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And We created you in pairs


And made your sleep rest


And made the night a cloak


And made the day for work


And built over you seven strong skies


And there made a burning lamp


And sent down from rainclouds rushing water.


—THE QURAN 78:8–14




He had taught her that nothing one does in bed is immoral if it helps to perpetuate love. And something else that from that time on would be her reason for living: he convinced her that one comes into the world with a predetermined allotment of lays, and whoever does not use them for whatever reason, one’s own or someone else’s, willingly or unwillingly, loses them forever.


—Love in the Time of Cholera, by Gabriel García Márquez, translated by Edith Grossman















PROLOGUE



Friday, June 16, 2017


the night i was awarded my doctorate, I had sex with a stranger on the beach. It was easy to get there, to that point of false intimacy. I’d seen the script. 


Pick the most attractive person at the bar. See that they’re unattached.


In this case, a twenty-something cisman crooked over his phone, bench-press-produced chest curling like paper.


Order a drink without consulting the menu. 


At a civilized bar like this, a whiskey sour—an egg-white sour requires a kind of quotidian violence, and violence is the sign of civilization. 


Wait. 


I sat, sipping my drink and studying the other women in the room. Women who’d gotten all dolled up on a Friday night for men or for each other but most of all, I chose to believe, for themselves. To feel the weight of your lashes cloaked in black, the pinch of no-stretch denim against your depilated thigh. 


And just like that, he set his phone down and turned to me. 


“Come here often?” he asked. 


So we were sharing a script. Indeed, as time would soon tell, in the hours wedged between that predetermined line and our so-to-speak roll in the hay (i.e., sand), little about this man surprised me. But I surprised myself. My hunger for risk. (According to the rules of straight respectability, a first encounter should not end where I took it.) My interest in power. (Was it his or my own limits I wanted to test?) My modest shame. (It clung to me like the sand that stuck to my pubes for days, materializing on clean sheets and the wet shower floor.) 


Now I reminded myself to smile. 


“Every now and again,” I said. 


In fact it was my first time. The place was way too pricey. 


“What about you?” I asked.


“Almost every night. I work just around the corner, on Rose.” 


At the word “work” his chest broadened. He sat up straighter. Wrinkle-free athleisure and suspiciously white shoes: today’s version of the gray flannel suit.


My phone pinged. A text from Adam, offering to “brave” the Westside to take me out for a celebratory drink. He’d grown up in Venice, but now, like everything that breathed except me, lived much further east. 


“What kind of work do you do?” I asked the guy.


“Standard Silicon Beach,” he said. “But I’m a poet at heart.”


Was he being ironic? Though I supposed it was no concern of mine if a bunch of softhearted white techies ran out the softhearted white hippies who’d run out whoever was here before that. And as for Adam, he only stood to profit—his mother still lived in the neighborhood, and she owned. 


I turned my phone face down.


“So what’re you trying to ‘disrupt’? Duvets?”


“Not exactly,” he laughed.


He talked, I listened. At some point he mentioned a motorcycle. What was the make of his bike? And oh wow, he’d fixed it up himself?—from there, my work was done. I said “yes” to another round, my drink joining his tab. Night was falling outside, clarifying our shared objective. I wrapped my fingers around the stem of my coupe. I smiled on cue. If it weren’t for my boycut I would’ve flipped my hair. Fresh off a six-year PhD and just five months into a presidency that had decided to define itself by a Muslim ban, I wanted, for just one night of my life, to coast. 


He asked about the oysters that lay at the barman’s back in a glass case, on a bed of ice. He ordered a dozen of the kind that was described as “easy to shoot” plus two glasses of white. I didn’t care for oysters. All those wet and briny folds—the allusion was too obvious. But now I ate my fair share. Like the light fare my department had served after the hooding ceremony, it only left me hungrier. 


My solace lay in the mediocrity of the wine, an oaked California chardonnay that was so buttery it could’ve used its own pairing to cut the fat. Any adult would have gone for “brightness” and “minerality”—I found myself reassessing our age gap. I’d half expected the barman to correct his order, before remembering that a man is seldom corrected, even less so in public and never when paying. 


 After a plate of kanpachi crudo, plus fries and a bread basket; after another up-and-down to check he hadn’t misjudged my waist size; after the immense relief of a trip to the bathroom; and after the closing of the tabs—mine as light as the foam on that first sour, which through the sparkly tulle of my intoxication now seemed so far away—we left. 


To the beach, for a stroll, like lovers do. 


Across Main, across Pacific, and into the maze of multimillion-dollar bungalows. Through a latch-gate into the courtyard of a weed shop. Onto the empty boardwalk and, kicking off my heels, into the sand. It was cold, and the air was colder. There wasn’t anyone around, outside of the tents pitched before the tide. 


A few paces from the water we paused. He kissed me. There was nothing to be done, of course, but that. 


