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To all my girlfriends









1


Get Out of My Sight


››


He’s sitting by one of the white tables on the lawn, talking to his business partner. They laugh at something, but stop when everyone’s asked to quiet down. The lighting dims and he watches the movie projected on the screen by the stage. Up until that moment, he has no idea that there’s such a thing as me. Up until that moment, I have no idea that there’s such a thing as him. But we’re soon to find out.


It’s mid-September and I’m in the middle of a rough patch. I feel stuck and I don’t know what to do to change that, so I’m pissed off at everyone and everything. There are still some joyful moments, such as this wedding of my two friends, Tom and Alison. They’re now sitting in front of the screen, roaring with laughter as they watch my movie along with the other guests. Once it’s over, everyone applauds and we go straight back to the dance floor, but then Tom tugs at me and says, “Come, they want to meet the director.”


“Come where? Who’s they?”


“My mom’s friends.”


“No, no, too drunk for introductions!”


He clears a path through the crowd and the scattered tables across the lawn and I trudge behind him.


“They’re in biotech. Marine biotech.”


“Biotech? What does that have to do with me?”


But Tom doesn’t reply since we’ve already reached the table where the “distinguished owners of Delmar Bio Solutions” are seated—at least that’s what he announces as he stands behind me, gently placing his hands on my shoulders and shoving me toward them. “This is our girl, Noa Simon.”


“Pleased to meet you.” A handsome bearded man with short gray hair and a confident handshake grins at me, examining me with glimmering eyes. “Richard Harrington.”


The other one is clean-shaven, his full head of hair combed back, a big, fat man dressed in a white shirt—or, on second glance, pink— one button excessively undone, exposing a hint of his tanned chest. He looks at me and gives a polite smile, leans in heavily and shakes my hand—”Teddy Rosenfeld”—then leans back again.


Richard says that my movie was really something special, that he’s seen numerous wedding videos, but this one “had a different kind of flare.”


“So, you’re a filmmaker?” Richard inquires while Teddy lights a cigarette.


I tell them that I’m in the industry, but I haven’t made my own film yet. Richard pulls up a chair and invites me to sit. Teddy stays silent, surveying me with brown eyes and a serene smile that makes me want to pick up the folding chair and smash it over his head.


I take a seat, and Richard asks me what I’d like to drink, as though we’re at a restaurant rather than a wedding. He asks if I’ve ever made corporate films, then briefly tells me about Delmar and the work they require. I’m working on a daytime television show and I don’t have time for another job, but I hear him out and ask the right questions. I’m trying to understand what they’re offering, even as I doubt it matches up with my own aspirations. Richard is hearty and charming. Teddy’s no longer involved in the conversation, so much so that he faces the stage the way people do at the beach, pivoting to make sure their direction faces the coming sunset.


Richard, on the other hand, is still engaged. “To be honest, we’re already in talks with an agency. But you’ve got something going on, I can tell you that!”


“Thank you so much.”


“So not only can you make films—now we know you’re also charming!” I like Richard’s smile.


“As are you both! Well, mostly you. Teddy is obviously the less charming between the two of you.”


Teddy turns his head toward us at the sound of his name, looks directly at me and says, “What’s that?”


“About seventy percent less, give or take,” I add.


Richard bursts out laughing. “She’s razor-sharp this one. Had you figured out in no time.”


Teddy looks at me. “What did you say?”


“I said you’re not as charming as Richard.”


“Richard is incredibly charming, not exactly fair competition.”


“True, you never stood a chance. Why’d you even sign up?”


Something changes in his expression. Maybe I pissed him off? I offer a mischievous smile. He gives me a weird look, but then finally turns to face me.


“Noa.” I remind him of my name, in case he’d forgotten it.


“I know,” he says quietly.


The music suddenly stops, and the new silence is accompanied by the deafening shriek of microphone feedback. The newlyweds’ siblings have prepared some entertaining content: a song-and-dance routine. The guests stay in their seats but listen enthusiastically. A sudden interruption midconversation—is this even interesting? The three of us form a unified front. I stay put and listen, the moment enabling me to somewhat process the situation. I now realize just how much I’ve had to drink. I sense a kind of slight, uncontrollable tremble through my body, which then turns into a shiver. Teddy notices it. The siblings have reached the chorus again. His eyes remain on me until he sharply turns them elsewhere. I feel a little overexposed, but I’m still enjoying sitting at the table with him, as though we’re just two people who happened to stand next to each other during a moment of silence. I watch him: while the table blocks my view of his shoes, I see his legs spread apart, the extravagant wristwatch, palm serenely placed over his knee, ringless fingers.


