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PART ONE


Brothers and sisters should never 
be in the same ­family.


—CHARLES M. SCHULZ




Alice


May 1


Christ, Alice thinks, staring at the envelope, these invitations must have cost a fucking fortune.


Her phone buzzes against her desk, and she picks it up before it has a chance to ring twice.


“So, how much?”


It’s Paul, her brother.


“Hold on.” Alice scrolls down the website for a stationery company called Bella Lettera that she heard a coworker gushing about yesterday. Buried below a hundred pictures of dainty thank-you cards and save-the-dates, she finds what she’s looking for: a pink-and-white pricing table for wedding invitations.


“I’ve only got about five minutes,” he says.


“I’m going as fast as I can.” She squints at the screen. “Why are you in such a rush?”


“I’ve just—I’m at work, okay? I’ve got shit to do.”


“You’re the one who was begging to talk last night.”


“Yeah, and you said you were busy, just like I’m saying I’m busy now. So . . .”


She wasn’t busy; that had been a lie. When she got home last evening, she’d had grand plans of going for a run in Laurel Canyon—plans that were effectively squashed when she checked her mail and found, among the catalogs and bills, an invitation to her half sister Eloise’s wedding. She opened a bottle of white wine and dealt with the bills first—or perhaps dealt is too strong, too ambitious a word. Really, she just stared at the crushing amounts her creditors were demanding. Then, when she was good and drunk, she leaned forward and ripped open the invitation, giving herself a nasty paper cut in the process.


“Shit,” she’d said, and stared at the dot of blood on her finger as she waited for the sting to register. A few moments later, once the cut had got her satisfyingly angry, she shoved her finger into her mouth and sucked on it, cringing at the metallic taste: her blood, she thought, the stuff that filled her body, was nothing but a fistful of pennies.


Returning to her couch, she sat down and stared at the mess of paper in front of her. As a rule, she doesn’t believe in omens. She never reads her horoscope, and she thinks Fate is just the name narcissists give to Coincidence. Getting caught in a traffic jam, winning the lottery, dying in a plane crash: it’s all just the slapdash workings of chance. Things happen, and things don’t. Still, though: slicing your finger open on your sister’s wedding invitation can’t be a good sign.


Paul says, “Hello?”


“I’m here, I’m here.”


She skims down the table’s columns: foil, no foil; card-stock type; multiple colors.


“So how much did they cost?”


“Okay.” Alice drums her fingers across her desk. In the cubicle next to her, the phone rings. “Let’s see. We think it’s two-ply paper, right?”


“I think so,” Paul says. “I’ve got it right in front of me. Thick and nice as shit.”


“Yeah, I’ve got it right here, too.”


Alice picks Eloise’s invitation up off her desk. The paper is full and cottony, halfway between papyrus and a quilt, she thinks. And if she looks closely enough, she can see details she missed last night: wisps in its pulp, places where it’s been hand pressed—all sorts of little irregularities that add up to a hefty price tag.


Paul says, “Okay, so we can agree on two-ply?”


“Absolutely.” She traces her half sister’s name. “How many colors are we dealing with?”


“I was just going to ask that,” Paul says. “I count three: gold, silver, and that terrible, shitty English-seaside blue.”


Alice liked the blue when she first opened the envelope; it had reminded her of the peonies her mother used to grow in their garden in St. Charles.


“Right,” she says. “Three colors. Do we think it’s letterpress or foil stamping or what?”


Paul’s breathing finally slows down. “So, Mark and I were talking about this last night. He originally thought it was letterpress. But, I mean, if you look closely, you can pretty obviously see the foil.”


Alice closes her left eye and squints at the name of the groom: Oliver. The elegant O glints under the office’s fluorescent lights.


“Definitely foil,” she says. “And we estimated how many?”


“I’d say two hundred fifty. That bitch knows a lot of people.”


“I think that’s probably reasonable.” Alice reaches for a pen and a Post-it, jots down a few numbers, and performs a series of mental calculations. “So, we’re looking at about eighteen hundred, but that just covers the invitation, program cover, and program panel.” She scrolls down to the site’s next table. “For response cards, and the save-the-dates we got a few months ago, and menus, and all of that shit, we’ve got to consider another . . . looks like about fifteen hundred.”


“So we’re up to about thirty-three hundred.”


“. . . and then envelopes are going to run another seven hundred, at least.”


“Okay, so four thousand. Anything else?”


Alice does a quick inventory. “No, I think that’s it.”


“We’ll throw in an additional five hundo, because it’s Eloise, which brings us up to forty-five hundred dollars,” Paul says. “And you’re sure this website’s legit? Like, it’s analogous to something El would use?”


“Totally.” Alice lowers her voice to a whisper. “The girl I overheard talking about it is a real fucking snob.”


“Okay, good. So: forty-five fucking hundred dollars on invitations. Absolutely ridiculous.”


Alice examines her invitation again. “At least they came out nicely.”


“Well, they better have for nearly five grand.”


“You’re acting surprised.”


“Aren’t you?”


“No,” Alice says. “We knew it would cost her at least that much. We just wanted to be justified in our disgust.”


Paul says, “It’s blood money, is what it is.”


“You’re being a little dramatic.”


“Am I, though? Our entire childhood, her dad’s funneling cash into some trust fund for her, just because he feels guilty over what he did to Mom.”


“He’s her father. That’s what rich fathers do. They give their daughters money.” She adds, though she knows she shouldn’t, “And speaking of Mom, you should really give her a call, you know.”


“I’m not getting into that, Alice. Do you hear me? I’m not getting into that. Anyway, we never saw a cent of that money.”


“It wasn’t ours, Paul. We didn’t deserve any of it.”


She wants to believe herself.


Paul scoffs. “We went to a public school that looked like it was out of some D-rate John Hughes movie; she went to school—elementary school through high school—at Collège Alpin Beau Soleil in Switzerland. We spent our fucking summers in Tampa. She spent hers in Santorini.”


“Yeah, well. Still. I’d much rather have had our dad for a father any day.”


“Me, too,” he says.