I kissed him back. He kissed me again, harder, and I kissed him again, harder. He used tongue, I used tongue, he kissed my neck, I touched his fly, he touched my breasts, I lay down, he lay on top—the syntax of straight sex is straightforward; every book, every movie, every song and sleepover and bridal shower, every set of his&hers sinks and soaps and towels, conspired to teach you its grammar, and now I let this language do the work, dictating my body and his body, ridding us of the burden of meaning-making: Penetration. 


Just then a camera flashed. Some sicko on the sidelines, watching from the darkness—but I guess if you had sex in public, you didn’t have the right to complain. 


I stood and brushed the sand off my back. Shimmied down the hem of my skirt suit. Reclaimed my things. Bag, shoes, phone.


At the edge of the road, I called a car. The guy left without a word. I’d proved myself no lady, and he’d tired of playing the gentleman. A pair of piercing brights announced my ride, and I checked the license plate before climbing in. 


I scrolled through my phone on the way home to Mar Vista. My mother had emailed her congratulations in lieu of flying to LA for commencement. Never mind that I was her only child, or that she’d pressured me to do the PhD in the first place; it was her policy never to apologize. My father had left a missed call from a +98 number, the Iranian country code the better excuse for being absent, but not by much. This was the right time, he suggested in a follow-up voice memo, to start thinking about marriage.


Ignoring my parents, I texted my friend Adam back, taking a rain check on the French 75. I didn’t tell him about my hookup. 


I lay back against the headrest, spent. The Greek that Adam had tattooed on his bicep—a pale but admittedly sizeable canvas—genied before me: 


γνῶθι σεαυτόν


“Know thyself,” the great Delphic command.


There had been a single hiccup in the sentence between me and the handsome stranger, an em dash in a comma’s place: he’d paused when I reached to unbutton his jeans. Clearly I wasn’t the woman he thought I was, and this was not a woman’s place. To want sex with a stranger in public. To go cruising. 


Only then did it occur to me, tucked safely in the back seat, that this man had what, six or seven inches, on me? And a solid seventy or eighty pounds; mostly muscle, by the look of his pecks. The slightest shift in power, and desire could’ve turned to mere consent, and consent was a hair’s breadth away from violence. 


Know thyself. It seemed to me now that this, if anything, had been whispered in Eve’s ear at Eden, this had caused humanity’s fall. Each day on earth this edict drove us, self-knowledge an asymptote that only death would collapse.


Or maybe chlamydia. I set a reminder to stop by the health center for an STD screening in the morning. Now wasn’t exactly the best time to start teasing out the galaxy of selfhood, at least not its sexual frontiers. I only had health insurance for another week.
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Saturday, June 15, 2019


two years later i was still broke, still single, and still clean. 


Defying the teleology of progress that is the promise of American life, finishing my degree had only made my life worse. Cruelly evicted from graduate student housing the second I wasn’t a graduate student, unable to afford Westside rents without the university’s sfumato touch on the LA rental market, I’d moved across town. Morning after morning, kicked out of the Wi-Fied cocoon of the free university shuttle and more appalled than ever by university parking rates, I took the No. 2 bus ten miles down Sunset, riding westward alongside wage workers and the homeless between whose under- and uninsured ranks I oscillated depending on the quarter, to teach whatever courses the department chair begrudgingly passed off. A lowly adjunct, I haunted the library. Trying and failing to turn my dissertation into a book. Trying and failing to land a real job. I read and reread, wrote and revised, abstracted and excerpted and applied and reapplied in a cycle of creation and destruction whose semblance to Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence I would have found more amusing had I not been made to live it. 


My career had gone nowhere. My love life was nonexistent. And as for sex, here I was, home alone on a Saturday night with a chick flick playing on my laptop because I didn’t own a TV. You can draw your own conclusions.


At 7:33 I saw Adam’s name flash on my lock screen: accept or decline. On my laptop Sanaa Lathan was watching her childhood best friend and neighbor, now boyfriend, dance with another woman at a party at USC.


I hit pause.


“Are you dying?” I answered.


It wasn’t that no one ever called—though truly, no one ever called—but more so that Adam was a control freak about language. Texts could be edited and agonized over, as was his poet’s way. Oral communication was more unruly—sometimes even impossible, evidently. Adam’s low moan came over the line. Then, finally:


“Julia’s killing me.” 


Julia was Adam’s on-again, off-again girlfriend of too many years. “Eight” years—given all the breakups, I contested the count. 


But that was the allegation, according to an anniversary reel he’d posted that very morning. Julia, smoking in her backyard in Silver Lake; Julia, grabbing birria at that spot by Skid Row; Julia, cresting the Wisdom Tree hike, looking twiggy and messy and perfect. 


As Adam now explained, he’d made a reservation for the two of them tonight at an exclusive farm-to-table in Ktown whose produce traced its provenance to the chef-owner’s personal Long Beach backyard. The rez was for eight o’clock. It was now 7:34. At precisely 7:31 he’d canceled on her. Julia had cheated, again.


