparently she has sensitive teeth and skin. In the mirror, I appear blank and marshmallowy, the way you do after too many magazines. Her medicine cabinet contains a blister pack of birth control pills and a sand-encrusted bottle of sunblock. 


By the side of the tub is a wooden, cushion-back hairbrush with her soft, streaky hairs caught in it. Wound around its handle is some kind of child’s ponytail holder with red plastic horses. I unwind it carefully and push it onto my wrist, rolling it under my sleeve and up to my elbow. When I come out of the bathroom, she has unwrapped the book and is leafing through it. She’s like a little kid, kind of stroking the pages as she looks at them. 


“Nice. Who’s it from?” I say in a friendly way.


“I don’t know. But look, it’s all— Why would someone send me such a used book?”


“Maybe you sent them one,” I offer helpfully. 


“Huh,” she says, annoyed. “Well, thanks.” 


“Okay,” I say. “Thanks.” 


I find my clipboard and let myself out. As I kick up the stand on my bike, I realize I’ve completely wasted a turn. You can only meet a person one more time before the whole thing starts to look weird. 


 


 


He’s asleep. I cross the dark bedroom and lie on his legs. 


“What,” he says. He always wakes up instantly.


“Tell me about her for the third time,” I say.


“Who?”


“But not about the library and everything—I’ve heard all that.” 


“Oh my God, you’re obsessed.”


“I know.”


He laughs.


“Tell me,” I say.


“Um. Actually, I bumped into her a few months ago. She still lives around here.” 


“Oh? How was she?” 


“She looked amazing,” he says.


“Okay,” I say. “Great. And what happened, did you go for coffee or something?”


“Nah.”


“Is she still a trapeze artist?”


“She gave it up because of a knee injury. Knees never heal all the way.”


“Oh,” I say, disappointed. From now on I’ll always picture her in her apartment, smoking a cigarette. “What does she do instead?”


“Just anything, it looks like. When I bumped into her, she was spraying Christmas shoppers with perfume.” 


“But you and me, we’d go for coffee, right?”


“Yep, and cake, and broken-up sex,” he says. 


I glance up at him. “Seriously, though.”


“Seriously?” he says. “Well, seriously, I’ll have to now, won’t I?” 


 


 


The end of her street turns onto a bigger street where people are always walking up and down, so I wait for her here on the corner. It’s a hot, bright evening with that vacuum-packed feeling before a storm, and I hope I won’t have to bike home in the rain. I’ll be glad when I give all this up. I’m here from just after five until six or seven most days. I see almost everyone in her building come home except for her. 


I watch the women clipping past me in their heels. It’s mesmeric, the way their asses tick from side to side like a watch on a chain, their polished limbs and blown-out haircuts glossy as sucked candy. The prettier they are, the faster they move. They brandish their carefully packaged bodies as weapons, as medals, as currency. I wonder what they’ll do when they get back to their apartments. Probably they’ll make salads and wear those camisole and boy-short sets that you see in the store and think, Who even wears those? 


Later Holly emerges from her building dressed all in white. She walks a goddess walk like she’s on wheels. I follow her two blocks to the Korean market and wander around, dropping random sachets and jars into my basket and looking at her through the shelves. Once, I go right up and stand with my back to her, pretending to read the labels of cans. We’re so close I can smell her piña colada shampoo. I bump her with my shoulder, as if by accident. “Sorry,” she says, moving down the aisle. I watch secretly from the deli section as she pays, the tattoo on her wrist flashing when she unzips her coin purse. It’s something on fire with a tangle of thorns around it. Then she leaves, and I have to put back my groceries. 


 


 


In one of the photographs she has her arms stretched above her head and you can see it clearly. I sketch it on the back of an envelope, then draw it on my wrist with a black Sharpie. I buy cigarettes and smoke one after lunch. It makes me dizzy. I dial her number again. 


 


 


He wants me to strangle him while we’re doing it. 


“Just don’t kill me,” he says. “I should turn white but not purple.”


We start with me on top, him lying with the belt loose around his neck. It takes a long time because I’m nervous and can’t get off. When he’s almost there, I slide the buckle up to his ear and pull and don’t let go. I do it just the way he said. 


Afterward I say, “Can’t we ever make it straight?” 


His eyes fog up like breathed-on glass. Behind them, my dollar is dropping.


 


 


At eleven o’clock in the morning on my day off, Holly strolls out of her building, tightly wrapped in a long coat and carrying a sort of case, like a hatbox. I tail her at a distance along the main street and down into the subway. When the train comes, I close in, climbing onto the same car. I stay by the doors, and she sits with her case on her lap. She’s wearing so much makeup that her face looks like a drawing of a face. The flesh on her cheeks judders as we hurtle along.


 


 


She stands at the station exit, scanning the crowds, and I think she might be meeting someone. I interest myself in a blown-up advertisement, peeking around from time to time. A busker plays classical guitar, and a man on stilts hovers above our heads. 


Holly plunks down her case in the middle of the sidewalk, pops the latches, and removes a piggy bank, which she sets on the ground. Then she peels off her coat to reveal a shiny green leotard and pink trapeze shoes. She shuts the box, covers it with her coat, and stands on top of it, posing like a music-box dancer but letting her head hang. She stays frozen like that. People stroll by and some of them look at her, then at me watching her. 


Finally a couple drops some change into the piggybank, but they don’t hang around—they just keep walking. Holly does her act anyway. The premise seems to be that she’s a kind of clockwork automaton locked in a display case. It’s a combination of my two least favorite things: miming the existence of a glass box and robot dancing. But with the guitar music and the lattice of scars, it’s sort of heartbreaking, as if she’s tried and failed to escape before. Her movements are practiced and cynical, almost sarcastic. She spanks herself and swivels her hips, popping her joints to make it look like the gears are sticking. The whole time her expression is deadpan; her eyes open and close like a real doll’s when you tip it. 


As the money runs out, she gradually winds to a stop. By now a small crowd has gathered, and someone slips more coins into the slot. There’s something so barefaced about the whole enterprise that I have to admire it. Other people—tourists—watch her with bemused smirks, their eyebrows slightly raised as if to say, Is that it? I feel like telling them who she is and what she’s capable of. Someone snaps a picture. Holly blinks but forgets to mechanize it, unprepared for the flash. People walk away, bored. They make me so mad.


 


 


We’ve broken up but I haven’t moved out, and I’m cutting his hair. He keeps shifting, trying to read the newspapers spread beneath his chair. His real hairdresser is away having a nervous breakdown.


“Will you please keep your head still?”


“Don’t make it too short, or too even. I swear, last time she came back she could tell I’d had it cut by someone else. She made me look god-awful for two months.”


“And you kept going?”


“She understands my hair.”


“You should see a real barber—I don’t even know what I’m doing.”


All the lights are on and it’s dark outside. We’re reflected clearly in the kitchen window. He should give me the Motörhead T-shirt he’s wearing. It looks so much better on me.


He’s been dating an out-of-work actress who thinks I’m renting the spare room. I wonder why she isn’t the one not-cutting his hair.
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