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            “Eruptions and cataclysms and plagues and the colliding of planets were the only real, the only inevitable events, and the human activities that happened to lie in their path, and which are destroyed with such blind ease and ignorance, were of as little real importance as the doings of insects. How effortlessly they had all been burnt up! How pointless all our passions and complications and the intricate structure of our little society now seemed!…How microscopic, how minute, were the feuds, the passions, the pleasures and the vanities of the small anachronistic community of Saint-Jacques!”

            —The Violins of Saint-Jacques

by Patrick Leigh Fermor, 1953

         

         
              

         

         
            “Barcelona is something else, isn’t it? There you have the Mediterranean, the spirit, the adventure, the high dream of perfect love. There are palm trees, people from every country, surprising advertisements, Gothic towers and a rich urban tide.…What a pleasure it has been for me to meet that air and that passion!”

            —letter to a friend, Federico García Lorca, 1926

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I.

            Before Volcano

         

      

   


   
      
          

         “To you and me,” Will said, lifting his wine, a local something, butcher red. The label said it was from Penedès, just down the coast, and it featured a bull with roses where its horns should be.

         “To 1-2-3,” Whitney said, lifting her glass to match, and they clinked a heavy clink, and it rang out around the dining room like a good idea.

         Heavy chatter blew about like smoke, ninety-nine percent of which neither of them could understand. They couldn’t even tell whether it was Spanish or Catalan being spoken most of the time. Written signs they could distinguish: the extra Js and Xs and liquid double-Ls that had tempted their Scrabble brains for the last four days. But with the talk, they were hopeless—they weren’t wired for translation.

         They’d strolled in without a reservation, typically impossible, they were told. But given that the booking at the bar was already a mitja hora tard, the hostess sat them there at the edge of the dining room under the condition that they might be asked to get up at any moment. It was good enough for Will and it was good enough for Whitney. They were compatible like that, key-cut for one another.

         There was no wine list except what was written on a chalkboard above the bar, and so they’d put their faith in the hostess not to rob them blind. Now they sipped from their glasses and took each other in. Will with his wide edges, his twice-broken nose, his shaggy mop lightened by a lifetime of sun and salt. Whitney with her silver eyes and brows thick like lipstick, her freckled cheeks crisped from a Memorial Day weekend pounding the sawed-off sidewalks of the metropolis on the Mediterranean. They knew each other’s faces; they were seven years known. They knew the battery of inflections inside and out. But they’d never seen in the other’s what they saw just then: the set jaws, the knotted throats. The frame-up of fuzzed uncertainty and cold nerves. What they knew the looks to mean was that it was finally time to confess.

         “You or me first?” Will said.

         Whitney exhaled and blinked deeply. Her hand found her hair, dark and wet as ink. She loosened the belt of her coat to let the air in. She had beads of sweat on the sides of her nose that caught the overhead lights. It had been a longer walk to the restaurant than they’d anticipated. But it would be worth it—it had been recommended by Gwyneth.

         Whitney didn’t have to say it, and still Will understood that it was his turn to go.

         “Well, okay then,” he said, and halved his glass. “I guess, uh, I guess the first one then.…The first one I met at a party. She came right up to me. We talked. We went—”

         “Whose party?”

         “A young-lawyers thing. The ones I never go to.”

         “But you went this time.”

         “Well, how else?”

         Whitney sucked in her lips.

         “I couldn’t tell anyone, remember?” Will said. “I didn’t tell Mark. I didn’t tell Dave or Jay. No websites. No apps. Not even the one with the bees. So: one of those happy hours.”

         “And so she walks right up to you and does what?”

         “She asks me what firm I’m at.”

         “And you tell her: I work for a media company.” Whitney did the voice that sounds nothing like Will: Christian Bale’s Batman as a contracts associate.

         “She asks me where I went to law school, if I know so-and-so. Connections are made.”

         “And she just assumes you’re available.”

         “There’s a reason I hadn’t been to one of those things in years. There’s a reason people go.”

         “And so you drink your drinks, and how does it get to where it gets?”

         “We drink our drinks. She seems to have come alone, like me. She—”

         “Was she blonde?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “You don’t know?”

         “You’re so weird with that.”

         “Was she?”

         “She was…like that, I guess.” Will pointed to a woman in the dining room. “Mostly blonde, dark at the roots.”

         “And supersmart too, I bet.”

         Will leaned back on his stool and sat up straight, bared his teeth like the grimace of the grimace emoji. “Look, I know this is weird, and if you don’t want to do it this way…”

         “No, I know.…What can I say? I knew I would be bad at it. I’m jealous of hair color. I’m jealous of the conversation as much as the fact that you went home and fucked her.”

         Will’s eyes tracked to the bartender to see if he’d noticed. Nothing. The staff wouldn’t be bothered even if they understood. “And I was funny that night,” he said, looking back at Whitney.

         “Oh yeah?”

         “Funniest I’ve been in a while. It’s interesting how everyone thinks I’m funnier than you do. I’m the ‘funny guy’ at the office.”

         “I think that says more about your office.”

         “Point is, she’s having a good old time with me.”

         “You talk about defamation lawsuits. You talk about libel and IP.”

         “TV, movies, music.”

         “You don’t even listen to music,” she said.

         “Not true.”

         “You listen to legal podcasts when you run…”

         “I know new bands. I’ve gotten into some deejays at—”

         “Some deejays? I was only out of town for a month.”

         “I know it’s been seven years, but I remember what it’s like to talk to girls, all right? I did okay before I met you.”

         “So you impress her with your CD binder from high school?”

         “With tales of concerts in Hollywood. With the names of venues. The Roxy, the Troub—” He registered her nausea and cut himself off. “Whatever, it worked.”

         Whitney picked at a cuticle. She reached for her wine. “So you, what, close out and hop in a cab?…”

         “We go to another bar.”

         “Oh! Another drink.”

         “Another couple drinks,” he said.

         “What a lush. So you wind up canoodling in a booth with sexy candlelight.”

         “We avoid the darts flying over our heads and laugh about an obnoxious Australian woman shooting pool.”

         “And she takes you to the bathroom right then and there because she can’t resist.”

         “Do you want me to tell it, or do you want to?”

         She opened her hands, an invitation to proceed freely.

         “We finish our drinks, hit the street. I think that’s basically it.”

         “So, what, you just start heading home? You think you’ve struck out?”

         “We exchange phone numbers. I start walking toward the subway. I hear a voice and look up and she’s in a cab and asks me if I need a ride to her neighborhood.”

         “Smooth.”

         “I guess it was an unnecessary step. There was a straighter line.”

         “But she wasn’t gonna risk you judging her by making her move at the bar.”

         “Anyway, I get in the cab.”

         “You get in the cab.”

         “And take her straight to our place,” Will said.

         “No you didn’t…”

         “Right to bed. Let her root around in your closet. Let her admire the photos of us on vacation.”

         “It was a good rule,” Whitney said. “I’m glad we made it. I couldn’t have dealt with someone at the apartment.”

         “You had it so much easier,” Will said, finding her wandering eyes. “A month on the road. A month in a strange city. A month of being able to bring them back to your hotel.…All while I’m forced to take cabs to Brooklyn.”

         “Oh no,” she said. “Where?”

         “I don’t know, not far.”

         “Bushwick,” she said.

         “South Williamsburg.”

         “By the bridge…” she said, smiling again now.

         “Nice place by the bridge,” he said, smiling back in confirmation.

         “So she leans into you in the cab.”