I put on closed captions, muted the movie, and unpaused. This was going to be a while.


julia was hot in that white-girl way without having to suffer—or so she claimed—the whiteness: no hips, no boobs; she was a body without matter, pure form. 


In a climate in which whiteness was passé and yet somehow still the rule by which all was judged, folks found in Julia cause to “celebrate” difference without having to reckon with it. Hers was a body that upheld, rather than challenged, the impoverished aesthetic of whiteness. White people saw their reflection in her, while simultaneously flattering themselves with their own antiracism: they liked liking her. Boys and girls both. Though such queer admiration typically remained unconsummated—until about a month ago, apparently.


Today, sometime between photographing the roses he’d preordered to take to dinner—posted on the reel as its culminating shot—and lunch, Adam had discovered that Julia was having an affair. Yet another affair. A friend had tipped him off, and when he confronted her some minutes ago, she hadn’t denied it. 


the first i heard of Julia’s heritage claim was well over a year into knowing her. We were at her first big opening, for a group show that soon got reviewed in a roundup in Artforum. In print. Julia was mentioned by name. 


The work was savvy. Understood as a durational performance, it consisted of dead skin that had been dry-shaved and pumiced from Julia’s hands and feet during routine mani-pedis, the labor of darker-haired women who chatted in one or another tonal language as they worked. Displayed at the gallery in the sorts of tiny jars and vials used at makeup counters for packaging samples, this dead skin was, naturally, for sale, thus producing capital from the usually unmonetizable medium of human biowaste, and catering to critics and gallerists alike, in that order. 


As numbers dwindled at the opening, the gallery’s wan pinot grigios long drained, I went to congratulate her. Julia stood in a one-hipped lean by her curator, scanning the room, clearly impatient for us plebes to go home so she and Adam—then taking a piss—could move onto the more exclusive gallery dinner. 


“I like how you implicate yourself,” I said. “In critiquing white femininity and whatnot.”


As far as I saw it, the real problem with Julia was that she was smart. It made it much harder to hate her. 


“Implicate how?” Julia said, with a manicured wave of her lychee-flavored vape pen.


“This piece is about labor,” the curator said. “And the ambivalence of identification across class.” 


She was quoting herself. I had the print-out in my hand. 


“Sure,” I said. “But race and class rely on each other, you can’t have one without the other.” I turned to Julia. “It’s a performance of white womanhood, right? I mean, you’re literally charging money for your skin.” 


But instead of Julia, the curator took me up again.


“I think talking about white adjacency is frankly pretty—” she paused. “Let’s just say, reductive, of the Asian-American experience.”


Julia smiled sweetly, as though harnessing a truculent child. By then Adam had sidled up to us, and he leaned in to whisper:


“Julia’s part Asian.” 


“What part?” I said none too quietly, eyes on the fingers pearling against her vape pen’s matte black skin. 


Julia had either enough tact or scorn to ignore me. I wondered what otherness meant without surface, without signs. Whatever it was, I hardly had reason to trust it.


unable to afford the luxury of professional attention, I was attending to my own pedicure under the glare of my laptop when Adam finally got to his ask. 


“You free for dinner?” 


It was 7:41 and counting down. His sob story had run over seven minutes, long enough for Lathan to confirm her man’s infidelity in the daylight and dump him. 


“What were you doing all afternoon?” I said. “You’ve known about this for hours.”


For years, I wanted to say.


“I was at work.” 


“And? It takes about two seconds to tell someone to go fuck themselves. But you waited till the ninetieth minute to text her.” 


I’d by now accustomed Adam to this fobby idiom, a soccer reference lifted from my father’s Farsi. Rewatching Love & Basketball every couple years was about as close as I got to American sports. 


“To make her suffer,” Adam said. “Obviously.” 


Julia wasn’t the only one who played dirty. Adam had waited until 7:31, so that he could be sure that she’d already spent an hour soaking in the tub and shaving her legs and drying her hair, and another hour agonizing before the mirror in her walk-in closet, half its normcore contents piled on the floor, sweatshirts and khakis galore. He had waited until exactly twenty-nine minutes to the reservation, when Julia was throned on the leather seat of an Uber XL, floating from the hills of Silver Lake down to Ktown in the calm ripple of Friday night traffic. Only then, only when she’d texted him to say that she was on her way, or rather, “omw!”—when it came to men, Julia was not one to be cowed by an exclamation mark’s alleged uncool—did he tell her not to bother. Keeping the reservation for himself was, in the corporate lingo of Adam’s day job, a power move. 


Or would have been, had he not followed up with missives long as novels that were oh so obviously drafted beforehand with painstaking care. 


I could see for myself, as forwarded messages flooded my screen. Therein was detailed: 1) the contours of Julia’s recent infidelity as related to him by the aforementioned friend (where the term “contours” operated strictly metaphorically); 2) the sincerity of his attempts to love her these past eight years, which no one had any reason to doubt, not Julia, and certainly not me; and 3) the corresponding depths of his despair—though all of this more earnestly put, or so I trusted; focusing on the cuticles of my toes, I only skimmed the texts. Julia, I was sure, had done the same; she was never much of a reader.