The song comes to an end and everyone applauds.


“So, how come you haven’t made your own film yet?” He was listening after all.


“Because I haven’t managed to write it yet.”


“Haven’t managed? What’s it about?”


“It’s not something I can explain in a minute.”


“How can you write something you can’t even pitch?”


“It’s complicated.”


“Do you know what you want? You need to know precisely what you want.”


“Absolutely disagree. If you know precisely what you want at the start, you will ruin the creative process.”


“I don’t know anything about the creative process.”


“I can tell.”


“You married?”


“No.”


This exchange is happening very swiftly and our eyes are locked throughout.


Richard hasn’t kept up with us. He tries to resume the lighthearted chat, gesturing to me: “All right, well, come by the office and we’ll have a chat, maybe we’ll manage to get something going.”


“Sure, I’ll give you a call and we’ll set a time,” I hear myself saying.


“Here you go.” Richard hands me his business card. Old school!


Tom’s mother then appears, draping her arms around Richard’s neck. “I see you’ve met our Noa. What a great movie! Totally brilliant! This is what I call talent!”


Richard beams with joy. “Yes, we’ve just met! And we’re trying to steal her away to make films for us at Delmar. What do you say about that?” Richard and Tom’s mother start talking, and I lean over the table, reaching for Teddy’s pack of cigarettes.


“Pass me one.” My hand doesn’t reach.


“For you, anything.”


I look at him and say in absolute seriousness, “Careful now.”


He hands me a cigarette and places his hand on his heart, smiling. I bring the cigarette to my mouth and place it between my lips with care. My heart’s pounding. We’ve hardly uttered a word, and I already feel like I’m going to pounce on this man and pull him over to me and I won’t loosen my grip, I won’t let go, until I swallow him whole, until there’s nothing left. In my mind’s eye, hyenas leap, their teeth tearing through the exposed flesh of a carcass. His eyes are still fixed on me, and the smile is still there. He tilts his head to the right, gesturing for me to come sit next to him. I get up, circle the table, and take a seat.


“Noa.” He says my name.


“Yes.” I grab his lighter and light my cigarette.


“The meeting’s over. You’re free to leave.”


“Then why did you call me over here?”


“What’s that?” He genuinely didn’t hear me, but he then adds, “To part company quietly.”


“I don’t feel like parting company just yet.”


“All right.” He allows me to remain by his side and glances around. “How are you finding the wedding so far?”


“I find it delightful and moving. And you?”


“I find it delightful and moving too,” he says dryly.


“Can’t wait to see how you look when you’re not delighted and moved.”


He looks at me and laughs. “You’re sweet. You are.” He retains his smile, displaying a disorganized set of teeth, canines slightly pointing inward, somewhat obscuring the other teeth. I find that mouth so beautiful.


“Well?” I’m impatient.


“Well what?”


“Well, what are you saying?”


“What am I saying?” He pauses and I tense up. “Don’t listen to Richard.”


“Richard said lots of things. Which part shouldn’t I listen to?”


“Don’t come to work for me.”


“Really? That’s what you’re saying?”


“Yes.”


“Then who’s going to make all your marine biotech blockbusters?”


“Don’t know. Don’t care.”


“Okay.” I pull the ashtray closer. “What makes you say that?”


“Sorry?” He leans in a bit, to hear better.


“I’m asking why would you say that?”


“Why do you think?”


“Well, I guess you have something against me. Or for me.”


His eyes are on me. “That’s right.”


“You only met me three minutes ago.”


“Which was enough.”


“You’re despicable.”


“You have no idea.” He smiles.


One of the waiters interrupts our conversation but I’m stuck formulating my reply. By the time his eyes return to me, I’m quick to attack, my face close to his. “No, you have no idea. You have no idea who I am and how despicable I can be. Sitting here as if you’ve claimed ownership over being a dick.”


He doesn’t bat an eyelash. “You should listen to me.”


“Don’t want to.”


“What do you want, then?”


“I want you to tell me what you have against me or for me.”


He smiles again. “I’m all for you.”


“So?”


“What?”


“Tell me what you want.”