Alice tosses the invitation down on the desk. “I can’t remember the last time I thought this much about a piece of paper. You’re at least going to go, aren’t you?” she asks, once she’s sat back down.


“Probably not,” Paul says. “Mark and I were already talking of plans that weekend.”


“The wedding isn’t until July eleventh.”


“And?”


“And today’s the first of May.”


“So what’s your point?”


“What life-changing plans could you possibly have made over two months in advance?”


In the background on his end she hears a gentle roar: a leaf blower, or a passing truck.


“We’re talking about going camping with Preston and Crosby. In the Poconos.”


Alice plants her elbows on her desk and cradles the phone against her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she says. “Did I hear you right? I couldn’t have. I actually couldn’t have. Because what I thought you just said was that you were going to miss your sister’s wedding to go gay camping in the Poconos.”


“Half sister,” Paul corrects.


“I can’t believe this.” She pinches her eyes shut and wards off the beginnings of a flash migraine.


“I can’t just drop everything every time Eloise decides to smother us with her own happiness, Alice. I have a life, you know.”


“You’re implying that I don’t.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You didn’t have to. That’s what makes it an implication.”


There’s a pause. Alice bookmarks the Bella Lettera website, un-bookmarks it, and then bookmarks it again before finally closing the window.


She says, “Please tell me you’ll be there.”


“I need to think about it.”


“Paul,” she says, trying not to plead. “Tell me you’ll be there.”


“I have to go.”


“PAUL.”


“Alice, I’m leaving now.”


She leans forward and lowers her voice to a whisper. “So help me God, Paul, if you hang up on me I’ll fucking come for you.”


Alice hears Paul sigh dramatically, and the line goes dead.






Paul


May 3


“What’s your anxiety level?”


“My God, this is disgusting.”


“Yes, I imagine it is.”


“No, but really. This is absolutely repulsive. It’s like you can actually see the disease. There, look, right next to my pinkie finger. Syphilis, crawling around, having a grand old time.”


This time Paul doesn’t answer. Wendy shifts her hands along the flanks of the garbage can, but she doesn’t let go. Earlier, during their first session of the day, she’d kicked the steel bin away after five agonized seconds and Dr. Goulding, Paul’s supervisor, had demanded that Wendy pick up each piece of trash with her bare hands. Three banana peels and a maxipad later, she lost it. Fell to the ground and started pounding her fists against the pavement. She wailed so hard and so loud about the pervasiveness of germs that a group of patients inside took breaks from facing their own fears to huddle in one of the clinic’s broad bay windows, where they looked on, mouths agape. The only thing that got Wendy up was when Paul, playing the nice guy to Goulding’s bad-cop shtick, had leaned over and said, “You’re doing great, Wendy—just think of how filthy the ground must be.”


Now, he hears himself ask again: “What’s your anxiety level?”


“A nine? A nine point five? A nine point nine?” She pinches her eyes shut, and Paul watches the metal fog up around her fingers as she grips the can tighter. “What’s higher than a nine point nine?”


“A nine point nine nine, I’d guess.”


“Can I go to two decimal places? Can I go to nine point nine nine?” Sweat beads in the shallow grooves of Wendy’s temples, and tears balance just beneath her eyes. Paul lets his gaze fall back to his clipboard: this is the part he hates the most, the moment right before the panic begins to slowly subside, when the patient seems so sure that fear and her own frenetic synapses might cause her heart to burst. When Paul, despite his knowing better, is blindly certain that, through some violent act of empathy, his own heart might burst as well.


“You can say it’s a ten, you know,” he says.


“No, I can’t.”


“If it feels like it’s a ten, you should say it’s a ten.”


Wendy shakes her head. In the sun, the roots of her blond hair are streaked with dull glints of gray.


“I can’t handle a ten. If I say it’s a ten, then I can’t handle it. I want to handle it.”


Paul tries to keep a straight face—Goulding throws a fit whenever one of his caseworkers reacts emotionally to something a patient says—but he can’t help it; he grins as he jots down “9.99” on a line marked COMPULSIVE FEAR AND ANXIETY CONTROL. He likes Wendy too much. Despite the fretful disposition, the need to wash her hands until they are blistered and red, the insistence on using a fresh toothbrush each night, there are other parts of Wendy that exist free of her compulsions, parts that Paul finds soothing: the frayed collars of her polo shirts, the chipped pearl earrings she wears every day. The creamy scent of the Yves Saint Laurent perfume that trails her around the clinic. All of it adds up to a sort of faded WASP aesthetic, like she’s been plucked from a year-old Talbots catalog. She reminds him, more or less, of the mothers of his wealthier friends from college. The sort of women who didn’t visit campus, but instead dropped by; who insisted on buying him dinner and laughing at his jokes; who always offered him a hopeful—if not entirely sober—form of kinship. He often catches himself imagining that Wendy could be his own mother, if his mother were, actually, someone else entirely.


She showed up at the clinic two months ago, at the forefront of a weeklong rush of about a hundred other prospective patients. They’d all seen Goulding on Good Morning America (“Which time?” he asked each of them; behind his clipboard, Paul rolled his eyes), where he had been invited to discuss his latest book, Torturing Your Way to a Peaceful Mind. It was the third volume in a vague and loose-ish series. The first two, which had been required reading in the Master’s in Psychology program at New York University, where Paul had studied, were titled Killing Your Obsession and (rather distastefully, Paul thought) Murdering Your Compulsion. Wendy, like most of Goulding’s patients, claimed to have pored over each one multiple times, her highlighter poised ready in her gloved hand (“I’ll make sure to tell the doctor,” Paul had said, smiling. He didn’t. He never did). The raves over Goulding’s literature during initial patient interviews never come as a shock to him or any of the other caseworkers—all three books have been runaway hits, thanks in no small part to their incendiary titles and shocking methods.