Unlike Adam, who had for as long as I’d known him—thirteen years, since freshman year of college—trapped himself in an intellectualized passivity rivaled only by Rodin’s thinker, Julia was all about action. (I’d once asked Adam to please explain the attraction, and he’d shut me up with Goethe: “Elective affinities.”) Upon being ditched and dumped at 7:31 tonight, Julia had promptly rerouted her car and sent Adam a screenshot, her new destination a dive bar on the border of Boyle Heights made to double as an artist powwow, meaning, a tequila-soaked promise of getting picked up and laid. The old German Orientalist, that lover of Hafez, that self-taught Sanskritist, had a point: Opposites attract. What could be more natural than the thinker and the thot?


“The carbon footprint’s just too big,” Adam said. “Don’t let me do it alone.”


The farm-to-table chef specialized in red meat. Eight courses of it. 


I had a slab of farmed salmon thawing in the fridge and a grad-student party bound to be more flavorless than that lined up for dessert. But there was also the promise of watching Omar Epps/Quincy get his act together, babysitting courtside at the WNBA. That was the beauty of this film: the woman never compromised. A Black woman, no less. Lathan/Monica isn’t punished for following her dreams; she’s rewarded with love. Love & Basketball wasn’t just the ultimate LA love story. For the woman of color in America, it was career inspiration. 


“Thanks but no thanks,” I said to Adam. “I have a house party to go to.”


“Where?” 


“Mar Vista.”


“Weren’t you just out there?” 


“I was not.” 


We’d been texting that morning on my way to campus to drop off some books. As an adjunct I didn’t retain borrowing privileges at the library over the summer. Another summer of unemployment loomed. 


“The Los Angeles campus of the University of California is located in Westwood.”


“Same difference. You’re seriously saying you’re gonna go to the Westside twice in one day—that’s the contention?” 


It’s simply not done, it was true. 


“Well I was going to drive.” 


I sounded more defensive than I would have liked. I capped the polish, admiring my work. Neat harlot-red toes.


It was Adam’s security that crippled him. If only his mother had been more withholding, he wouldn’t have spent his twenties—indeed, wouldn’t now be spending our thirties—running after a serial cheater. He took it for granted that, deep down, Julia wanted him.


“Dinner’s prepaid and I’m buying drinks. Please?”


Via a jump-cut, Monica now found herself abroad, playing for Barcelona. Later, her success would taste sweeter for how circuitous the route. I figured my factory fish could survive another day.


adam stood before the glass door of the restaurant, nose in a thin book. He cut quite the figure. Gray linen suit over a white shirt, collar points buttoned to spare the need for a tie—he was the last man in Los Angeles to follow such antiquated rules. Except he wasn’t wearing socks, and an ease hung about him. (“I shall wear the bottom of my trousers rolled.”) 


He was so absorbed by the book that he didn’t register my stiletto-clicking approach, and I saw him flip one page, then another—what was he reading, Marcus Aurelius? His other arm lay limp at his side, Julia’s bouquet upside-down, ready to dive head-first to the ground. 


I reached for the bouquet, and Adam looked up with a start. Taking her roses as I’d taken the rez, it struck me as fair that Julia had never liked me.


“One, two, three, four—” I made a show of counting each flower’s pretty face. “Eight roses, eight years, eight o’clock, eight courses—” 


It was a lazy rhyme scheme, internal and identical. Exactly the type of thing Julia would have found “just adorable.” Between the saccharine tone she adopted around men and her cheating, she had quite the conventional idea of romance. 


“—a little on the nose, don’t you think?” I said to Adam, nipping a closed rose bud and letting it drop.


I was of the opinion that a man worth his salt should never be complimented. The world did enough for his ego. 


Adam shut his book. 


“Good evening to you too.” 


Sarcasm was a positive sign—maybe in the last half hour he’d recovered his personality. 


For a moment, neither of us moved. The bise that we usually shared as a kind of joke seemed all too real, dressed like this at a place like this, and our bodies didn’t know what to do. 


Breaking away, Adam held the door.


“After you.”


The restaurant was composed of a single countertop in dark wood. A neat line of Edison bulbs hung from the ceiling—cheap anachronism, and yet you couldn’t help but take pleasure in the effect. Like a full moon, they cast a light at once rich and withholding. A pudgy man with a topknot I took to be the chef-owner—too proprietary an air for an employee—nodded us to our stools. Two other duos I took to be couples were already seated at the counter. Far at the other end, a lone stool stood unclaimed. 


We shimmied into our seats.


Between our two plates, a single sheet of cardstock detailed the menu in language as angsty and enigmatic as a teen’s attempt at poetry. (Of this, a choice example was tacked to the fridge at Adam’s childhood home in Venice, relic of the early aughts.) I flipped the menu over: only wine. Liquor licenses were, in this city, famously few. Scanning the list, I mentally landed on a Burgundy white to start, for myself, and straight to a gamay for Adam, who didn’t like a progression unless it went from wine to booze. 