         “She leans in. She grabs my wrist. She places my hand on her leg.”

         “Oh-kay, then.…Stockings? Skirt?”

         “I don’t know—skin, shaved.”

         “Bare legs,” she said. “A warm night.”

         “Not that warm…” he said.

         “So bare legs for Young Lawyers Night. Man, being a girl is hard.”

         “We eventually get there. We head upstairs.”

         “No pretense of dropping you off somewhere else.”

         “Pretense gone after the bare legs.”

         “And so she walks you past the first of three roommates…”

         Will smiled again. He loved her. The precision cuts. The smothering judgment.

         “Two roommates,” he said. “But both supposedly at work. Another lawyer. A hospital resident.”

         “No wonder the bare legs, then. A rare night with the place to herself.”

         “They’re way up in a big building. They have a narrow balcony and a nice view. She dumps some ice in a couple glasses and makes two vodka sodas.”

         “Of course,” she said, chewing on some bread now, feeling lighter. “Perfect.”

         “You love this,” he said. “Every detail is everything you’d hoped.”

         “Don’t stop now. You’re on the balcony…”

         “We look at the view of the bridge, and then I guess it just happened from there.”

         “Nope,” Whitney said. “The whole thing.”

         “We don’t need to do the whole thing.”

         “Step-by-step.”

         “Well, when it’s your turn, you don’t need to go step-by-step.”

         “So you’re on the balcony, you’re making her laugh—the funny guy—and she looks up at you with her wet bovine eyes and begs you to kiss her.”

         He tapped the tip of his nose and swirled his wine.

         “The poorly colored hair dried out from a brutal winter,” she continued. “Bounced up with some heat tools. A little too much makeup concealing lines she swears weren’t there yesterday. Maybe from overdosing on Netflix and Ben & Jerry’s in bed…”

         “Nah,” Will said, “way too young for wrinkles.”

         Whitney shifted on her stool. She knew his buttons and he knew hers. Younger, smoother. It halted her momentum, even though what he’d said wasn’t true and he could tell that she could tell. Whitney lifted her glass and then dug in deeper.

         “She can’t figure out what about her isn’t fully lovable,” she said. “Why dragging home a strange man from a cheesy networking event and giving it up after three hours and four drinks might not be girlfriend material.”

         “I think she’d been in a long relationship. Something left over from college.”

         “And what about you—what had you been in?”

         “I’d been in a long relationship myself. But out of it recently. Looking for a young lawyer to hang out with, ’cause I figured that’s what she’d want to hear.”

         “So you kiss her on the balcony, under the stars. She’s short or tall.”

         “She’s short. She’s pretty little.”

         Another button. It drove the color to Whitney’s cheeks and the blood to her temples.

         “Wow. A little petite blonde buzzing bee. Lucky you, right out of the gate.”

         “There were plenty of strikeouts. I went to bars around the apartment. I’d sit there, order a beer, bring a magazine. Wonder if there was any possible way to talk to a stranger and not be creepy. I saw a girl waiting for a date who’d clearly no-showed. Thought about saying something, swooping in to save the night—but decided against compounding her and my embarrassment. Picked up a slice of pizza and went home instead. It’s a challenge, for me at least, when you take all the tools off the table.…All the ways people actually meet, and I’m stuck at happy hours with junior associates.”

         “But I didn’t use the apps, either,” she said. “And it wasn’t so hard for me.”

         “Terrific. Let’s go, then. Your turn.”

         “No way, José. You’re making out on the balcony with your petite blonde legal beagle.”

         “And it goes like it goes.”

         “This is the first woman you’ve slept with besides me since college. It couldn’t have been that boring.”

         “We move inside. It’s cold. We move to her room.”

         “Even though the roommates are gone.”

         “You remember what it’s like—fear of the walk-in. It’s there even if it’s not rational. I could tell she didn’t do this very often.”

         “And so you head to her room. It smells like Zara. Dresses from Anthropologie hung up on a rolling rack in the corner of the converted third bedroom. Scarves over the lights and This Is Water on her bedside table.”

         Will grinned with a swelling in his cheeks. An unbidden love for this woman.

         “Two pairs of neon Nike Flyknits kicked in the corner,” Whitney went on. “The Lulu leggings with the cutouts that show off some thigh and make her feel sexy.”

         “Actually, that’s what she was really wearing all night.”

         “Bare legs, I thought.”

         “Who knows?” he said, grinning again, the heat really humming in his cheeks now.

         “Well, bring us back to reality, then.…You’re in her room. You’re drinking vodka sodas on a twin bed squeezed in next to the steam pipe.”

         “She puts on The Weeknd and blushes and whispers in my ear that it’s what she masturbates to.”

         “Come on.”

         “With headphones, though,” he said. “The roommates.”

         “And so a silencer for the vibrator?”

         “I didn’t ask. Maybe she’s old-fashioned.”

         “So things are getting less subtle,” she said. “Good for you two.”

         “And then things go from there.”

         “More, please. Clothes come off. She’s got a tight little bod and big tits and an ass that floats like it’s filled with helium. She laments the fact that Equinox hasn’t opened a location near the bridge, and so she has to work out by the office on her lunch break.”

         “We were a fair match,” he said. “Nobody had a right to be too disappointed by the other.”

         “But, c’mon, your hands are back on her thighs. It’s what she’s wanted since she spotted you at the event. It’s what she had in mind in the cab.”

         “Right, we screw around.”

         “What’s her underwear like?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “The women in my classes are older than me—I know what rich 38-year-olds around Union Square wear. I know what my friends wear. What about the youths?”

         “She’s, like, four years younger than us.”

         “So Victoria’s Secret. Hot pink. Straps and hearts. G-string.”

         “Light blue something. Not much material.”

         “You’re saying you wish I wore that.”

         “It was all that was going through my head.”

         “You wish I dressed like a stripper beneath the Céline.”

         “I’ve been searching for the right way to say it for years.”

         “So you get her out of the straps and hearts and strings. She thinks she’s in a Fifty Shades movie. She’s practically gonna come from the soundtrack alone. Meanwhile you’ve got your tongue in her pussy and a finger in her ass.”

         “Jesus.” Will looked to the bartender again, searched the dining room for their waitress. Of course nobody was paying attention to them. Of course nobody cared. They were as inconsequential to their surroundings as they’d been their whole trip.

         “And she’s totally shaved, I’d assume?”

         “Whit, I dunno.”

         “Oh, you don’t remember that either? You didn’t notice?”

         “If I had to characterize the experience, I would say that she had gotten ready for the night with the intention of being naked with someone.”

         “Completely waxed, then.”

         “It reminded me of college,” Will said, smiling now. “Before I met you.”

         “And so what about Will, then?” she said, plowing ahead. “What does he get out of it?”

         “What he’d expected?” he said. “She kept asking if it was okay, and if she was doing it all right, and if there was anything she could do differently.”

         “Hot.”

         “After a little while I went back to doing what I was doing and things started driving toward maybe-sex.”

         “She can’t believe how lucky she’s got. Someone who knows how to handle himself. Meanwhile, you’re certainly ready for maybe-sex. A stranger for the first time in seven years.”

         “And honestly?” he said. “It was around then that I started thinking about work. It was getting late and all I could think about was what needed to get done before noon, and how much I hated every last element of that work, and how terrible I was bound to feel in the morning.”

         She breathed deeply through her nose. “If nothing else about this story is true, I know that detail is.”