More conservative members of the psychotherapy community consider Goulding a maverick when it comes to the treatment of obsessive-compulsive disorder. (In the January edition of Psychology Today that Paul had leafed through at the dentist’s office, he had somewhat gleefully scanned a two-page spread in which a cadre of noted analysts likened Goulding to famous villains, ranging from Iago to the Joker. Then he remembered that this was the same Goulding who signed his paychecks, and he traded Psychology Today in for an old issue of Vanity Fair.) There are other therapists practicing similar treatments—in fact, Paul interviewed with another institute outside Boston two weeks before finishing graduate school—but none of them push the boundaries of exposure therapy quite as sadistically far as Goulding does. At those clinics, so far as Paul understands, the sort of immersive practices that Goulding champions are looked at as a final resort—a last-ditch effort desperate doctors try when cognitive behavioral therapy and drugs don’t work. And even then, it’s a matter of the patient being told she can’t wash her hands before dinner; never would she be asked to molest a trash can.


“Can I take my hands away from this filthy thing now?” Wendy asks.


It’s hot for May, even here, in the leafy suburbs of Philadelphia’s Main Line, and the overripe scent of garbage is causing Wendy to pull a face.


Paul shields his eyes from the sun; Goulding forbids his caseworkers to sport any sort of eyewear. “Is your anxiety still at a nine point nine nine?”


“I’ve still got fucking Ebola crawling under my fingernails, haven’t I?”


Paul stifles a grin a second time: he loves it when Wendy swears. She throws so much strength behind her fucks, her shits, her damns that the rest of the sentence is often left breathless and anemic. She looks down and blushes.


“Then no,” Paul says. “You can’t take your hands away just yet.”


She quickly counts to five and then says, “How about now? Can I let go now? I feel much better.”


“Your knees are shaking, and you’re still sweating.”


Wendy looks down at her legs—tan, crosshatched with shadows of varicose veins.


“Think of all those germs,” Paul adds, following Goulding’s script. “Think of all those germs crawling all over your body, and you’re still alive.”


“This isn’t living, kid.”


“Just hang on a bit longer.” He stops himself short of agreeing with her. “You’re doing great.”


He watches her roll her eyes, and he thinks back to when he was first hired, nearly two years ago (God, he thought, could it really have been that long ago?). He’d just been awarded his master’s degree, and he was more or less pure hearted and well intentioned; his actions and decisions were dictated by a sense of goodness and purpose. Or, at least, that’s what he likes to think, now that he has the luxury of hiding behind hindsight. Regardless, the fact is that he had told himself that he believed in the work that Goulding was doing, and that was the important thing. It was controversial, and had a decidedly avant-garde bend, but still he believed in it, which made it the right job to take. Over the past five months, though, he’s been having a tougher time convincing himself that he made the right decision. That purity that he felt, that blithe sense of goodness, has given way to a sort of flailing confusion, a rudderlessness that causes him to sneak cigarettes when Mark’s out of town, or drink more whiskey than he should.


“All right,” he says, “you can let go.”


Wendy rips her palms away from the bin and begins wiping them against her shorts, leaving greasy fingerprints spotting her thighs. When she’s done and her face is red and wet, she thrusts a palm out to Paul.


“The Purell?”


Paul folds his arms. “Not quite yet.”


“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


He follows the script: “Wendy, I want to remind you that you’re here voluntarily. You can leave whenever you want.”


Wendy mutters another breathless obscenity and looks down.


“You people are more awful than Al Qaeda,” she says.


He’s been told worse. Hell, he’s agreed with worse. He thinks that maybe, even though Mark’s home, he’ll have a cigarette, anyway. He’ll close the door and light some cloying, lilac-scented CVS candle so Mark won’t be able to smell the smoke from down the hall (he will, though; he inevitably does).


There are other reasons why he took the job. Reasons that are less righteous and more logistical, reasons that require less moral acrobatics. Namely: it was the only offer he got. Actually, no, that wasn’t entirely true. He deserved more credit than that. Revised: it was the only offer he got in the Philadelphia metro area. There were any number of other gigs he could have applied for back in New York, jobs that a few of his professors had pushed him to go after. They would have been more traditional in nature—a counselor at a high school in Brooklyn; an appointed caseworker in the Wellness Center at NYU—but the pay would have been fine-ish, and the hours comfortable. And besides, they would have allowed him the opportunity to actually help people, which is why he decided to forgo the sort of lucrative careers his friends were pursuing and instead become a social worker in the first place. Most important, Paul wagers, none of them would have required that he choke back an uncomfortable, guttural hybrid of laughter and tears while he watched some Daughter of the American Revolution bear-hug a trash can. But Mark had wanted to move to Philadelphia. He had presented Paul with no other option, really. Had said, in that coolly pragmatic, multiclausal way of his (which invariably made Paul feel slightly hysterical, no matter the context): “I’m going, and I’d love for you to come, but if you didn’t, I’d understand, and I’d wish you the best of luck.” Days later, over drinks at a basement bar on West Eighth Street, Paul’s graduate school friends, newly minted social workers with names like Anita and Deidre, had begged him to more closely examine Mark’s statement. They pleaded with Paul to confront the mixed messages that were inherent in phrases like “I’d wish you the best of luck” and the tinge of narcissism behind sentences that began with “I’m going.” Paul had drained his glass of Cabernet and promised that he’d heed their warnings and give Mark’s ultimatum some thought. Really, though, he left the bar and laughed. Therapy is as flawed a system as anything else, he thought to himself as he descended the subway stairs and started to make his way back uptown. More flawed, actually. More fucked. The only facts therapists have to base their conjectures on are the ones supplied to them by their patients—men and women who are, by their own admission, screwed up. And from that perspective, the whole process seems so cockeyed and subjective that you can count on it being about as reliable as a Ouija board. Which, okay, fine, is probably what drew him to the practice in the first place: facts terrified him, and objectivity he found cripplingly claustrophobic.


But in this case, in this case, facts are on his side: Mark wasn’t being narcissistic, or intentionally convoluted—he was being practical. He’d just finished his Ph.D. in behavioral economics at Columbia, where his dissertation on risk aversion and rational decision-making among the native Sami tribes of Swedish Laponia earned him not only the department’s highest honors, but also an assistant professorship offer at the University of Pennsylvania, where he’d caught the eye of the chair of that school’s economics department. It was an opportunity too good to pass up, and Paul knew this. He was happy to support Mark in it, even if his support wasn’t directly requested or expressly needed.