“Two glasses of champagne, please,” Adam called down the counter. 


The chef-owner was busy organizing linens and silverware—and yet he swept over, coupes in hand. Man to man, it seemed, one might speak out of turn. But it wasn’t like Adam to do so. 


With a pop the chef-owner decanted the creamy sap of a true capital-C Champagne into our coupes’ gaping mouths. Touching their lips together then to ours, we drank—Adam, for inappropriately long. I didn’t dare interrupt. Maybe the mood around here would improve. 


“I see we’re still feeling a tad dramatic,” I said when he came up for air. 


Our first course arrived: the slightest bit of caviar on a dollop of cream, no carbs. Adam’s glass was refilled, and in unison we spooned the products of other creatures’ reproductive cycles into our mouths and swallowed, chasing them with drags of bubbly. 


I raised my glass. “To Julia.”


Champagne and caviar is hard to argue with, and I was beginning to enjoy myself. 


“To you,” Adam said, as we clicked coupes.


An image of him, doe-eyed and red-faced as he drained a bottle at Julia’s twentysomethingth birthday party, came back to me. A few years ago, Julia’s parents had shipped a case of Veuve that sent us and her supremely unlikeable, fuckable crew of friends reeling through her Reservoir-side bungalow. It wasn’t a round-numbered birthday. Julia’s life was like that: Champagne just appeared on the doorstep. And she wasn’t even paying for the doorstep.


“How’s your heart?” I asked.


Adam shook his head. “No, no. Too early in the night for that.”


“Fine.” 


I nodded ever so slightly at the straight couple on Adam’s other side: a bottle blonde encased in a bandage dress, aging stomach beaten flat by Pilates, and a sunspotted puddle stuffed into cargo shorts and a Polo. Safari-goers from a much richer neighborhood. 


“Beverly Hills or the Palisades?” I asked.


“Laguna.” 


Two wedding rings shone in their midst. 


“But which one’s got the money?” 


“Easy.” Adam didn’t lower his voice. “He does.” 


“Do enunciate,” I whispered. “In the off chance they don’t know we’re talking about them.” 


He bent toward me. 


“The one with the money gets to look like shit.”


“Right,” I said. “Why is everything so lame.” 


Adam only shrugged.


“Sex work without the stigma—isn’t that what your dissertation was on?” 


“Thanks for the Second Wave read. And no, not exactly.” 


“But like, kind of.” Adam held up scare quotes. “‘An exploration of companionate marriage as a fundamentally anti-queering force’—I edit your cover letters, ’member.” 


I crossed my arms. 


“You copyedit my cover letters. And apparently, it doesn’t correlate with reading comprehension.” 


In my dissertation—in what, against increasingly bad odds, a part of me still hoped would be my first book—I had waged a critique of what scholars called “companionate marriage,” aka the modern concept of liking the person you marry. Of being both friends and lovers. Before that, marriage was a contract. In both the West and the Islamic world, you traded goods, not feelings. Women offered sex and offspring; men, food and shelter. (At least in theory. When the woman was wealthy, the guy was just—around.) 


With our third course—carpaccio, shaved melon—I ordered us both white wine. My long-intended Burgundy manifested before Adam could do more than pout. Left to his own devices, he’d have spent the entire night at the regionally regulated tit of true Champagne. Then tomorrow his head would explode.


“I mean what kills me”—Adam straightened, revived by the sugars—“is she isn’t even attracted to women.” 


“Evidence would suggest otherwise.” 


Adam fished for a sliver of melon that kept sliding from his fork.


“She made out with this girl at a party one time and told me it felt like kissing Stuart.”


“The dog?”


The dog was an albino greyhound bitch so lithe and prepossessing that confining her to a ten-by-ten concrete patio in her prime surely constituted abuse. 


Adam put his head in his hands. I could see his breath rising and falling in his crooked chest. He looked so sad—there just wasn’t any other way to put it.


“Maybe you can have her tried under Islamic law,” I said, bumping elbows. “Nothing like a good old-fashioned stoning to cheer a person up.” 


Adam was my closest, oldest friend. Both scholarship kids, we’d met at a reception the first week of college, paraded before alumni who were trying to swallow a few canapes, and spit out as many allusions to Milton, before death. Given that our particular grants came courtesy of the class of 1944, the alumni we’d been assigned to chat up were all white men, and few. Our college held the distinction of being the last Ivy to admit women, just one year shy of 1984, a date so dystopically futuristic that it had met Orwell’s needs. Between alternately refusing to engage with me or laughing loudly at my nonjokes, their uneasiness around me provided a strong argument for coeducation. And that’s not even getting into the race stuff: they either stared at my hijab or clung to eye contact, awkward and unblinking. 