         “And so as I’m sort of drifting to tomorrow’s to-do list, just kinda going about whatever business, she says to me, ‘You have great hands,’ and—”

         Whitney burst. She laughed like she hadn’t all trip, a little squeaky wheel of delight. Her eyes asked for more. More more more.

         “And the music keeps breaking,” he said, picking it up again. “Cutting in with ads for stores around where she went to college. Must’ve been tied to the zip code where she signed up for her non-premium service. Ads for grocery stores in upstate New York.”

         “Colgate. Hamilton. Skidmore,” she said.

         “Sure,” he said.

         “You didn’t get a good look at the sweatshirts crumpled up in the closet?”

         “Do you want me to pick one?”

         She rolled her eyes. “So the music eventually cuts back in. It keeps her in the mood. She’s still gearing up.”

         “And, yeah, at some point she just kinda says it sweetly, she gets up in my ear again and whispers, ‘Do you want to have sex?’”

         “Very polite lawyer bee.”

         “And so we have sex.”

         “How?”

         “The normal way.”

         “She’s on the bottom.”

         “She’s on the bottom, she’s on top.”

         “The normal ways,” Whitney said. “She has the night of her life. She’s making a real show of it since no one’s on the other side of the temporary walls for the first time in months. You make her come seven, eight times.”

         “Here’s the part I’ve been waiting for, though.”

         “Uh oh.”

         “Here’s the whole point of everything up to now,” he said, shifting on his seat. “It’s happening, there’s all the normal stuff, she seems to be enjoying herself. The album’s running through again for the second time and another ad’s playing for three-for-one something or other. Then she sort of scoots up the bed and gives the impression that she might turn over and face the other way.”

         “She wants you to fuck her from behind.”

         “Hold on. We’re just sort of going through the motions, nothing crazy, she’s still on her back, but we go to shift things up. It’s all happening slowly. But then, without warning, the whole right side of my face just cracks—like it’s been hit by a two-by-four or something. Somehow this knee’s come gunning for me. This limb, connected in no way to the hips beneath me, has come whooshing like a propeller blade, smack in my face, and hard. Kneecap, leg bones. All at once, my face is hot and damp. Eye and cheek throbbing, nose gushing.”

         “Oh my god!” Whitney, alight. Whitney, in love. Those gleaming teeth. Those wide wet elastic lips.

         “She’s mortified. She hops up. Throws on a robe. I ask for directions to the bathroom and end up in a closet. I must be bleeding out like a pig all over the place. I find the bathroom, close the door, get a good look at myself, naked and pasty and pathetically out of shape. Just the sight everyone wants to see after imagining themselves doing all the right things in bed. It looks like I’ve murdered an animal in the sink, there’s so much blood. I get some toilet paper up my nostril. Clean up as best I can. Watch my dick shrivel in the mirror.”

         “Your clothes are in the bedroom.”

         “It’s not the most comfortable three minutes, getting dressed again.”

         “God, I legitimately feel terrible for her.”

         “I say goodbye.”

         “You kiss her good night. You mitigate the humiliation, I hope.”

         “No kiss. It’s late. There’s been a lot of drinking and mouthing around. There’s some thick breath. I don’t know how okay I make her feel about the whole situation. I sort of hold her hand and shake it and tell her there’s nothing to be sorry about.”

         “You shake her hand goodbye?” Whitney said, pressing her palms to her cheeks like the Munch. “Oh, Will…”

         “I know. I was rusty. I was out of practice. But, hold on, there’s more. When I get to the front door, I can’t manage the right combination of the deadbolt with the other two locks while standing there in the dark. Then I hear this creature scratching with keys on the other side of the door, and we screw each other up again and again until ultimately I’m standing there in front of this mousy brunette wearing a backpack stuffed with bricks, and a Nalgene bottle clipped to the strap with a carabiner. One of the roommates, I presume. The hospital resident. She can’t take her eyes off me. And it sorta gives me butterflies, if I’m honest. This impression I seem to be making on women all over the city all night. What I’ve forgotten, of course, is that I basically have a bloody tampon sticking out of a hole in my face. Naturally I offer her my hand, too, and we shake. She looks reasonably mortified. For her friend mostly, I’m sure. I could be a home invader, for all she knows. I wish her a good night. I ride the elevator down and watch my face warp in and out in the dented reflection of the doors. I looked like one of the Picassos we saw yesterday.…I step out in the cold night. I hail a cab. Return home from the strange land across the river, my head pulsating, my face all bloody…”

         “And your balls gone blue.”

         “Nice,” he said. Will snorted and finished what was left in his glass. “Foreshadowing, for what it’s worth?…I didn’t come with anyone.”

         “Wow,” Whitney said, shocked and saddened in equal proportions. “That’s terrible. Foreshadowing, for what it’s worth?…The same can’t be said for me.”

         What timing! The waitress was at their shoulders. She apologized for the delay. She pointed to the chalkboard above the bar with its inscrutable Catalan. Through her broken English and their pathetic Spanish the three were able to agree on the simplest order: whatever the chef suggested. It was the sort of friction-less decision that might cost them a fortune. But the risk was less than picking out the names of dishes they couldn’t decipher. They understood the waitress to be asking about food restrictions, and they both shook their heads no, and it was a thing, like so many things, that was radically compatible between them. It was precisely the reason why they’d gotten engaged.

         When Will proposed, he managed to do the thing he’d worried would be impossible: he actually surprised Whitney. They’d been together for seven years. They’d shared spaces and they’d lived apart. They’d traveled long distances to visit one another for a night, for three hours. They’d left parties to talk on the phone. They’d Skyped across oceans. They’d moved in together, into a studio apartment of their own, no roommates, no bathroom split among people they weren’t sleeping with. They’d bored their single coworkers, accepted their role as the practically married couple among their wider searching set. When they’d been introduced to new partners of friends, those fledgling pairs looked to them to share the laws of enduring chemistry. They obviously knew something about sticking it out. After all, they’d been together since college.

         Senior spring, but still. They’d met in the gardens. They’d seen one another before, but had never spoken until then. Which was at least half by design. For by the afternoon they came into each other’s lives, Whitney had been operating for some time at a frequency that she and she alone was tuned to, moving about campus with urgency and purpose, and a well-honed indifference to student life. She was just ready—had been ready all her life, maybe—to get up and out and on with it. Just as she had been with her first exit, when she left home for school. It was time now to get going with the life she’d been looking for all this time. Consequently, she seemed then to carry herself like someone with a hard-won secret or a past forged by fire, or at least like someone with several somethings figured out. It was the thing that attracted Will to her so very much that first afternoon—that she possessed a knowledge of herself like no one else he knew, like someone in at least her mid-twenties.

         Whitney would joke with Will for weeks and then months and then years that they couldn’t have met a day earlier. That it was serendipitous timing, the only way it could’ve worked out. Until that afternoon, she’d argue, he wouldn’t have been ready for her—submitting his sweat-stained T-shirts and milkshake addiction and lack of a single credit card to his name as evidence of the lack of requisite maturity. But deep down, Whitney knew that it was really she who had needed every last hour up to that point to complete her transformation away from where she’d come from and who she’d been.

         There would be a grand dispute in the years that followed about who smiled at whom first. But what is undeniable is that the screenplay Whitney was reading that day was a screenplay Will knew by heart. And when he told her so, she told him to prove it. He asked her to read a setup, and when she did, he delivered Michael’s lines to Kay: This one time, this one time I’ll let you ask me about my affairs.