He looks at me, his face lacking any and all emotion, and speaks quietly. “I told you what I want.”


“Then say it again, because I didn’t get it. Be explicit.”


“I want you to get up right now and get out of my sight because I’m dying to fuck you.”


Yes. There it is, that’s what I was after. “That’s more like it.”


My friends call me from afar to join them on the dance floor.


“It’s okay. Go on,” he says.


“Okay, I’m going, but I’ll be back,” I place my hand on his knee, crossing yet another border, passportless. “And Teddy, don’t you dare leave this wedding without telling me.”


“Wouldn’t dare.”


“I mean it.”


“Okay.” He means it too.


“Good. See you.” He watches me as I walk away.


We’re dancing. Laughing. And he’s there, a colossal weight of a man, right on the other side of the lawn. I occasionally glance in his direction. I can’t tell if he sees me, but I sense him watching the whole time. Or maybe not? I drink some more and need to pee, but I’m not sure I can risk it. I don’t want to waste another second. And how do I even look? It’s been hours since I last checked myself in the mirror—typical that everything would have smeared by now. And what if he goes home while I’m in the restroom? I can’t bear the thought. I confidently walk across to their table. Teddy’s in the same position, just like he’d promised. Richard isn’t there; maybe he went to stand in line for the chocolate fondue.


“Did I miss anything?” I sit beside him, sweating from the dancing.


“No.”


“Did you miss me?”


“Yes.”


“Good. I have to pee.”


“Oh yeah? So do I.”


“Lovely. Shall we both go then?”


“Yes.”


He rises from the chair and stands tall. He looks at me from above and we walk toward the restrooms. I’m a little too drunk; I keep missing fragments of seconds, tiny skips of time. Once we reach the restrooms, he opens a door to one of the stalls. We walk in, and he glances outside before he shuts the door. We’re together, alone. Top secret.


“Free at last!” I call out and hug him. He holds me and it feels so natural that I press myself into him, my head leaning against him as I shove my hand through his shirt and momentarily stroke his bare chest and neck. “Need to pee.”


I pull down my pants and underwear and sit on the not-so-clean toilet, but I don’t care right now. The stall’s really small; he leans on the door and doesn’t take his eyes off me.


“Nothing’s coming out. It’s the excitement. Happens to women too, difficulty peeing in certain situations.”


“I know.”


“Of course you do.”


The trickle begins and we both fall silent and listen to it, looking at each other and smiling. Done. Still sitting down, I take his hand and place my face in his palm. Something happens in that moment, I can sense it. He raises my chin, runs a finger across my jawline, then my lips, and my tongue gently glides over his thumb.


“My turn.” His voice is deep and cracked.


I rise, wipe and put my pants back on. We swap places: he stands with his back to me, unzips his pants and takes his cock out. I stand behind him. “You’re blocking my view!”


“Nothing to see here, ma’am, go on home.”


His arm is leaning against the wall and I peer from under it. I speak to his cock in a hushed shout, as one does when talking to someone at a loud party.


“Pleasure to meet you, I’m Noa!”


“Forget it, he can’t hear a thing.” Teddy pees and I’m satisfied.


“Very nice. Next time, I’m doing the holding.”


“We’ll see about that.” He zips up his pants. “All right, let’s go.”


“What? No. Not yet. No way.”


“Yes way. Let’s go.”


“No, no, no! There’s a whole world out there.”


“Same as here. Out.”


“But you said you wanted to. You told me.”


“And I also told you to get out of my sight. Come on.”


I look at him and feel sorry for being too drunk to persuade him. I attempt it nevertheless. “Nobody knows you’re here.”


“You and I know, which is plenty.”


“Teddy . . . you know this doesn’t happen every day.”


“I know that. Now forget about it and go back out to the dance floor, find yourself a nice guy and marry him.”


“What? Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why do I need to get married?”


“That’s usually how it goes.”


“Not for me.”


“Is that right? How old are you?”


“Thirty-six.”


He nods his head, then points at the door. “You go look for him, and then I’ll come to your wedding and we’ll go pee together again, deal?”


I realize that I’m not going to win this one. “Fine. But then I’m doing the holding.”


“Fine.”


He stands there, motionless. I do too. He runs his eyes over my body, all the way up until he reaches my eyes and stops.


“I can’t. I wish I could, but it’s not the right time.” He’s talking as though he’s at a business meeting. I extract his use of the word ‘wish’ and smile seductively.