Besides, things had been going well: two years in they had finally moved in together, with Paul surrendering his studio on West Tenth Street in order to take up in Mark’s one-bedroom in Morningside Heights. And despite the horror stories he’d heard about the first six months of joint habitation (“just wait—you’ll learn things you can’t unlearn about him”), they had settled rather flawlessly into a predictable domesticity. A bliss, even. And so moving with Mark south, to Philadelphia, on account of some new, incredible job, was hardly an act of manipulation or narcissism, despite what Anita and Deidre and their forty-thousand-dollar theories professed. Paul had made a rational, self-possessed decision—and if working at Goulding’s clinic was a secondary outcome of that decision, then that was something that was entirely his choice and his doing.


And this is something he tells himself over, and over, and over again.


“So what now?”


“Pardon?”


Wendy stares at Paul. Her arms are stretched out in front of her, zombie-esque, and she has her fingers spread so far apart that the thin webbing separating their bases looks translucent in the sun.


“You said there was something else we were doing today,” she says, with a tinge of impatient dread in her voice. “So, what is it?”


“Right.” Paul sets his clipboard down on the grass and checks his watch: four fifteen in the afternoon. Behind him, twenty yards back, the porch of the clinic’s main building—a blue-and-white colonial revival—is darkened by shadows. Bugs, energized by the heat wave, buzz around the campus’s outdoor lamps. Paul swats a mosquito away from his right ear.


He says, “Okay, first, though, how are you feeling?”


“I was just molesting a trash can.”


“Yes, I know. But how are you feeling?” Paul notices that Wendy hasn’t reached for the gloves she usually wears once he’s told her to let go of the bin. He can see her thumbs poking out from the pockets of her shorts. “Where’s your anxiety?”


She throws him a look—they’ve both lost count of how many times he’s asked her that question over the past few hours—but then her face softens. She thinks.


“A seven, maybe,” she says. “It’s lower.”


“Okay.” Paul nods, encouragingly. “That’s good. That’s very good.”


Wendy smiles, but it fades quickly. “So, what’s next?”


“Before I tell you, I need to remind you again that you’re here voluntarily. No one is forcing you to complete any component of this treatment. Participating in any and all parts of Dr. Goulding’s form of exposure therapy is done entirely on your own accord. If at any point—”


Wendy interrupts him by raising an ungloved hand. Paul can see a few telltale raw, pink spots where she burned her fingers with scalding water while washing herself. She says, “Save your breath. I read the waiver.”


“Okay, then,” he says. “I’m going to need you to take off your shoes.”


She looks down at her white Keds.


“But this grass—”


“It’s got a lot of dirt in it. I know.”


She looks down again, then slowly slips out of each shoe, leaving the laces tied. When she sets her feet down on the grass she does so gingerly, arching the balls of her feet upward so that the only parts of her touching the ground are her toes and heels. In the back pocket of his jeans, Paul’s iPhone vibrates and he reaches instinctively to silence it. It’s the sixth time today that it’s rung. The first time the call was from an unknown number bearing an Indiana area code—some telemarketer, he figured, wasting away behind a desk in some nameless office park. The five remaining calls came from his sister, Alice, and he dutifully ignored each one. Eloise, their half sister, was getting married—and in England, no less. There’d be expensive hotels where he’d be afraid to touch anything, and embroidered cloth napkins, and a reception at some estate straight out of Masterpiece Theatre. He’d told Alice once already that he sure as fuck wasn’t going, and he suspects that’s what she wants to discuss. So far, she’s left two messages—the first politely asking to speak, the second threatening him with physical violence if he failed to call her back. Now, it seems, she’s switched to a strategy of pure harassment.


“Is that it?” Wendy asks. She’s still balanced on her heels and toes, and now both her hands are gripping the hems of her shorts, which she pulls higher and higher up her thighs.


Paul says, “It’s not.”


“Then . . .”


“I’m going to need you to step into the trash can,” he says.


Wendy doesn’t say anything.


“You can use my shoulder to balance yourself, because I realize it’ll be a . . . a big step. But I’m going to need you to climb into the trash can.”


“I can’t do that.” Wendy shakes her head.


Paul says, “Then you don’t have to.”


This, he admits, is off-script. If Goulding were here he would’ve insisted that Paul pushed harder before offering a way out, and ostensibly for good reason. But with Wendy—well, with Wendy.


He slaps at another mosquito, this one on his neck.


“Remember, this is entirely voluntary. You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to do. If it’s too difficult, you can walk away, and we can suggest some other treatment options. You don’t have to do it.”


“Yes, I do,” she says.


“You really don’t, though.”


She glances up at him. “You know how much I’m paying for this bullshit? To crawl into a goddamned garbage can, and with no refund policy, no less?”


“It’s expensive because—”


“You do. You do know how much I’m paying. So don’t go saying I don’t have to do this, because you and I both know damned well that I do.” She adds: “Besides, I’m getting sick and tired of washing my hands. Every month I spend as much money on soap as most people do on car insurance. And if I burn away any more skin from my fingers the only thing I’ll be left scrubbing is bone.” She stares down at her hands. “So I have to do it, all right?”


Paul nods and takes a step forward. Now he is standing directly beside Wendy. Her Yves Saint Laurent mixes with the sourness of overripe cabbage. She grips his left shoulder and, bearing firmly down on him, lifts one leg into the steel bin. She stands like this for about a minute—one leg in, one leg out—catching her breath, repeating wordless mantras to herself. Paul still supports her, and as he feels her weight on him, he thinks of what else he put in the trash can earlier that afternoon: half a roasted chicken, week-old mashed potatoes from the clinic’s kitchen, the assorted contents of waste bins from three different women’s bathrooms. There is more, he knows—stuff that he pulled out of the Dumpsters behind the clinic that morning—but he prefers not to think about it. Because here is Wendy, who forked out over twenty thousand dollars just for the privilege of lowering her second leg into that mess. Paul sucks on his teeth: How much would someone have to pay him to stand in a trash can in suburban Philadelphia? It would have to be a lot of money. Too much money. And unlike Wendy, he is someone who has a relatively healthy relationship with germs. Sometimes he can’t even be bothered to wash his hands after taking a piss.