         What made the whole thing spark, though, wasn’t that he’d answered correctly, but rather how embarrassed Whitney had been made by his earnestness. She burst into laughter, the squeaky wheel of delight that he’d soon learn meant that the comedy was actually tickling her nose. Still, she picked another scene and read another prompt, and though he knew those lines too—knew them like breathing—he refrained this time. Will had proven that he’d understood. And that successful navigation of the challenge—that restraint and that pivot—was what prompted each of them to draw for one another, for several warm hours, much of the map of their separate lives apart up until then.

         He left her there in the gardens that afternoon because he had to meet some friends for dinner downtown, near the house they shared. There was a March Madness game on and their school was playing, did she know that? Of course she knew—but she let him tell her himself. They had won in the first two rounds of the tournament. They were in the Sweet Sixteen thanks to the junior star, JJ Pickle, who had led them deeper into the postseason than the program had ever been before. But besides JJ Pickle, Will and his housemates were certain the winning streak had been preserved because they’d each eaten a fried-chicken sandwich during both the first half and the second half of the first two tournament games. It was important to do their part again tonight, she surely understood.

         She liked that he walked away from her that day, that he left her there in the long shadows that hadn’t been present when they’d first started chatting. She liked that he didn’t ask for her number, even if he’d meant to. She could find him, just as he could find her. But of course, after all those years of never crossing paths, they bumped into each other at a bar that very night. Maybe she went downtown knowing that there was a chance. Maybe she went downtown knowing that that was the point. They’d dispute that intention, too, for weeks and then months and then years. But if running into each other out of the blue again wasn’t a clear enough sign from the universe that they’d better go home together that night, then they didn’t know what was.

         When Whitney woke up beside Will the next morning, she surprised herself with how purely at home she felt in his bed. She wasn’t concerned by the light coming through the beach towels he’d nailed to the window frame in lieu of blinds, nor by the laundry lining the baseboard that made it impossible to tell whether the floors were carpet or hardwood. The only thing that bothered her even a little that late-March morning was the realization that they had just six weeks left of college to make up for all the lost time. She rested her head on his chest. She watched his eyes flutter to consciousness. But even as she stretched her mind to its vastest limits, it would’ve been impossible for Whitney to comprehend that it would be Will, and Will alone, for the next seven years of her life.

         The waitress plopped down the first dish: garlic shrimp and fried eggs. They were starved, but they ate patiently. They didn’t know how many dishes they were in for. They hadn’t any idea what was coming.

         “Well, go ahead then,” Will said. “Your turn.”

         “Okay,” Whitney said, cautiously. “Um…it happened early.”

         “I don’t doubt it. The whole thing was your idea. You were hungry.”

         “I didn’t do anything to prompt it, it just…”

         “That face, that body, that California light…who could resist?”

         She shook her head faintly. “More like: locked inside a hotel during a lovely sunset, hiding in the corner of the restaurant, drafting notes.”

         “Stretched out long and lithe on the striped yellow beach beds of a hotel on the water,” he continued. “A handmade sign that says, ‘I may be engaged but I’m DTF.’”

         Now she was the one looking around at the staff, looking for anyone listening. She forked a shrimp. “Alone in the hotel restaurant, not even late, but the place has the feeling of it being late, the way everything does out there. The restaurant’s cleared out by nine-thirty. I’ve got a glass of wine and a shooting script that needs to solve a location fuck-up. Flooded basement in a bar they scouted for weeks.”

         “You told me about it. I assumed you figured it out and went to bed.”

         “That was the plan,” she said. “But I’m no longer alone in the restaurant. There’s a man at the bar. He’s ordering a drink. He flips over a shoulder and catches me staring.…The guy looks like Adrien Green. The guy really looks like Adrien Green. Turns out it’s Adrien Green.”

         “Come on.”

         “At the bar. All alone. Waiting for a drink. And he smiles at me.”

         “You spend forty-eight hours in L.A., single in the world for the first time as a functional adult, and your first night out you run into one of your top five dead or alive?”

         “I thought for a minute you’d sent him. A 1-2-3 welcome gift.”

         “I should’ve thought of it,” Will said. He was wearing the shock in his face still. He shook his head. “So does he do the smile?”

         “He does the smile,” Whitney said. “You can see all of his teeth. The big rubbery gums. He does the whole thing in a flash—GQ-cover-serious to mischievous little boy—and I start to feel my skin, like, getting turned inside out.”

         “All right, fewer Tiger Beat sensations.…So you go up and tell him about your predicament.”

         “The flooded bar or the fact that I’ve only got thirty days to hit three?”

         “You tell him you need to ask him for a favor…” Will said.

         “Weirdly, he gets his drink and walks straight over to me,” Whitney said. “Stands right there and keeps smiling. Asks what I’m working on. Asks if he can sit down.”

         “Do you tell him that you’re a professional woman with an important job that can’t be disrupted by German-English movie stars of a certain woman-melting age?”

         “I tell him about the show and he says it’s exactly the sort of thing he wishes he got asked to read for more often. That it’s just another strike against an agent who hasn’t given him anything good to look at lately.”

         “By this time he’s sitting?”

         “He’s sitting, and I guess I’m pretending that he’s just another person staying at the hotel who’s come down for a nine-thirty nightcap.”

         “But you don’t tell him that while you’re a perfectly responsible twenty-nine-year-old woman, you have zero control over your heart, mind, and pussy in the presence of a bona fide celebrity?”

         Her face was overtaken by a wide wine smile. She really did love him. “I think it became clear by the end of the encounter.…But no, at that moment I acted as though I was just another industry executive who spends her life in meetings around famous people.”

         “You don’t tell him to forgive you, but you know everything about every woman he’s dated, every film he’s gone out for and failed to land, and how every critic described his cock when he unzipped his pants in the gigolo movie?”

         “A burnished bronze bell clacker,” she said.

         “A hazard in a lightning storm,” he said.

         “I edged up to it. We talked about streaming services. We talked about shows he liked. He talked about the mutant thing and the new PTA. I finished my drink and told him I’d seen a couple audition tapes of his. For something that never got made, from when he was fresh off the boat. West End straight to here, he’d said on the tape, and they asked him where he was living and he’d said a couple blocks off the park in the East Village. So I told him I lived right there these days.”

         “By yourself, all alone,” Will said.

         “It never really came up,” Whitney said. “But I got the sense that he wouldn’t have cared, either way.”

         “So it’s all just as you’d hoped it’d be out there. Shooting scripts and audition tapes and Adrien Green.”

         “We had another drink. He slid around the booth to look at the scenes I was reviewing. He gave some suggestions I didn’t ask for, and at some point his hand fell into my lap.”

         “Just like that.”

         “A nice little rhyme to your and my experiences.”

         “Bare legs, too?”

         “Jeans for me. But I got the picture. He paid for the drinks.”

         “So it’s his room or yours, then?” Will said. “I still can’t believe this.”

         “Here’s the thing,” Whitney said, smiling helplessly again, “he wasn’t even staying there. He was just making a dutiful little sweep of the hotel bars after a charity dinner he’d attended nearby.”

         “God, why didn’t I think of that? Get off the subway after work, scour the Standard and the Bowery. See if any beautiful bundles of nerves seem lonely?”

         “So he comes up to the room,” she said. “He plugs in his iPhone and puts on some English band from the eighties. He flips through the books on the coffee table…he actually uses all the stuff they set out to make the room look cool.”

         “And from there it’s from there.”

         “I…I guess that’s right. How much detail?…”

         “I don’t need to know much, I guess. I mean, I’ve seen the guy shirtless in every magazine we work with. And I’ve fucking seen him full-frontal on an Imax screen.”