“Behave yourself.” He means it.


“Okay. But let me tell you, you’re making the wrong call here, and there’s no woman in this world, in your entire lifetime, who’s wanted you as much as I want you.”


He suddenly turns serious, leans toward me, his face right above mine. “Enough. Out.”


He opens the door, and we exit without anyone noticing. I glance at the mirror to see what he’s been looking at. I go over to the bar and ask for some water. I drink and watch as Teddy returns to his table. He’s talking to Richard, still standing. They chuckle, and then he picks up his cigarettes and keys and says goodbye. No, this is not happening! The entire sum of my joy vanishes at once, everything is consumed into a great black hole gaping within me and there’s no point in anything anymore. How can he just stand there and talk to Richard when I’m still here, when we’re still here and we can steal away to a stall or a car or an empty street without anyone ever knowing? How can he leave without making sure he can reach me if he wants to? I suddenly feel very tired.


›


The following morning my head hurts. I can’t stop thinking about him, repeatedly recalling our glorious, all-too-short encounter. Teddy-Teddy-Teddy. I make coffee. Teddy Rosenfeld. Google—there he is. The Delmar Bio Solutions website. Oceanography. I read and learn that the company develops underwater monitoring systems, something about multispectral cameras, something about measuring bodies of water, something biomolecular. I don’t get any of it. It seems to be a serious, global corporation, very active, with offices abroad. Here’s a photo of him. My heart pounds. He’s really something. Smart, quick, beautiful, fat, sexy, despicable, not mine, somewhat mine, enough. The way he said ‘enough,’ as though I were a child who didn’t know when to stop. Well, if he doesn’t let me in, then he’s better off dead. Oh no, what if he dies? And how old is he? Who does he have? A wife, kids? How do I find out? He’s got me, but he won’t let me in.


Even though he saw. He saw who I am, he loved me immediately, he understood everything. He knows I understand too. I hate him for knowing we both understand, yet still letting me go. How dare he not call me this morning—he can easily get my number—leaving me on my own with the weight of our meeting. Is he thinking about all this? Does he even remember? Of course he does. My entire existence is reduced to the need for being the object of his desire, and all other components of life become redundant.


Later on, during my Friday coffee date with friends, I’m still wrapped up in it. I anxiously wait for Sharon, my best friend in the whole wide world, to be done with her errands and join us, and then I wait for her to finish her casual conversations with everyone and become mine and mine alone, sitting right next to me. Now I can be with Teddy again as I tell her about him, about how he said ‘Yes’ when I asked if he missed me, how he said ‘I wish’ and ‘Behave yourself.’ She likes him. My heart skips a beat when I quietly repeat those words, ‘Get out of my sight because I’m dying to fuck you.’


›


My joy turns into severe distress during Friday night dinner at my dad’s house.


Whenever I’m here, at this house in the suburbs, I feel the need to confirm that I’m just momentarily passing through and I’ll soon resume my own life—a life that is the complete opposite of the vast emptiness filling these rooms. My dad’s had a wife for years now— Mina. A quiet, desolate type, fair features and faded hair, not a color in sight. Even her eyes are hueless. Mina’s actually harmless and nice enough; she and my dad get along well, and I have a good, drama-free relationship with her.


My brother, Roy, lives with them. He’s three years younger than me. He occasionally babysits dogs or plants for people who go away on vacation, or he sleeps over at a friend’s place, but I guess living here suits him. For someone who left home at a young age, I find it a bizarre choice to live at your dad’s place at the age of thirty-three, but that’s just how Roy is.


The clearest advantage of coming over here is that Roy gives me weed. That is, I give him money—usually a bit extra, since he’s forever broke— and he takes care of the purchase.


I’m sitting in the kitchen under the fluorescent lights, sipping some water after having refused the juice Mina had offered. Even though I’d lived in this house for years, I still insist on feeling uncomfortable whenever I come over.


I’m holding my phone. It’s gone from simmering to boiling, and I have to find a way to write Teddy, talk to him, see him. Explain that I need him to acknowledge me immediately, otherwise something bad might happen. I mean, he’s currently somewhere, sitting or standing or lying down. Teddy. All it takes is to think of his name for my heart to start racing, for me to willingly give up everything I have, just to know that he’s mine. Especially when I’m here. But I have none of him, and I have to leave it be.