He sucks on his teeth harder. Flattens out his grimace into a straight face.


“How you doing?” he asks.


She doesn’t answer, and he looks down into the bin. A half-eaten Big Mac has split apart, and bits of orange cheese and beef cling to her calf.


“You’ll be here for twenty minutes,” he says, returning to Goulding’s script. “And in that time I want you to imagine all of the possible germs and all the possible diseases that you’re standing in right now, and that are touching your bare skin. As they come to you, say them out loud. I’ll be recording them here, on my clipboard. Do you understand?”


Wendy takes her hand away from Paul’s shoulder and lets it lie limp against her side. Still, though, she is silent.


“Wendy,” he said. “I need you to tell me that you understand.”


She doesn’t, though. She keeps her lips pressed shut and her gaze fixed forward. After a minute or two, she shifts her right heel; something beneath it pops, and she begins, quietly, to cry. Paul looks back toward the clinic’s main facilities, where a few lights have flickered on. He licks his lips and reaches into his pocket. Discreetly as he can, he works his fingers into a clean latex glove. Then, using his clipboard to shield himself from any observing eyes, he reaches out and takes hold of Wendy’s hand, which he gives a good, firm squeeze.




Alice


May 3


She pokes her head beneath the stalls to make sure the bathroom is empty, and once she’s sure she’s alone, she turns on the faucet farthest from the door, takes a Klonopin, and throws some cold water on her face. She does this a few more times—filling the cup of her hand, letting the frigid splashes sting her cheeks and hang from her eyelashes—before she turns the water off and ventures a look in the mirror. There have been days when she’s looked worse, she tells herself, tilting her chin left and then right. But then, there have also been days when she’s looked a hell of a lot better. Her skin, which two days ago sported an early-summer tan thanks to a Sunday spent in Santa Monica, now looks red, blotchy. And her hair—God, if all the men who’ve called it “honey” could see it now. A bucket of dirty dishwater, hanging limply to her shoulders. She leans in closer and pulls the skin away from her eyes. Miraculously, they’re fine: still that pale shade of blue. Free of the red spiderwebs you’d expect if you hadn’t slept the night before (she didn’t) or hadn’t spent the last nine hours staring at an Excel spreadsheet (she has).


The door swings open and Alice jolts; she stands up straight and makes like she’s drying her hands. Nadine, the new hire in marketing, smiles at her shyly and disappears into one of the bathroom’s two handicapped stalls. Alice stares up into the fluorescent light above her until she sees spots, and when she hears the toilet flush, she leaves.


Back in her cubicle, she drums her fingers lightly on her desk and compulsively checks for new e-mails, of which there are none. Slyly, she rolls her chair backward and cranes her neck so she can peer down the long row of cubes, past the neon THINK BIG! sign, and into Jonathan’s glass-enclosed office at the northwest corner of the floor.


He’s on a call: she can see him standing, wearing his headset, arms gesticulating fluidly, his white shirt unbuttoned to show just enough of his chest. Behind him, the Hollywood Hills, with their quilts of mismatched houses, are obscured behind a screen of smog. In half an hour, Jonathan will flip a switch and a vanilla scrim will slide over the windows, blocking that same view (“It saves energy,” he told her once. “Gotta think green”). Then he’ll emerge from his office, navy blazer hooked over his shoulder, and saunter over to her cube. He’ll knock lightly on the squat gray wall, as if there’s a door to open, and ask her if the status reports for the Beijing accounts are ready yet (or maybe he’ll ask for the Paris accounts, or the Rome accounts—it all hinges on where she’s asked him to take her to dinner). She’ll tell him it will be another fifteen or thirty minutes, depending on how much gussying up she thinks she needs before meeting him downstairs in the parking garage. (Time which, over the past eight months, has become less and less important, mainly because she likes to see what she can get away with: if, between cocktails and appetizers at Mélisse, he’ll still want to slide his hand under the table and up her skirt if she decides to forgo eye shadow and blush. Even today, when she looks halfway like shit, she promises herself she won’t reach for the tube of lipstick rolling around in her desk drawer.)


The whole charade has reached a point of predictability—honestly, at this point, Alice is shocked they haven’t been caught—but that doesn’t bother her; the Thrill of the Illicit wasn’t the reason she started fucking Jonathan, anyway.


It was more the ever-changing power dynamic that first drew her to him, the idea that at one moment he might be screaming at her in the middle of a meeting for missing a deadline, and forty-five minutes later she’d be pinning him down against the shotgun seat of his Alfa Romeo, riding him to the precipice of climax, but never actually allowing him to come. She thinks of what Paul told her when she asked him what he liked most about having sex with another man; he described this feeling of being challenged, and the anticipation that at any moment the balance of control and dominance could shift.


At the time she accused him of being a gay misogynist (she was a junior in college and exclusively reading Susan Sontag); she said he was implying that a woman was expected to exercise docility in the bedroom, and only men—two men, for that matter—could be sexually aggressive. And while she still sort of agrees with all that (she continues to flip through Styles of Radical Will every now and then), she now understands a little bit more of what her brother had meant. Looking back, she’s lost count of how many times at UCLA she had some half-drunk frat boy lying on top of her, squashing her tits as he pumped his doughy thighs to an awkward beat. Each time she’d wanted to do something to shake things up—roll on top of him and hold him down; work a finger up his ass, just to the first knuckle; something, anything, to break the monotony of being controlled. Whenever she did, though, the guy would freak out. Would rip himself out of her and stand abruptly, protesting that he wasn’t into whatever it was she was trying to do to him, professing with slurred consonants how he was just looking for a nice girl (the implication being that a nice girl is something Alice is not). And while admitting so is a massive disappointment, things haven’t changed much in the twelve years since she graduated. Despite their claims of sexual adventure, their organic diets, and their liberal voting records, the men Alice has encountered, at least until Jonathan, have all been beleaguered with the same redundant hang-ups. A bunch of perpetual eighteen-year-olds who, in the safety of their own darkened rooms, jack off to the nastiest shit they can find online, but who, once the lights are flipped on, squirm at the idea of eating her out.