         “He was shorter than I expected, if that’s any consolation.”

         “Shorter than me?”

         “Well…maybe still taller than you, but I was expecting the oversize muscle-bound mutant. Six-five or something.”

         “Did he sleep over?”

         “That’s a…that’s a question that’s hard…”

         “You just fucked all night.”

         “We stayed up for a while.”

         “Jesus,” Will said. “So what do we mean here? What are we talking?”

         “Well, we just kinda kept…I dunno.”

         “One after another in a hotel room on the beach,” Will said.

         “There were a couple, a few,” Whitney said. “And then a shower.”

         “He fucked you in the shower.”

         “Then a couple more hours, I dunno.”

         “Whitney. I got a bloody nose and a black eye, and you played out your all-time fantasy.”

         “Look, it wasn’t anything. He’s mostly an idiot.”

         “Who was nominated for an Academy Award. Who has a cock that every late-night host and male lead in Hollywood has paid homage to with envious jokes.”

         “Look, it was too big, if you want to know the truth. It was gross.”

         “Whit!”

         “I don’t know what you want me to say!” She was laughing now. Pink in her cheeks, guilt gleaming in her teeth. “I’m telling you the truth—it was way too big, it wasn’t for me.”

         “You’re saying you could barely get your mouth around it,” he said.

         “Will,” she said.

         “It’s so gross, but you can’t stop hopping aboard for another ride. Light comes up and it’s time to go to set, and hearts are still pouring out of your eyes as he strolls out the door and says he can’t wait to see you again.”

         “It was one night. He doesn’t give a shit about me,” she said. “I never heard from him again. It was purely sexual.”

         Will strained his hair through his fingers, his face practically in the gambes.

         “Seriously, that’s all it was,” she said. “It’s the whole point of what this was about!”

         “I hope that counted for all three. I hope that gave you the nice rounded-out experience you were looking for when you suggested three instead of one.”

         “That’s not fair—we agreed on three together.”

         “I’ll take that to mean it didn’t count as all three.”

         “Look, I’m not exactly loving hearing about yours, either,” she said. “But I didn’t say all that to hurt you. I just, I’m telling you the truth, ’cause those are the rules, and what’s the point of lying at this stage? It was one night with this one guy.”

         “The longest night with the biggest movie star with the biggest dick.”

         “A movie star with a big dick.”

         “It was purely sexual. Christ,” he said. “The explanation that puts everyone at ease.”

         “Well, guess what?” she said. “You’re up. But I’ve got to go to the bathroom first.”

         “Ask the waitress for another bottle of wine if you see her,” he said.

         Earlier in the year, they turned twenty-nine within a couple weeks of one another and celebrated with an all-expenses-paid trip back down to school. Whitney had been invited to give a talk at the arts-and-media fair where she’d learned about TV jobs in the first place. But the trip also served as an anniversary of sorts. It was the overnight-blooming spring of that part of the country, during the same time of year when they’d first met. The spring of the basketball tournament. The spring of the Masters. The spring of Thomas Wolfe’s plump adjectives. This was why they’d chosen to go to school where they’d gone. They’d both visited then, and walked right into the marketing scheme—the trees plugged in like strands of neon, the students slung out half naked on the quads, classes outside, classes dismissed. And though they’d skipped previous reunions, and felt in almost all ways beyond it, they were heavily tethered still, too. They didn’t miss opportunities like this one—to feel the feeling of that place again, over and over. It was, after all, their point of origin. It was where they’d found each other during the time of year when they’d changed their lives for good.

         On their first night back on campus, Will parked at the edge of the gardens, where he knew there was a break in the hedge. They were on their way to dinner, she didn’t know what he was doing. No one was allowed in the gardens after dark—same rules as ever. But it had never kept anyone out. It was one of the unofficial graduation requirements, sex in the gardens. They’d missed some of the others but had checked that one off before the last day of classes. She’d brought a blanket and worn a skirt and no underwear. Now, as then, they strolled into the gardens hand in hand. There were no lights except the bright blue emergency beacons. They found the path by squinting and consulting the yellowed map in their heads. Whitney bent at the waist to sniff the flowers. Will stared up into the royal canopy of the sky and at the stars that pierced through crisply. There was an underwater darkness. They found the clearing, the wide-open grassy hill where students liked to lie out and read or toss a baseball around. And in the vicinity of where they’d first encountered one another, Will slowed his steps and dropped to a knee.

         He had a ring in his hand—the ring his mom had given Will that he kept in a shoebox in their closet, the ring Whitney had never known about. Her fingers flew to her mouth, a gesture Will had never seen Whitney make before. She started crying and she lifted Will to his feet. She hugged him and he could feel the dampness on his chest, the quake in her bones. But he couldn’t tell if she’d said yes. She was getting snotty and he held her face in his hands and asked her what she’d said. She nodded but didn’t say it and he took it to be good enough. He slid the ring onto a finger of her shaking hand, but it was too big—for her ring finger and any other. And so he pocketed the ring. They would have forever to get it right. It was the perfect surprise. It was exactly the right place and exactly the right time. And though he couldn’t make out her face in the darkness as they walked back to the car, he figured she must’ve looked as happy as he’d always hoped she would.

         They decided not to tell anyone that night. Not while they were down at school and not right away when they got back to New York. It was tacky to post something so meaningful to social media. Besides, they’d need to tighten the band first. Till then, the ring could go back in the shoebox in the closet. They talked about telling their parents or at least a couple friends, but they pushed it to the end of the weekend and then it was a very busy week at work, one of the busier weeks of the year for each of them. And before long it was another weekend, and it had been nine days of silence. Of late nights at the office and early mornings at the gym. Of no meals at home together and not much chatter. No conversation about a potential date or venue. They’d talked about locations before, in the abstract: somewhere on the coast in California, somewhere in the neighborhood in New York. But there was something that obviously hadn’t locked into place the way it should.

         One night that second week back, he asked her about it. She denied anything was wrong. They fought a little bit about the full sink of dirty dishes and the pileup of laundry in the corner of the studio. A week later, in for the night on a Friday, they drank whiskey and lemonade, and as they drained the cocktail shaker they finally cut to it. She was worried. Not just about her, but about him. They were meant to be together, she was certain, but there was something that had been gnawing at her, she said, low-level gumming her guts for years. They were still young. But they’d spent their twenties together. They’d gotten old prematurely. What happened if that suppression of twenties-dom reared its head someday down the road? If all the crazy, if all the lost nights, if all the solitary searching and shame they’d skipped right over bubbled up and buried them alive at a future time and place TBD? What then?

         He knew her well. He knew what she was really saying. “You’re worried I’m gonna want to fuck other people,” he said.

         She didn’t answer right away. She had tears in her eyes and she looked at him cautiously. “I’m worried about you, I’m worried about me.…We’re still…changing. We’re still becoming who we are. We still have some things to figure out, don’t we?”

         “I’d never do that to you and you’d never do that to me,” he said, still caught up on the first part.

         “That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hit me here,” she said, placing painted nails on her stomach.

         “So what,” he said.

         “So nothing,” she said.

         And they danced around it for the rest of the night, and the next day and the day after that. And neither of them told anyone else anything. But then one night while they were screwing around, teasing each other’s bodies, bringing each other to the edge, they started saying it aloud. For fun at first, just speaking the words, making one imagine what it would be like if the other were with a stranger. To be single for a night, a weekend, a couple weeks max. To bury the question for good. To go out and have one last time, or maybe two, or at the absolute max three. It was like someone had cracked open the window and let the outside in, a razor-sharp breeze in the bedroom.