But Adam was a hit. When he approached, the men’s shoulders sighed, and the accordion folds of their frowns fell open. It wasn’t just that he was another white guy—after all, he wasn’t one of them. They were rich, and he, at least poor enough to be on scholarship. What Adam had was charm. A charm so practiced, it came naturally: jokes seasoned with sincerity; a slight leaning-in when he spoke. But over the men’s hunched backs, he locked eyes with me conspiratorially. Rolled his eyes at the next inanity, or slipped me a wink when they pretended we had something in common. Moneyed Americans want nothing more than to feel middle class—not to be, but to feel like they’re just like anyone else. If I learned one thing in college, it was that. 


Adam already knew. He had spent his preteen years making himself scarce as his mother conducted studio visits in the living room of their Venice Beach bungalow, and his teenage years doing the Thursday-night gallery circuit with her, studiously attending other people’s openings. He’d fancied himself an artist at age ten. As fate would have it, his confidence was less misplaced. Where his mother, Sharon, had all the pretensions that console the failed artist, Adam enjoyed the slack elegance afforded by skill. We were still in college when his first chapbook was accepted for publication, winning a prize. Powered by senioritis and cafeteria coffee, we burrowed through Manhattan and into Brooklyn for the better part of an afternoon, surfacing deep in Bushwick, where he collected his ten author’s copies and thousand dollars, in the form of fifty rumpled twenties packed in a recycled manilla envelope. 


Still a working poet—meaning, he wrote poetry while working in marketing—he’d published two books since. He had a third manuscript ready—I’d sent him notes last week. With each book his art had matured. The poems were frank, embodied. And generally improved, I was sorry to admit, by his dysfunctional relationship with Julia. Heartbreak is rich soil for the artist, and he’d gotten at least three—heartbreaks and books—out of a single relationship. 


But book to book to book, the best poems turned on an unrequited love. This “Y” haunted his oeuvre. She predated Julia, and I assumed, would outlast her. A fiction, as far as I could tell. 


“So how’s your life shaping up?” 


Adam speared a piece of meat—what number course, I’d lost track—and kept it on the fork. 


“I’m a thirty-one-year-old without a summer job.”


“Sex life?”


He took the bite.


“None to speak of.”


“Love life?”


Another bite.


“Even less.”


“What about fall teaching?” His hands lingered over the dish, which was seemingly replenishing itself with each bite. “Can you make up for the loss?”


My plate was already empty, and I had a passing urge to throw it at the wall. 


“The chair’s ignoring my emails. And my parents think I’m an old maid.” 


I’d received a disconcerting email to this effect just last week, sent from my father, with my mother cc’ed. The threat of a setup was closing in.


“Between your mind and whatever you’ve got going on here”—Adam waved a hand up and down, catching my knee. It rested there—“you’re the definition of marriageable.” 


The Champagne had taken root. Gently shaking off his touch, I gestured to the lines on my forehead that were daily becoming more defined.


“Not for long,” I said. “This city is poison.” 


“I’ll buy you sunscreen for Christmas.” 


“I need to leave LA.”


“Hey.” Adam kicked my stool. “Don’t say that.” 


The couple next to him was laughing about something. Authentic, joyous laughter. That they shouldn’t be suffering in their cliché of a life was a gross injustice. 


“So what’s the backup plan,” Adam said, less a question than a demand.


I didn’t have a backup plan. I’d never needed one. 


“Sell the family jewels,” I said.


“Are there any?”


I took a scoop of the elevated baby food that had arrived with our next course—the only vegetables, I was beginning to gather, we were likely to catch hint of all night. 


“Maybe the matchmaking’s not the worst idea. Just marry rich.”


Adam pointed a thumb at the couple, which I quickly covered in my fist. 


“Right. Find a nice doctor in Oklahoma who’s cousins with my parents’ friend’s nephew from the mosque.”


“Like a real doctor or your kind of doctor?” 


I arched my eyebrows, and he smiled sheepishly. 


“Okay, this stuff doesn’t exactly help”—he sipped his wine—“but hear me out here. It’s 2019 and you’re an academic, which means you’re not much better off than the heroine of a nineteenth-century novel. Finishing your PhD is like your dad dying—the house is going to some idiot third cousin who fancies himself a philosopher, and you, meanwhile, the legit brains, are about to get shucked out on the street.” 


“It is a truth universally acknowledged—that’s your big advice?”


“Either you get hitched to someone with an inheritance, or you can give up on ever reading another book, let alone writing one. You won’t have time, working at the factory.” 


“Okay, yeah, I’m on it.” 


I took his glass and drained the white. 


“When I die,” Adam said solemnly. “You can take the house.” 


“You mean the one that’s not yours?”


He smiled. “That very one.”