“How are those Tokyo accounts coming?”


Alice looks up to see Jonathan smiling.


“Twenty minutes,” she tells him, perhaps a bit too flatly. He winks at her, nevertheless, and saunters toward the elevator.


She glances down at the clock on her computer screen: it’s nearly five o’clock in L.A., which means it will be coming up on eight in Philadelphia. If he isn’t home by now, then something has happened. He boarded the wrong train and ended up in the middle of New Jersey, or drowned in one of the two rivers that run through the city. Knowing Paul, either option is plausible. How long has it been since she tried him last? She looks at the clock again: ten minutes since she tried his cell, twenty-seven since she called the landline in the apartment, when Mark answered and told her that Paul wasn’t home yet. If Mark picks up again, she’ll likely get an earful. Or not an earful, exactly. But he will do that thing where he explains to her again that Pauly isn’t home, but that he’s expecting him to walk in the door any minute, and in the meantime, is there anything he can do to help. And it will all be said in that lilting, condescending tone that he managed to pick up at Columbia and that she and Paul have too much fun imitating whenever they happen to be on the same coast.


The phone rings once, and she hears the receiver on the other end click.


“Alice. Thirty minutes. Right on time.”


“Mark, I—”


“No, no. It’s fine. He’s here. Hold on.”


Needing something with which to busy her hands, Alice reaches into the drawer for her lipstick. She holds the tube out in front of her, letting it roll back and forth across her palm.


“Yes?”


She hears him crunch into something hard. A carrot. He always eats while talking on the phone. He could be having a conversation with the Queen of England, and he’d still have half a goddamned Twinkie stuffed between his cheeks. It drives her nuts.


“You’re home late,” she says.


“Am I?”


“It’s after eight there. And Mark said you got out of work early.”


“Did he?” A pause. “We-ell, sometimes the train takes a while.”


“Don’t do that,” Alice says. “Don’t do that we-ell thing. It’s irritating. It makes you sound like Mark.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You know exactly what it means. It’s that same voice we—”


“Is this why you were so desperately trying to get ahold of me? To berate me?”


Alice takes a breath and closes her eyes and calms herself by trying to determine whether she can hear the traffic building up on Wilshire.


“Al?” Paul says.


“I’m here.”


“So is that why you called?”


“You know that’s not why I called, Paul.” She sets the tube of lipstick on the desk and spins it in a circle, watching it as it pinwheels.


“I already told you: I’m not going to that wedding.”


Alice pivots. “That’s not why I called, either.”


“Yeah, right.”


“It’s not,” she says. “I called because Mom’s been trying to get ahold of you.”


Paul is quiet for a moment, and in the background she can hear the soothing monotony of All Things Considered.


Then, Paul spits: “Donna?”


“Yes. And for fuck’s sake, can’t you just call her Mom?”


“No, I can’t.”


Alice’s cell phone vibrates against her desk, and she rolls her chair over to it. On the screen blinks a message from Jonathan—Ready when you are =)—that she quickly deletes.


She says, “There’s got to be a statute of limitations on these things.”


“On what?” Paul says. “Being some frigid cunt?”


Alice pinches the bridge of her nose. In the Relaxation Station, on the other end of the floor, a pair of interns start a game of Ping-Pong. “We’re not talking about this right now. I didn’t call to rehash this.”


“You still haven’t clarified why it is, exactly, that you’re calling.”


“Yes, I did. I said that Mom’s trying to get ahold of you.”


“And that’s it?”


More crunching. A new carrot.


“She would appreciate—and I would really appreciate it—if you called her back.”


“But I haven’t—”


“Paul, can you please swallow before you speak?”


He coughs gutturally. Alice rolls her eyes.


“Better?” he says.


“Much.”


“Good. In any event, as I was saying, I don’t have any missed calls from her, so she couldn’t have been trying that hard.”


Alice thinks for a moment, considering the most strategic way to frame what she has to say next.


“She—she got a new phone,” she offers, weakly. From here, she knows, it’ll all be downhill.


“Well, good for her. Surely the number’s the same, though, and I would have seen it if—”


“I’m sorry, I should have been more specific. She got a new phone with an Indiana area code.”


“Well, that makes absolutely no sense. Why would she—” Paul stops himself for a moment, and Alice waits for him to jam the pieces together. “Oh my God. Oh my God.” She bites her lip hard, just short of drawing blood. “She drove to Indiana to get a phone without a Chicago area code so I wouldn’t know it was her who was calling me. You’re kidding me, Al. Please tell me you’re fucking kidding me.”


In the Relaxation Station, a Ping-Pong ball bounces off the table and into a planter filled with bamboo. One of the interns throws his paddle against the wall. Alice lowers her forehead to rest against her desk.


“I don’t know what to tell you,” she says.


“This is . . . this is unbelievable. I mean, just when I think that woman has written the book on passive-aggressive manipulation.”


“She just really wants to talk, I guess.”


“We-ell, evidently, Alice.” She cringes. “Do you know what even about?”


“I’m assuming the wedding.”


“Tell her what I told you: I’m not going.”


“Why are you being so difficult about this?” she says. “Eloise is getting married.”


“So?”


“So she’s our sister, Paul.”


“Half sister. And I haven’t spoken to her in over a year.”


Alice says, “Yeah, well. Whose fault is that?”


Her phone, now directly next to her head, buzzes again. Another message from Jonathan. This one less playful than the first: Where are you??


“Look,” she says, “I’ve got to go. Do whatever the fuck you want. Just—it wouldn’t kill you to call Mom back, all right?”