I can’t drink booze after yesterday but I shouldn’t stay sound of mind, so at least I can get my delivery and get a little high. I go down to the basement—home to my man-child brother, who came out like a pro when he was only sixteen, and maybe since he was so mature for his age back then he remained stuck in perpetual adolescence.


We light up, I mix in tobacco and he doesn’t. He tells me about some Austrian he’s about to meet tonight, who isn’t the guy he’d been with last week, of course, and most likely won’t be the guy he’ll meet next week. And despite the nature of his love life, in a strange and even logical way, maybe even more than I do, Roy dreams of a family life—2.4 children and a pink picket fence.


Banal conversation, awful food, same tiring dynamic at these meals. At least Roy’s making me laugh. My dad—or more like the neurotic cloud through which one could spot the man who used to be my dad—is ceaselessly offering up discussion topics, as though even the briefest moment of silence would testify to the lack of connection among the four unfortunate people sitting here together, around the chicken in instant chicken broth. Mina comes to the rescue and tells us about a Gloria Estefan concert. The central narrative involves a mix-up concerning seat numbers.


But who am I to say anything? It’s not like I got married and had a family and now they can come over to my place for a nice Friday night dinner, under a warm light.


›


It’s only in the middle of the night that I suddenly get it.


I wake up on the couch at my place, certain that I should quickly eat something sweet and follow it up with something salty. Then, while smoking the remainder of a joint, I come up with the notion of emailing him. It’s not that I don’t have ways of getting his number, but that seems like an invasion of his privacy, while a mere email is clearly fine. And anyway, Richard had invited me to their office, so I can set up a meeting and just show up there during the week. But it’s Friday night, and twenty-four hours ago we were standing together in a tiny stall, and I want a sign of life right now.


Their website doesn’t have any personal email addresses, so I find Richard’s business card. His email address comprises his initial, then last name, then at sign, company name dot com. If that’s the case then Teddy’s email must have the same structure. Give it a try. It’s 2:13 a.m., a fine hour.


In the subject line I write: Urgent Matter


My heart accelerates. I type:




Present resolution has not been


found acceptable by both parties|





I then revise:




One of the parties has found the


present resolution to be unacceptable.


For your immediate action.


Best, Noa





Another sip of water. Another drag. Send.


That’s it, it’s sent. Done, over, behind me. Actually ahead of me.


Shit. What have I done? How can I fall asleep when I’m waiting for a reply? And what if he never replies? What if he’s asleep? And why am I like this? Why wasn’t I granted the kind of personality that can just let go? I freeze, staring blankly. The immaculate silence of late-night hours. What a stupid thing to do.


And then that sweet sound, and the phone’s light, and the notification on the screen about a new email, with his name. My knees are trembling. Open it, quick.




party’s demands are





Not even a question mark. But he replied! What are my demands? I answer quickly without overthinking.




Must hold meeting at


earliest convenience





Silence. I’m fired up, don’t know what to do with myself. I go out to the terrace. He replied! It’s cold outside. Walk back in, put the phone down, can’t keep holding on to it, sprawl on the couch. Ping.




Okay





Followed by:




Where are you ?





I can’t believe it. What madness is this? He’s my kind! And with a question mark! Took the trouble. Is he actually going to come over now? This can’t be real. Maybe I should tell him to meet me at a bar? But it’s the middle of the night, where can we even go? I send him my address. I’ll go downstairs, we’ll have a chat in his car. What’s my actual plan?




Coming





I can barely contain the excitement of my success. I look around, the apartment’s a little messy. Where do I start? Sip of ouzo straight from the bottle. What will he drink? I have nothing worthy of him here. Pick up scattered socks, empty the ashtray, quickly do the dishes, pause to look in the mirror, clean off makeup smeared under my eyes, put on some lipstick. Go to the bedroom. Straighten the blanket, tidy around. Start to fold the pile of clothes. Take off my shirt, deliberate between two bras.


The quiet knock on the door makes my pulse rush. How is he already here? Forget the bra, quickly back into the T-shirt. Fuck. I can’t believe I’m going to open the door and here, there he is, standing tall, well-dressed, in the entryway to my home. Teddy Rosenfeld.


“You beautiful thing,” he says, almost gloomily.


I shift to the side a little and he comes in. I shut the door behind him and mumble, “It’s all right if I lock the door and throw away the key, right? You wouldn’t mind, would you?”