Scholarship kid or not, Adam had the security of a pending inheritance. When she got pregnant with Adam during her senior year of college in ’87, Sharon was bought out by her boyfriend’s old-money Pasadena parents. They offered her a rundown bungalow in a then-undesirable part of town, on condition that she leave their WASP son alone to do his WASPing in Pasadena in peace. Three decades later and Sharon was now sitting on a goldmine that mined itself. Assuming the LA housing market continued to climb as steeply as it had since the nineties, by the time Adam’s investment vested—that is, when Sharon dropped dead and the house became his—you could depend on astronomic returns. This windfall, due sometime in our sixties, would neatly ready Adam for retirement, regardless of what came of his day job. 


“And what about the Mrs.?” I now asked Adam. “Whatever waif’s willing to take the title.”


“I’d still call you ‘Dr.’”


He looked me straight in the eyes. Popping the head off one of the roses, I tried to make light of things. 


“And how much do you make these days?” I plucked a petal. Then a second petal. “Let’s talk figures.” 


I refused to look at him but could feel the weight of his gaze on my body. 


“Where’s that dress from again?” 


I’d thrown on a plain silk slip from Goodwill—the big one, in Atwater, which sold by the pound. The airy silk had come in under a dollar, leaving ample room to pay the tailor. 


“I can’t remember,” I said. 


Adam gently took the decimated rose and brushed the petals from my lap. I had thick tights on—forget the pedicure, I hadn’t waxed my legs since last quarter—and again, even through layers of fabric, my stomach shrank from the thrill of his touch. It was like discovering a seashell I’d once hid in a shoebox.


“You really do look—” He gestured around. “It’s like all this was made for you.” 


Another course came and went. In our wine glasses, the sun set from white to orange; soon, to red. Our knees were knocking, and my head was swirling—this wasn’t supposed to feel like this. Suddenly we were all clapping. One of the gay guys in the couple next to me had proposed. I withdrew my leg.


“Fifty bucks says you’re back with Julia by Monday morning.” 


“I’ll raise you a hundred.” Adam raised his glass.


“Come on. Why else send you that screenshot of her Uber ride?”


Giving Adam the address was a taunt, but also an invitation. 


“It’s like, ‘fuck you’ and ‘fuck me’ all at the same time.” 


Adam put down his silverware. I attacked my plate, speaking between bites.


“You both do it. Punish each other. You’re here with me, she’s at the bar, and you know how to find her. Tonight, makeup sex. Tomorrow, tears, apologies, promises. Monday, you’re back together. Except there’s even less trust, plus the high of the whole mess, to say nothing of the fact that Julia’s constitutionally unfit for monogamy.” 


He crossed his arms. 


“Whether it’s in a month or a year,” I continued, “the cycle’s doomed to recur. The only way out is to change the terms. Just admit you’re in an open relationship.”


Clearly I wasn’t the only one who needed to revisit my Nietzsche. 


Adam stared at me, tapping a finger against his knee. Eventually it slowed. 


“I know it’s hard for you to have feelings,” he said. “Or to have other people have feelings.” 


This was the problem with friendship: sometimes you got read. 


“But—” Adam sighed. “This is for real.”


What is? I wanted to ask. Julia, or something else, or both? 


I rose, mustering as much drama as my stilettos could support. Not much—my ankle rolled, and Adam reached out a hand. I didn’t take it. Putting my shoe back on, I grabbed my clutch, and announced with utmost dignity: “I need to pee.” 


On the can I thought about money. Kicking off my peep toes (Vintage YSL, sixty dollars at a yard sale), I climbed up onto the seat and squatted with my tights bunched down. It took all my core strength not to fall in. Apostate or not, I still had some Muslim in me: I’d sooner eat my own flesh than sit on a Western toilet in a public bathroom. 


I ran through a few calculations. The prix fixe was priced upwards of two-fifty a pop, dessert not included; I’d looked it up on the ride over. Add another couple hundred for the wine, an extra thirty bucks for Adam’s hangover-inducing second glass of Champagne, tax, tip, and, of course, dessert—Adam was nearly a grand out. Wiping my ass I contemplated whether he hadn’t been planning to propose to Julia tonight. He’d fully intended to blow one thousand post-tax US dollars on her. On someone who could’ve picked up the tab without having to do the math. (Infinity minus something equals infinity.) 


Dry if not clean—the toilet lacked a bidet—I realized I still had a little more to go.


By now quite literally in a sweat, abs burning, I flirted with the idea of splitting the bill. Sure, Adam occasionally picked up the check. He made more money than I did, he said, and it was only fair. Plus, there was the unspoken: though now a mere working man, a poet, Adam effectively possessed—in the form of a 90291 bungalow—a couple million in the bank. Which didn’t mean that his poetry wasn’t good. It was. (Sometimes, the math got quite complicated.) 


Impatient for my departure the automatic flush went off, again. I started to login to the bank app on my phone. All said, the bottom line was this: I wasn’t his girlfriend, and you didn’t spend a grand to take a friend out to dinner. 


My foot slipped—straight down into the toilet bowl. The other leg folded like origami, my hands shot out, and my phone clattered to the floor. Cursing myself, I peeled the tights off, stood on one leg, and extracted my foot to let it drip over the toilet bowl. Thankful at least for the overactive flush. 