[image: Image]


The waiter reaches forward and begins pouring a hot green liquid over the Dungeness crab. Through the steam Alice sees Jonathan looking at her. He raises an eyebrow, and she smiles before letting her eyes fall back down to the bowl, where the broth soaks its way into the crab meat, dyeing the flesh a shade of mossy green. “Sea bean porridge” is what the waiter calls it, and Alice is forced to admit (always silently, always to herself), that she doesn’t have the first clue what a sea bean is. Hadn’t been aware, really, that the sea produced beans at all—though, thinking about it now, as she watches the waiter bow slightly and vanish, she supposes it makes sense. The ocean is full of all sorts of crap she’s never stopped to consider: weeds, strange pink blossoms sprouting from coral reefs, translucent fish lurking in bottomless trenches, and—now—beans. Green little pellets that she imagines taste like everything else she’s eaten this evening: salty, and with a trace of gritty canned fish—sardines coated in sand. The trout roe with peas and lemon curd. The tuna with kale oil and quince. Despite the different ingredients, it’s all the same. It all has that flavor she can’t help but associate with the Gulf Coast of Florida, with those horrible smells that assaulted her in places like Pensacola and Panama City and Fort Walton Beach, where her father used to drag her and Paul and their mother (but never Eloise) on vacation every summer so he could fish for tuna, and which, metaphorically, couldn’t be farther from Babél, the restaurant on Wilshire and South Wilton where she currently sits, staring at a trio of critically lauded, Japanese/neo-Nordic fusion dishes.


Discreetly, she looks at her phone. Thirty minutes ago, she checked in to Babél on Facebook. This is nothing new: she always checks in to the restaurant when she’s out to eat with Jonathan. She likes the comments the postings garner, the jealous pleas for tips on getting a reservation, the requests for pictures of her food. More than anything, though, she appreciates the subtle message it sends to her half sister: a reminder that Eloise isn’t the only one who can eat at pricey restaurants, that Alice belongs here just as much as she does.


Scrolling through the twenty-three “likes,” she searches for her half sister’s name. When she can’t find it, she slips her phone back into her purse, irritated.


The waiter returns, this time with two servings of uni. Each one is balanced on its own slate slab and drizzled in almond milk. The man bows, and Jonathan lunges forward with a set of red lacquered chopsticks. Alice looks away.


“You don’t want any?” he asks. A blob of orange clings to the left side of his mouth.


“No, you have it,” she says. “I’m full.”


She knows she’s being difficult, and watching Jonathan sheepishly reach for the second piece of uni, she feels contrite; she wants to apologize, to say that her brother is being characteristically difficult, which has thrown her into a dark mood—and yet, every time she opens her mouth, the only thing she’s capable of producing is some other dismissive comment, some other bitchy remark. Worse, inevitably, Jonathan will foot the bill: Alice can hardly afford drinks at a place like Babél, so he’ll have no choice but to throw down three hundred dollars to eat disgraced puddles of raw sea urchin while the woman sitting across from him more or less ignores him. And even though he knows all this—he oversees her department’s budget—he still, through some divine inspiration, manages to put on a good face. Manages to reach beneath the table and squeeze her knee between courses; manages to smile at all the right moments as he shovels bites of uni into his mouth.


She drains her glass of wine. She’s chosen this place, which she wagers makes things doubly bad. At the time, of course, it had seemed like a good idea: she’d read about it in the Times and L.A. Weekly and on at least four of the ten restaurant blogs she had bookmarked at work. She had googled the menu and had been impressed by its absurd prices and foreign ingredients—exotic fishes and spices, frivolous vegetables whose shapes and tastes and provenances were total and complete mysteries to her. She had clicked through the interior pictures she found online and, upon seeing the careful balance of reclaimed wood, brushed steel, and poured concrete, felt the strange arousal she often experienced while flipping through catalogs from Room & Board and travel brochures from American Express. In short: she used the same process to find Babél that she uses to find any of the other overpriced restaurants in Los Angeles to which she asks Jonathan to take her. It’s a process that she previously thought served her well—how else would she have been able to develop an opinion on the proper consistency of sweetbreads?—but that now, in the dim lighting of the restaurant, strikes her as transparent and mildly pathetic. It smacks of her seventeen-year-old self, who lied about the books she’d read and who felt crippled and uncouth whenever Eloise corrected her over a mispronounced word. The same sort of girl who’d brag to her friends about being able to distinguish between champagnes, but who’d never tell them she grew up sharing a bathroom with her brother.


She checks her Facebook post on her phone again. Still nothing from Eloise.


She thinks: What a bitch.


She wants a pizza. That’s what she really wants. She wants a fucking pizza.


“You want to talk about it?”


Jonathan has just ordered another ninety-dollar bottle of wine. She wanted to tell him not to, that it’s an unnecessary expense, but not enough to actually stop him from doing it.


“Talk about what?” she says.


“Whatever it is that’s upsetting you.”


Between them, the sea bean porridge cools and its oils begin rising to the surface, forming tiny, shimmering pools. Alice watches them as she considers Jonathan’s proposal to talk, which is something that’s been happening more and more frequently. Up until a few months ago, their relationship found comfortable footing on a foundation of adventurous sex (“the sort of sex that I’d want to watch,” Alice once said) and outrageously expensive meals. Lately, though, Alice finds herself craving the types of conversations she initially forbade herself from entertaining: these exchanges when, in the afterglow of sleeping with Jonathan, her body still slick with his sweat, she’d tell him a small secret of her life. Her admissions have been nothing significant, at least not thus far. Nothing about Mexico City, for example, or the mess she left when she fled that terrible place. Still, though, they’ve been admissions. Minor additions to the long list she lays bare for him of unsatisfactory ways her life has unfolded. About how she hasn’t read all the books she claims she’s read, or how she’s insecure about the fat behind her knees.


“My brother’s really pissing me off,” she says.


Jonathan wipes his mouth with his napkin and returns it to his lap. “Paul?”


“Yes, Paul.”


The waiter swoops in with the fresh bottle of wine, and Jonathan tastes it, swishing it around in his mouth theatrically.


“Why’s he pissing you off?” he asks once the waiter leaves.


“Because he’s refusing to talk to my mother.”


“Still? That seems a little childish.”


Alice takes a swig of her wine and realizes only after she’s swallowed that she’s finished off half the glass.


“It is,” she says.


“Hasn’t this been going on for a while?”


“Three years.”


“Jesus.”