“Nice place, got a terrace too, huh? Very nice. It’s pretty, you have good taste. You own it?” He talks fast, I forgot about that.


“No, rented. And I’m a bit tired of it.”


He stands in front of me. I’m grinning, pleased. He grins too, must be infectious. We’re now both standing, smiling in the middle of the living room. There they are, those teeth I missed so much.


“I can’t believe you’re here. Can I get you something to drink?”


“Water. Just walked up a lot of stairs. You don’t have an elevator.”


“It’s three flights.”


“Felt like five.”


“Right.”


Teddy wanders around my apartment, inspecting each and every item. A glorious creature has suddenly invaded my home at 3:00 a.m. He scans the book titles on the shelves, looks at a photo of me and Roy as kids, his hands held behind his back for some reason. What animal does he resemble? None. I hand him a glass of water. He drinks and his eyes shift to me, glancing at my bare nipples under the T-shirt. After a look at the bedroom—it’s small, so he doesn’t even go in— and a quick tour of the terrace, we’re back in the living room again. He sits down on the couch with surprising, wonderful ease. I sit down too, cautiously.


“Okay, I’m ready,” he says.


“Me too.”


“Then go ahead. You said that one of the parties has found the resolution unacceptable.”


“That’s right, and by the way, the fact that you find it acceptable is also unacceptable.”


“So what are you proposing?”


“That the parties negotiate.”


“Yes, I got that part. You’ll need to specify what your party would find acceptable,” he continues, amused.


I feel like a fencer who wants to take off their helmet, put down their sword and tell their opponent, You know what, let’s just fuck.


“First of all, it’s unacceptable that you tell me not to come work for you.”


“Okay, what else?”


“Second, it’s impossible that I react to you the way I did and then you just walk away from it. And your reaction to me too.”


“Eloquently put.”


“I’m tired and confused.”


“And what’s the reason for that?”


“You are.”


“Exactly. So as the one representing my side, I feel the need—and don’t get upset now— to guard your interests, so that you don’t wind up tired and confused in the best case or in a continuous nightmare in the most probable case.”


“Of course I’ll get upset.”


He laughs, leans on his elbow and looks for a lighter to light the cigarette already in his mouth. I get up to fetch one and continue talking. “Your assumption that you guard my interests by withholding yourself from me is misguided and simply wrong, as it makes me miserable.”


“You’re miserable already?”


“Yes.”


“You’re fast.”


“Yes.”


“Had a rough twenty-four hours, Noa?”


“Yes,” I say proudly. “And you?”


“See, that’s exactly what I mean.” He takes a drag and looks at me.


I’m crazy about him and his straightforwardness. “Have the last twenty-four hours been rough on you?” I’m pushing my luck.


“No.”


“Of course.” I deserved that but I won’t give in. “But you did think about me. Say you did or I’ll destroy you.”


“Yes.”


“Yeah?” I’m not yet satisfied.


He looks at me. “Yes, I thought about you.”


I smile a victorious smile, and then turn serious. “Let’s talk for real for a minute.”


“Okay.”


“Where are you at?”


“How do you mean?”


“Family? Relationship?”


“I’m not available.” Shit, shit, shit.


“Married?”


“Not quite. Long story.” There’s hope yet.


“Then tell me.”


“What do you need to know?” He ashes.


“Can’t you just speak frankly?”


“I am. I’m not going to unload my entire history right now.”


“Okay, but you do need to tell me things. Like, some things.”


“I have two boys.” He looks me straight in the eye. “Well, they’re not boys anymore. Two sons.”


“How old? What are their names?”


“Adrian’s twenty-six, Milo’s twenty-one.”


“So really not boys anymore! Show me pictures.”


“You want to see them? Really?” Something in his face changes when he mentions his boys.


“Yes.”


“Hang on.”


He pulls out his phone and then the glasses in his breast pocket, searches for photos. I watch him as he transforms in front of my eyes. I take the cigarette from his hand. He looks through his phone. In the meantime, I examine the elongated strands of hair slightly curving over the back of his neck. I want to touch it. He finds a photo and shows me.


“That’s Milo, my sweet boy. With his dog, Xerox.” His sweet boy Milo really is sweet, and he’s got Teddy’s eyes. Same smile, same dimensions.


“He does look sweet. Looks like you. And Adrian?”