         No one knew about the engagement still. Another week passed. There was an elaboration of the fantasy. Busy days at work, but a rush to get home. More sex than they’d had in years. Personas embodied. Strangers come between them. He asked her if they should finally tell their parents. She said it was probably a good idea. But nobody called home. Not yet.

         Another few days. Her bosses asked her if she could spend a month in L.A. To keep an eye on the production of a pilot she’d helped to develop. On previous trips out west she’d stayed with Will’s folks, but this was different. This was the most critical trip of her nascent career. She had to be in Santa Monica. Close enough for when they needed her when they needed her. They’d put her up in a nice hotel. It was the perfect opportunity, she told him. It would be one month, five weeks max. Late April to late May. A discrete period. Away from here. Somewhere else. Both of us with one month to work out what needed working out.

         He was stunned. He couldn’t believe she was serious. She saw the hurt in the lines around his mouth, and she flew across the apartment to his side, assuring him that she was just kidding, she didn’t mean it, it was only a game for the bedroom.

         He told her he thought maybe she was right, and that he could do it if she could do it. Only, could she really do it? She was the one who kicked him in the shins when his eyes followed a pair of yoga pants across the street. Who flicked his forehead when he smiled too long at a barista. Who twisted up the bedsheets when he described the summer associates fresh out of Stanford and Yale, lawyers who were so much younger than she was now, leggy redheads and petite blondes.

         Four or five weeks. She thought about it. She could handle it if he could handle it, she said. She was pretty sure she could.

         “One, then?” he said.

         “One it is,” she said.

         And with their minds sweating a little at the prospect, their hands and mouths found each other’s bodies right there, and she wound up bent over the couch, her dress pushed up around her waist, her hair gripped tightly in her fiancé’s fist.

         Then one became two and two became three. Three was the only number that made sense, they decided. A variety of experience, a triangulation. A system that enabled each to take a swing right out of the box. That wouldn’t necessitate an assessment of whether the he or she across the bar was good enough for the one and only shot. Two meant too much comparison and contrast, an attempt at the full spectrum of possibility as defined by two points on a line. But three—three provided depth and shading and roundnesses. Three meant opportunity in three dimensions, three dimensions of a lifetime of experience crowded into a month of secret living.

         Whitney in L.A. Will in NYC.

         1-2-3, they’d call it.

         1-2-3, in emails and texts and occasionally over the phone.

         1-2-3, they said in front of a friend before Whitney left for California, and the friend was none the wiser.

         They wouldn’t tell a soul. They wouldn’t tell one another until the end of it all, when they’d go somewhere special to reveal the scheme in full. They would take a trip, Memorial Day weekend. After it was wrapped, after the month-plus apart. They’d get on a plane and drink in the details of a foreign city and then, on the final evening, fill each other in on the plot points of their lives while they’d been living on opposite edges of the continent. Together, on their trip, they would walk the streets and see the sights and fall in love all over again. And on the very last night, they would sit across from one another and eat strange food and hopefully not barf from envy and rage as they spilled their secrets about what they’d done and who they’d done it with.

         The flash-fried rice balls followed Whitney back from the bathroom to the bar.

         “What if I told you there wasn’t a Number Two?” Will said.

         “I’d know you were lying,” she said, sitting down. “I see it in your eyes that you want this one to hurt.”

         “I don’t want it to hurt. I’m the one who asked you to marry me. I’m the one who was fine with everything as it was.”

         “And so it’s all my fault, all this. You get to chase twenty-five-year-olds around the East Village—that burden? I’m responsible for holding your feet to that fire?”

         “I’m just saying, I didn’t need it. And I’ll never need it again. But let me preface this by saying I don’t think you’re gonna like Number Two.”

         “Petite-er, blonde-er.”

         “I slept with Kelly Kyle.”

         “What?”

         “It happened once, not much to report.”

         “What the fuck?!”

         “Hold on, hold on, look…”

         “There was one rule. One cardinal rule. No one we knew. No one who knew both of us. No one we fucking work with.”

         “Hold on. Kelly left. She put in for a transfer. Her last day was a few weeks ago.”

         “I said: no friends, no coworkers. Not Lily. Not Christina. Not Kelly. I remember literally naming her.”

         “Look, I’m sorry, but we don’t work together anymore. I knew better than that.”

         “There was a reason it had to be strangers.”

         “Don’t make this more than it is. You know the disadvantage I had. You were in a city all alone with endless options, all working in the industry. You were surrounded by movie stars and people you had a million things in common with. I was stuck in our apartment, couldn’t bring anyone home, couldn’t use the bee app, couldn’t meet people through work. I either had to creep at bars or, I don’t know what. How do people meet other people without their friends or phones?”

         “I just wish it wasn’t someone I’ve met,” she said. “Someone I can picture.”

         “Trust me, I can picture Adrien Green better than you can picture her.”

         “The day we ran into her and her boyfriend in the Rockaways.”

         “That was, like, three years ago.”

         “Those perfect giant round tits. That line that no one’s supposed to have running right down the middle of her stomach.”

         “Whit, I don’t know what to say. Want me to skip this one? I’m sorry this upsets you. I’m sorry it’s easy for you to say It was purely sexual but not to hear it.”

         “It wasn’t, though,” she said. “That’s the whole thing. You had history. She was, like, your work wife…”

         “Jesus, no she wasn’t. This whole thing is exactly as fucked as I thought it would be,” he said. “I’m glad it’s over and I hope you got what you needed.”

         “What I needed? There it is again! You’re such a prince for letting us do this. You’re such a noble innocent for your sacrifice.”

         “How ’bout you dive into your Number Two, then?” Will said.

         “What did you tell her about us?”

         “I said you were in L.A. and we were on a break.”

         “And what did she say? Was she surprised?”

         “She didn’t ask for more. People’s relationships are complicated. She said she hoped we figured out what would make us happiest.”

         “Do you think she told anyone?”

         “I asked her not to.”

         “And what about that guy—is she still dating him?”

         “They broke up a while ago, I guess. She’s been single and struggling with it. That was part of why she’s moving back to Chicago. Nothing keeping her here. Some friends. But she’s from there. Figured it was the right time.”

         “So, how?”

         “Her going-away drinks. I wasn’t planning on it. I wasn’t scheming.”

         “You have a few beers and just stay later than everyone else,” Whitney said.

         “That’s definitely one thing I missed out on by being with you all this time,” Will said. “I missed staying out hours later than I wanted to, chasing the slimmest chance around town, burning through cash, and coming up empty-handed at four in the morning in a weird neighborhood.”

         “But not this time,” Whitney said. “You knew this one was in the bag.”

         “C’mon,” Will said. “I get along with lots of the women I work with.”

         “And none more than this one. All those happy hours at Johnny-O’s.”

         “Cheapest beers near the office. So what? We liked to go for beers after work.”

         “All those long hours and late nights. You must’ve wondered about it.”

         “What are you doing? What are you trying to pin on me?”

         “I just mean there were a lot of drinks over three years. A lot of shared bitching about coworkers and clients. It’s not like it’s out of the realm of possibility. It happens to people. It has happened to people…”

         Will fixed her with a disbelieving stare. “There was a woman, my age, at work for a stretch, with whom I occasionally drank beers, because she was actually down to drink beers. That’s it.”

         “And that’s all it is to me, too. But there was something longstanding. There was something in the air, is all I mean.…You never fucked her before?”