“And like I told you the other night, I’m meant to play peacemaker—”


“That’s—”


“Which, as I’m sure you can imagine, gets a little exhausting.”


There is a brief silence, a space in which the clinking of glasses around them grows louder, and Alice worries suddenly that she’s said too much.


Jonathan leans back in his chair and sets his hands on the table. She stares at his knuckles. The tops of his fingers are tan, moisturized, and look a solid ten years younger than the rest of him, which already looks unnaturally young.


He says, “And this is all about your dad . . .”


“Yes,” Alice says. She tries, unsuccessfully, not to be flattered by all that Jonathan remembers about the events of her life before he knew her.


“Paul didn’t like the way that Mom handled my dad’s death.”


She swallows the rest of her wine, briefly considers waiting for the waiter, but then thinks twice about it and pours herself a second glass.


He runs a hand through his sandy hair. “I know I said this before, but I’m sorry . . . about your dad having passed, I mean.”


Alice waves a hand in front of her face, which is something she always does when she tells someone about her dad and the person reacts in the way people are supposed to, with sincere condolences. She’s never been good with obligatory compassion; she imagines batting away words like passed as if they were flies.


“It’s fine,” she says. “I mean, that’s nice of you to say that, but it’s fine. It happened nearly three years ago, anyway.”


Jonathan opens his mouth, hesitates a moment, and says, “You still haven’t told me how it happened.”


“I haven’t?”


“No. I mean, I knew your dad died and that’s the reason you were out of the office, but . . . you’ve never told me how.”


She swallows another mouthful of wine. She considers what to say, what might elicit a greater share of his sympathy: Murdered in cold blood. Abducted by the Taliban. A plane crash. Some Southeast Asian budget flight that disappeared somewhere near Malaysia.


“Gallbladder cancer. Real curveball, right? I mean, who gets gallbladder cancer? Actually—I can tell you, if you’re curious. Less than five thousand people a year in the whole United States.”


“That’s awful.”


“It’s an anomaly, at the very least.”


Jonathan shifts in his seat. “And they caught it . . . late?”


“That’s the thing,” Alice says. “With gallbladder cancer, you never really know. Or, that’s not entirely true. You do know, when they finally tell you. It’s just that, up until then, it’s not something that they routinely check for, and the signs and symptoms aren’t exactly the same as getting a lump on your tit, you know? Harder to tell that anything’s wrong, and all that. Anyway. Yes. They did catch it late—by the time they diagnosed him, the thing had already set up shop in his liver. And by that point the only thing we could do was keep him comfortable and high enough so he wasn’t in too much pain.”


It’s a rehearsed speech (though one that, until now, she’s avoided having to deliver to Jonathan), not in the sense that she’s practiced it in front of a mirror, but rather in that she’s given it before—to friends, coworkers, countless first dates who ask what happened. At first it was uncomfortable—she rarely wanted to say it any more than they wanted to hear it—but then a shift happened, some hardening of nerves, and she actually managed to mine a sort of perverse joy in recounting the details of her father’s death. It’s avoidance, she knows—she is averting some core emotional issue that she needs to deal with. Paul, with his bullshit master’s degree, has told her as much, and the truth is, he’s probably right. For the time being, though, avoidance seems to work for her. It isn’t fun—fun isn’t the word for it—but it is distracting, and distracting is enough. She likes testing how much she can prevent herself from feeling, how long she can keep remorse at bay.


She imagines that someone else is telling the story, as if she, Alice, is watching some simulacrum describe the death of someone who had her father’s name, and who had her father’s disease, but who, aside from those two inconsequential details, is a complete stranger. She thinks how she’d judge the abilities of this impostor, this made-up version of herself: how well she played with the tones of her voice, how she milked compassion from her audience. This, she tells herself, is a trait she inherited from her father. While Paul prides himself on his emotional hysterics—his keen sense for holding a grudge, for painting himself as the family’s black sheep—Alice has her dad’s knack for maintaining a corpselike calm.


She remembers when he went in for stomach pains and, a week later, the doctors told him he had three months. Her mother was crying so hard that she wasn’t able to drive home from the hospital. So Dad asked her to get into the backseat so he could drive—there was a Cubs game starting in twenty minutes. Alice, who had come home to be there for the test results, had sat next to him on the couch for nine interminable innings. They finished a twelve-pack of beer and half a pack of Marlboros. During the game’s recap, she asked him if he needed anything and he told her to make him a ham sandwich.


She catches a reflection of herself in Jonathan’s eyes, and wonders, briefly, if she’s coming off as a bitch.


“You think I’m heartless,” she says. “For what it’s worth, I also go to a support group. Something to help me deal . . .”


“Is that where you go on Tuesday afternoons?”


“You’ve noticed?”


He smiles. “I like to keep tabs on you.”


Alice smooths her napkin across her lap. “This is humiliating.”


Beneath the table he grabs her hand. “Look, I think we all deal with shit like this in different ways.”


She appreciates his diplomacy and squeezes his hand.


“Thanks,” she says.


“Anyway.” He’s still holding her hand. “Your brother and your mom . . .”


“Oh, right,” she says. “He doesn’t approve of how Mom handled it all. So he’s not speaking to her.”


“And how did she handle it?”


“Another story that’s too long.”


“And your mother wants you . . .” He trails off.


A strand of hair tickles Alice’s chin, and she hooks it behind her left ear. “To somehow make things right, I guess? It’s all because of Eloise.”


“Oh, right.” With his free hand, Jonathan reaches for the bottle and pours himself another glass of wine. “The Wedding of the Century.”


He sips and smacks his lips.


Suddenly self-conscious, Alice gently pulls her hand away and sets it in her lap. “I’m sorry,” she says. “You’ve heard all this before. I don’t want to bore you.”


“You’re not.”


Alice chews on the inside of her lip. “Well, I’m sort of boring myself, to be honest.”


“We can talk about something else.”


“Would you mind?”


“Of course not. What do you want to talk about?”


“Anything,” Alice says. She reconsiders: “Or, no, not anything. Talk to me about big data.”


The corners of Jonathan’s mouth twitch as he tries to suppress a grin. “You don’t want to hear about that.”
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