“A photo of Adrian . . .” he mumbles to himself. “Not an easy task. Wait.”


He searches through his phone, and I take the opportunity to inspect every inch of this man’s beautiful face.


“Here, that’s Adrian.” The photo shows a young, skinny guy with a serious gaze. “Adrian’s brilliant, a true talent.”


“It’s nice for me to see them.”


“Is it?” He’s not entirely certain for some reason.


“Yes. And your wife?”


“Which one?”


I just look at him and wait for him to continue. He puts the phone down, takes a breath and answers, speaking quickly. “My first wife, Alice, Adrian’s mother. Then there’s Monique, Milo’s mother, who wasn’t my wife, we never married. Then there’s Lara, my second wife, soon to be ex.”


“Oh.”


“You asked.”


“That’s right, I did.” I try to gather my thoughts. “So what’s the deal with Lara?”


“It’s over, we’re over.” He runs his hand through his hair. “Finished.”


“When?”


“Not too long ago.”


I’m flooded by a sense of alienation. Up until that moment, I hadn’t really accounted for his past, all the women who ever loved him, whom he loved. The fifty-five years he’s already lived. And who am I? I stub out the cigarette, slightly extending the act in order to hide from him for a moment. He notices.


“You ask too many questions.”


“What else is there for me to do?”


“Don’t know.”


“Is that why you said ‘I wish’ and ‘it’s not the right time’ at the wedding? Because of Lara?”


“It’s not the right time for a number of reasons, I won’t get into that now.”


“Why should I care about now?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m looking at the bigger picture.”


“Oh yeah? Is that what you’re doing?” Him and his smile.


“What, so there’s no room for me in your life?”


“No.”


“Nothing?”


“Nothing. And you’re gorgeous. You are.”


“Then . . . let’s be something else.”


“I don’t know anything else.”


“We can be friends.”


He smiles and closes his eyes, leans his head back and rubs his forehead. “I’m beat.”


“You’re here, at my place. Is this an illusion?” I glide my bare foot up, lightly nudging his thigh, as though checking whether he’s real. He places his warm hand on my foot, caressing it. Shivers run through my entire body.


“God, your skin,” he says quietly.


I sit up and lean into him. His scent. It’s a wonderful, enthralling scent. I get closer to his neck, run my lips over it, tasting him. “What is it about you? Why am I so attracted to you?” I ask.


He turns to face me and we’re very close. His mouth is an inch away from mine. He casually runs his hand up my spine, holding the back of my neck for a moment, before sliding it all the way back down to the exposed gap between my shirt and waistband.


“So what do we do?” I ask quietly.


“Nothing. I’m leaving.” He pulls his hand away.


“We’re not going to fuck?”


“No.” He’s way too resolute.


“You come over in the middle of the night and there’s no fucking?”


“Can you believe it?”


“No, I can’t.”


He leans over, about to get up. I rush to stand first. “No, you can’t be leaving now. It’s tragic and it makes zero sense.”


“Tragic!” He gets up. “Remind me how tragedies end?”


He walks toward the door, I follow him. “Then I’m coming over to your office. I’ll set up a meeting with Richard.”


He gets to the door and turns to me. I stare at him, awaiting approval.


“Do whatever you want.” He keeps his eyes on me. “Just do me a favor, will you? If you do come, wear a bra, because I won’t be able to do this again. Good night.”


He opens the door and steps into the hallway.


“Teddy, c’mon.”


“Go to sleep.”


“I won’t be able to fall asleep now.”


“Then stay up.”


He shuts the door behind him. I turn and look at the living room. He forgot his cigarettes.


›


It’s noon on Saturday and his cigarette pack is the only evidence he was here. I go out to the terrace and light one. I’m Teddy, a very important man, smoking a cigarette. What’s so important about me? Unclear.


I want to remember everything, what he said and what I replied, don’t want to lose a single detail. Why does that even matter to me? I can recall his scent, how his skin felt.


Am I really going to his office? Because then I’ll get to see him. Do I even want to work there? What have I got to do with a job at some office?


It’s afternoon and I decide to leave the house so as not to lose my mind. Ever since my childhood I always found these hours to be unbearable. Mornings are good because there’s hope, noon is pleasant because there’s still potential for something incredible to happen, evenings are calm because you can already let go of all that exhausting hope and also be glad that nothing terrible happened, and nighttime is immaculate freedom. But afternoons—a disgusting time of day. It’s even worse during weekdays, that time when everyone leaves work and goes back to their families, traveling that same familiar route, and if they don’t do drugs then I really have no idea what incentive they could possibly have.