An angry knock came at the door, and I suggested not in so many words that they kindly fuck off. 


I hopped over to the sink and stuck my entire foot in like I was doing wudhu, Sunni-style. First one, then the other. Feet airdrying on a wash towel, I pushed down the pretty gold stopper, filled the sink, and plunged the tights into the soapy tub. If only I’d waxed I could dump them in the trash, but I was too invested in normative femininity to go back out baring my hairy legs. 


I dug elbows deep into my handwashing. Even in our dysfunctional department, fall adjunct appointments were made by the prior spring. By now the jacarandas by my old place in Mar Vista had committed suicide. Spring was over. Time had all but proven what I’d suspected weeks ago, everyday reiterating, by way of my bare inbox, that same claim: I was out of a job.


I rubbed and scrubbed. As for love, what was I doing out with Adam in this dress, these shoes? Black silk and Shiraz-red stilettos with a man who was unavailable, to say nothing of being my best friend. I stuck my tights under the hand dryer.


And I hadn’t had sex since—what? I wracked my mind, turning a Rolodex of drinks and parties that, I now realized, only thinned nearing the present. It was like a bad CV. The last time I went out, as in out-out, past closing time, I’d tucked myself into bed. There was the Silicon Beach guy, Venice. But that was two full years ago. Graduation night. My life had ended with my PhD. 


Several long minutes later, my tights at least approximated dry. I reassembled myself. Applied a fresh coat of lipstick for good measure. Used a spritz of the full-size perfume—between the sofa and supplies, you could spend a week there and want for nothing—and slipped my stockinged feet back into my stilettos. 


I stepped back to look in the mirror. YSL and a tailored LBD. I dressed best when most depressed. Suddenly the signs were everywhere. 


Finally, I gathered the courage to face my phone. It had landed at the foot of the toilet, and gingerly, I flipped it over. The case was cracked but not the screen. And the balance on my account was so inconsequential it wasn’t worth citing. 


I supposed it was the thought that counts.


i emerged to a nearly empty restaurant, music lowered to a murmur. The other couples had paid their bills and left.


“What happened, you fall in?” 


“Precisely.” 


Adam laughed, taking my monotone for sarcasm. My foot squished in my shoe as I slid back onto the stool. I sank my fork through the refreshingly conventional slice of chocolate cake that sat between us. He’d waited for me to start. 


“You’re gonna be okay.” 


“Don’t be offensive.”


He found my gaze and held it.


“Seriously. You’re too talented and—” 


“Remind me of your pub date.” 


I was his most faithful critic, a role that had once kept us from speaking for weeks. This round I’d found disappointingly little to critique. 


Adam smiled.


“You can’t take a compliment.” 


His manuscript, this next book, ended with a sonnet that pulsed on the page. One of the “Y” poems. My pulse had skipped. Now he offered me the last bite of cake. 


The chef-owner bid us a happy anniversary as he slid Adam the bill. Adam didn’t correct him, and in my embarrassment over the check, I protested, rather too loudly, that we were just friends.


“Just?” Adam said. 


“Look,” I said. “I know it’s hard. The breakup.”


“I know you know.”


When the chef-owner finally circled back with Adam’s bill, he set two tulip glasses before us, slips of digestif aglow. “Compliments of the gentleman.” He nodded toward the far end of the counter. 


The lone seat. Someone so monied he needed neither company nor cause to justify a dinner like this. Someone for whom a bottle of cognac is kept behind the bar at a spot without a liquor license. He raised his matching glass.


Smartly cut trousers, a shock of black hair. There was a shimmer about him. Maybe Adam was right. The lighting had been tuned to the likes of me, the chef and this man and me—calibrated to show off our skin. From ten to twenty-two karats, we sparkled under the naked bulbs like settings that outshone their diamonds. 


The man rose and zipped his jacket. Left ring finger bare. 


I walked over. Stopped where I could smell his cologne. Orange rind and sandalwood and underneath it all, dense and animal, musk. Terre D’Hermès. My father kept a backup bottle on hand. 


“That was kind of you.” 


“Kindness has nothing to do with it.” 


The practiced line slid over me and down, carving out my want. I could almost feel Adam at my back, rolling his eyes. 


With a flicker of his fingers, the man extracted a card from the inner pocket of his suit jacket. 


“May I leave you with this?”


The paper was thick and soft. EUGENE KIM and a 310 area code—I’d no more than read it than he was gone. 


“Expensive stuff.” A hand reached over to rub the corner of the cardstock—Adam had come to collect me. My jacket was slung over his, my purse cradled in his arm. “Kind of tacky, isn’t it.” 


With Julia gone—or more likely, on hold, for about as long as it took to get from Ktown to Boyle Heights at this traffic-free hour—his jealousy needed a canvas. I took my bag from Adam and tossed the card inside. 


“Just taking your advice.” 


He frowned. 


“Yeah. Right.”


We stepped into the night. The chill on my skin felt just fine.
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