         “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

         “Might as well get it all out now. I’m just asking the questions while I have the opportunity.”

         “You didn’t have to react this way,” Will said. “This was the thing I worried about most the whole time. You coiling back down into that snake pit and getting me for the same old fucking thing I’ve more than paid for. You could’ve held on for twenty more minutes, gotten to the end of all this, and decided to be okay with it, but instead—”

         “You’re the one who broke the rules,” Whitney said. “I’m just trying to lend a little context to the encounter.”

         “Well, now you know,” Will said. “You’re up. Go on, Number Two.”

         “You head home with her from the party,” Whitney said, undeterred. “Where does she live?”

         Will scraped his fork around the plate. He chewed slowly and the volume of the dining room crashed over them.

         “East 80-something…” He swallowed and watched the light change in her face. “Look at that fucking grin. It’s exactly what you’d hoped, isn’t it?”

         “It makes me feel better.”

         “You’re such a fucking snob.”

         “Close to the Met because she loves art so much?”

         “Closer to York.”

         “Even better.”

         “So I head up there with her after the thing. We’re both pretty beat. I, unlike you, don’t have it in me to spend eight straight hours going at it.”

         “But you get her clothes off. You get to see those glorious tits.”

         “The apartment smells like kitty litter. There’s three or four half-drunk Juice Press bottles in the fridge.”

         “More please.”

         “White carpeting with scattered wine stains. A stand-up AC instead of an in-window unit. I don’t know. Mailings of summer offers from SoulCycle. A membership application to The Wing. A fridge with a dozen Save the Dates. One of those little word-magnet things spelling out a lyric from ‘Formation’—”

         “I love you,” Whitney said, cutting him off. “I’m sorry I lost it for a second. I know you, I trust you, I didn’t even mean what I was saying. I know you didn’t do anything intentionally hurtful. I recognize that you’re one of the good ones. I’m sorry.”

         “If there’s anything I’ve learned this month,” Will said, “it’s that this thing here is good, okay? You’re good to me, I’m good to you. That’s it.”

         “I know,” she said swallowing hard, serious very suddenly. “I feel the same way. I love you, and I want to do this with you, and I’m sorry about a minute ago.”

         “I love you, too. But do me a favor and think back and count. How many times with Adrien Green?”

         She failed to quell the rush of blood to her face. She failed to suppress the grin that knew the precise answer. “It’s hard to count. What’s the number you’re looking for?”

         “How many times did you stop and start again?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “You’re lying. I can see how crystal-clearly you know the number.”

         “Enough…”

         “Four, five…” he said.

         “Nine?”

         “Nine?!”

         “Twelve?”

         “Whitney!”

         “I don’t know. Six. I don’t know!”

         “So a new record,” Will said.

         “I guess it felt like a record.”

         “It was purely sexual.”

         “Something to shoot for, then,” she said, placing a hand in his lap.

         “It was too big, it was gross.”

         The waitress dropped off a single cube of pork belly.

         “So, what,” Whitney said, drawing her hand back to her knife, “you snap her bra off with one free hand and dim the lights with the other?”

         “The whole time I’m thinking of you,” Will said.

         “Give me a fucking break.”

         “You and the petite blonde who broke my nose—I can’t get either of you out of my mind.”

         “I’ll bet Kelly gives effortful head.”

         “I don’t know.”

         “I bet she watches herself in the mirror above the bureau that’s caked in foundation dust. I bet she watches porn for tricks and practices on her hairbrush.”

         “All based on a conversation at the beach three years ago?”

         “I’ve met her other times. I met her at that holiday party. You glean things.”

         “It was all fine.”

         “You do it this way and that. You shove your face between her legs. She says, You have great hands.”

         “All I wanted to do was go to sleep. I couldn’t stay up any later. I was thinking about work again.”

         “You run your tongue along the heart she’s shaved into her bush.”

         “It didn’t look like she’d been up to much down there for a while, if you really want to know. Unlike Number One, she did not appear to be expecting company. Based on the mess of mail, and the cat box, and whatever was going on with that situation…”

         “So between the downstairs nothing and the downstairs everything of your pair, you really did catch the full spectrum we thought wouldn’t be possible with just two, huh?”

         “The missing variety of seven years out of the game,” he said.

         “You ask her to ride you so you can watch her bounce,” she said. “So you can stare at that line on her stomach.”

         “I don’t even know what this line is you keep referring to.”

         “You know the line. Which is why you try out all the positions, to get a good look at every inch of that body. You flip her around. You smack her butt. You pull her hair—not too hard, though, ’cause, remember, you’re one of the good guys.”

         “She faked a couple big crescendos.”

         “And we’ve already revealed the fact that you certainly didn’t get there.”

         “While I was buttoning up my shirt, she asked me if I wanted her to try again. I told her that it was okay, it had been great anyway. Her face scrunched up and she told me she could just add it to the list of things she’d failed at recently. I started getting dressed a little faster. I didn’t love where this was going. She said she was leaving New York because it had spit her out and left her with nothing to show for her years there. She was heading home and she knew she’d never leave Chicago again. A few hours earlier, she’d told everyone at the party that going home was the thing she was most looking forward to on earth. Now she’s crying and I can’t find one of my shoes, and so I hand her the tissue box on the floor near the headboard. She doesn’t take it. Just lies there, with the covers up to her waist and tears in her eyes, her tits slipping off the tabletop of her chest, just kinda pooled up there in her armpits. Man, they look like a pain in the ass to deal with. Just, the whole scene…I felt terrible.”

         “But you leave anyway.”

         “I leave and tell her I’m sure I’ll see her again before she gets out of town.”

         “But you don’t.”

         “I don’t.”

         “Poor Kelly.”

         “Your Number Two, then,” Will said. “Please.”

         “You’re not just framing it all this way for my benefit?” Whitney said. “The bloody nose. The tears. The boredom through and through.”

         “I guess you’ll never know.”

         “But it’s useful for me to know before I head into this one. Just to help me calibrate my telling.” She sipped from a nearly full glass and considered the volume of liquid. “We’ll never finish the second bottle.”

         “What are you talking about?” he said. “We have half that chalkboard left.”

         They took a break and teased each other about their eating and their drinking. A breather before diving into Whitney’s second, and each of their thirds. The server brought the new dishes at an accelerated pace. Spiny urchin shells stuffed with whipped uni. Razor clams. A pair of ruby-red langoustines. A bowl of fried potatoes. They were getting fatter. Their teeth were turning pink. The overhead fan had stopped for some reason and they were starting to sweat through their clothes.

         He’d never felt the sensation of her belonging to him more than he did just then. And that same feeling of possession was overwhelming her in the moment, as well. Whatever they’d devised for themselves, it had worked, it was working. He wanted to break the new record she’d set. She wanted to make sure he never had an up-close look at another woman’s pubic hair again.

         “Go on, then,” Will said. “Number Two.”

         “He was old.”

         “Forty.”

         “Fifty-five.”

         “C’mon.”

         “One of the things they wanted me to do while I was out there was make a last-ditch play to get this novelist to let us option his first book. It’s not my favorite thing, but John read it in college and it changed him or whatever, and he’d failed to get this guy to go with us before.”

         “A novelist.”

         “It’s a boring story,” she said. “But he’s lived in the Palisades for twenty-five years. Has two grown kids with a first wife. Published those first couple books, wasted some time with screenplays that were never made. But John saw a series in his debut. The guy’s nice, nice-looking, still has his hair.…But this house. I’d never seen anything like it. Exposed beams and ceilings and glass walls, and just lush like I didn’t know it could be in L.A.”

         “A novelist,” Will said again, and Whitney rolled her eyes.

         “The book’s not even good. I did it as a favor to John. I drank the guy’s coffee. I made an appeal. I knew he had no intention of working with us. I could’ve left, but I wanted to tour the house. These warm rooms where the light splashed in. Bookshelves on every wall. His kids were handsome and didn’t look like the sort who were doing blow in Hollywood clubs at fourteen—but what do I know? The ex-wife was an actress. I said she looked familiar even though she didn’t, and he said she was on some network shows in the nineties. He was tan, nineties-handsome himself. I don’t know, there wasn’t anything in particular about it, except I was running out of time out there, and I’ve always been curious what it’d be like to be with someone that age. He didn’t want to do the show, and I could care less, but I thought I’d make his day. It was simple as that. I didn’t want to leave yet. I really wanted to get another look around. I really wanted to see the upstairs.”

         “So you fucked the house.”

         She laughed. She looked uncomfortably full. “I guess that’s right.”

         “You asked for an extended tour.”

         “I just went upstairs and he followed me and I guess I sat on the edge of the bed and he sat on the edge of the bed and nobody said anything, and then it just happened. No booze. Conventional as can be. I imagine with guys like that, they either get divorced and bang hookers, or they just kinda pack their dicks away and try to be a halfway-decent little-league coach for a while. I got the distinct impression that he was the latter.”

         “The un-Adrien-Green.”

         “It was perfectly pleasant.”

         “That’s kinda gross, though. That’s fucking old.”

         Whitney shrugged. “It was warm upstairs. He knew enough about what he was doing. He’d lived over there most of his life, you know? He’d been married and he’d probably dated plenty of beautiful women. The sort who are just…around. He was probably more confused than anything. Halfway through, he needed to catch his breath and I sorta did the work on top.”

         “But you got there anyway. Nice and primed from a record-breaking effort.”

         “You couldn’t even call it the full thing that I’m used to, though.”

         “Un-Adrien to the max.”

         “It was like, I dunno, sliding down into a bath or something. Different than I’d had in a long time. Definitely not bad, definitely not better.”

         “Whereas the other one’s what?”

         Whitney thought about it. She wanted to get it exactly right. “Glass shattering?”

         Will rubbed his face in an exaggerated fashion.

         “I had my eyes closed and didn’t really look at him much and wondered after the fact if he’d maybe felt used. It really was, like, we couldn’t have been less connected. But it seemed to work for him. I guess I know what I’m doing, too.”

         “Please tell me you used a condom. The way you’re saying it, this doesn’t sound like a condom situation.”

         “I don’t know,” she said, and she felt Will’s eyes boring deeper. “I don’t think we did. But it’s fine. I got tested when I got back to New York. Everything’s fine.”

         “You let a fucking stranger old guy, who lived in L.A. in the nineties, come inside you?”

         Will put his forehead flat on the bar.

         “It all worked out okay,” she said.

         “You can be fucking careless sometimes,” he said without moving.

         “And you made some decisions I don’t love.…But we made it through unscathed.”

         Will sat up again. “What were you thinking? Seriously?”

         “I wasn’t, I guess. It didn’t even occur to me. I didn’t have much time. I had to take what was in front of me. Just like you. I know you think I had it easier, but that’s just not the case. The rest of the trip was production all day, every day. I just wasn’t thinking too hard about it. Sorry.”

         “An old guy with a nice house,” Will said.

         “Just like a young guy, but old,” Whitney said.

         “What did the novelist have to say for himself afterward?”

         “He thanked me in this deeply gracious and depressing way. The whole thing was a little surreal. Maybe it didn’t happen.”

         “Adrien Green wakes up your body and you can’t wait to put it to use again. You find the first living breathing thing with a garden and a custom modern home on the Westside.”

         “I’m twenty-nine years old. Every day I get older, my body gets grosser. I’m on the clock. Besides, it wasn’t right away after Adrien. I was running out of days.”

         “Okay…” he said, swallowing. “So what about Number Three, then?”

         Her brows flexed, extremely anxious-seeming all of a sudden. “You first,” she said.

         “Well…” he said, pausing and dropping his eyes to his plate again. “I have another confession to make. And you might not like this one, either.”

         “Oh, Will…” She looked like a different person than she had ten seconds ago.

         “You might want to finish that wine.”

         “Who?”

         “Just finish it.”

         “Who?!”

         The bartender and the waitress turned toward them. They’d finally made them notice.

         Will dragged some strange noodles around a dish of burgundy goo. He couldn’t tell if the contents came from land or sea.

         “There, uh, there wasn’t a Number Three,” Will said. “Sorry. I…know what the deal was. But I was a little shook after all the crying. No Three for me, unfortunately.”

         Whitney stared at him blankly and her breathing shifted.

         “I know it’s not what we said,” he continued, “but I figured of all the options, you’d be better with fewer rather than—”

         “I didn’t…” she said, cutting him off, and swallowing hard, seizing on something, some window of opportunity. “I didn’t find three guys, either.…Just two.”

         They sat there on their stools in silence, letting the revelations linger. They looked all at once drained. Paralyzed, almost, by their symmetry. They reached beneath the bar and squeezed each other’s hands. They kneaded each other’s fingers and knuckles and palms, and it felt like something they could do for the rest of their lives.

         “This is good,” Will said, smiling disbelievingly.

         “This is exactly why this is meant to be,” Whitney said, snorting with an incredible relief.

         They sat there in the thickness of what they’d done and what they hadn’t done. The way they’d operated in the world without one another, yet in unison nonetheless.

         “Adrien counted as two, anyway,” Will said.

         “And Kelly, then, too. A penalty for breaking the coworker rule.”

         “Former coworker.”

         “It all worked out,” Whitney said, eyes wet now, eyes red.

         “And it did what you were hoping it would do?”

         “I don’t know what to say,” she said. “I guess I just…needed this so that I never had to wonder again.”

         “Now we know,” Will said.

         “Now we know,” Whitney said, smiling sadly, uncertainly. “Thank you.”

         They drank from their glasses, but couldn’t touch another bite.

         “Oh, one final confession…” It was Will. “I should tell the whole truth before we leave, and admit that I downplayed it—all of it, unfortunately. Each was, in fact, the best I’ve ever had.”

         Whitney laughed, an overwhelming release of pent-up tension. “I downplayed it, too.”

         “I don’t think that’s possible.”

         “‘A new record,’” she said.

         “A new record,” he said. “Jesus.”

         A piece of chocolate cake arrived, as though their waitress had understood where they’d wound up. And with the cake, the check. All that food, chef’s choice, for half as much as they’d expected. What a meal. What a final night. What a way to cinch up the experiment. It went as well as they could’ve hoped. A vacation. A revelation. An eradication of the gnawing questions.

         And now they were ready. They would leave in the morning. They would return once again to the apartment they shared, to the places where they existed both separately and together, to the country and to the life. They would be married in ten to fourteen months, on a cliff or in a meadow or near the windows of a restaurant that didn’t cost too much to buy out. They would pick up the societal soldering iron, and carefully, consciously, fuse themselves together for good. They’d acted as they’d intended. They’d done what they needed to do. They’d played by the rules and they’d come clean. Now they would walk to the Airbnb, wake up early, catch a cab to the airport, and settle into their seats for the plane ride back to New York. The trip was finally over. It was time to go home.
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