I go downstairs and walk toward the movie theater. This is a thing I do. Once I arrive, I stand there and inspect the movie posters—not in an attempt to choose what movie to watch, heaven forbid, but rather to remind myself that people make movies and that I don’t. Then I take the long way back home.


During my first year at university I made a short, a drama which came out so bad that it paralyzed me, and I then spent the following two years only working on other people’s productions. Then I wrote a script during the summer between my third and fourth year. A comedy. We shot it, I produced. It was my final project and it worked. It opened doors to festivals around the world and even won first prize for a student film at the Toronto International Film Festival. There was great joy. Naturally followed by a huge crash.


It’s hard to believe that ten years have passed since then and I’m still just walking potential aiming at a singular, all-too-rare scenario. I sometimes think that I’ve attached myself to chronic failure and am still refusing to let go. One might call it megalomanic depression: there’s a voice in my head telling me I’m good, and there’s another saying that I’m not worthy. Both are strong; both are correct. Which one do I trust more? But, in the meantime, still on my way back home, one of the movie posters sticks in my head, and I tell myself the story I’d like that movie to tell, fully aware that I’d have enjoyed the real movie far less.


In the evening, I feel proud of myself for having managed to keep from writing him during the day. Before I go to sleep, I decide to call Richard in the morning and set up a meeting.


›


But the following day I postpone my phone call to Delmar. It’s the first day of the workweek, and who am I to bug them now? My visit is surely in the dampest basement of their priority list.


“Who do you think you are?!” the actress roars with demonstrated intensity as the soundman pulls the headphones away from his head, still maintaining his frozen expression. I peer into the director’s monitor through the little gap between him and his assistant.


“Should we ask for a less exaggerated take?” she whispers to him, rightly so. There’s no way he thinks that this is usable—who talks like that?


“No, it’s great.” The director stands up. “Cut!”


The first assistant director appears out of nowhere as usual. “Cut! So we have it?” She then looks at me. “Noa, why aren’t you on the crew monitor, how many times do I need to tell you?”


“Sorry, you’re right, you’re right.” I quickly walk away and head for the prop warehouse to organize the items for the following scene. Maybe it really is time for me to leave this place.


›


The next morning I take a short break, put my sunglasses on and leave the studio. I light a cigarette and call Richard.


“Delmar Bio Solutions, how can I help you today?” The voice of a young woman who sounds like she couldn’t help anyone, not today and not ever.


“Hi, this is Noa Simon, I’m looking for Richard Harrington.”


“Richard? What’s your name again?”


“Noa Simon.”


“Okay, regarding what?”


“He asked me to set up a meeting with him.”


“Regarding what?” she repeats with the exact same intonation. Bitch!


“Regarding film work. Can you please put me through or have him call me when he’s free?”


“Yes, one sec, I’ll write it down. Hold on.” What is she doing there? Going to get a pen and paper? “Hello? Okay, yeah, what was the name again?”


“Noa Simon,” I mutter icily.


“What’s the number?”


I give her all the details, hang up and cuss. I glance at the business card and regret not having called Richard’s cell phone. I don’t feel like joining that company if this is the kind of person they hire to man their desks.


The rest of the day is strange and upsetting. I feel like I want to leave my job, this show, and at the same time I’m filled with horrific unwillingness to start something new, at my age, at some desolate company with fluorescent lights and mean-girl gossip and lunch breaks with depressing, uninspiring chitchat. I’m better off staying here; at least the people are more like me. Almost all of them fantasize about making their own movie or series someday. Maybe a presence like Teddy’s could help me advance in life, or at least not stay stuck in one place. I get tired and go for a nap on the bedroom set during lunch. I fall asleep despite the ruckus around me. A moment before the lunch break ends, my phone rings, waking me up.


“Hello?” I answer, disoriented.


“Miss Noa Simon! How are you? It’s Richard Harrington speaking!”


My heart is racing because I just woke up from a nap but also from the thought that Teddy might know about Richard calling me, maybe he’s involved, maybe he’s even sitting right next to him with his amused smile.


“Hi, Richard. I’m good, thanks, how are you?”


“Not bad at all! I was glad to see you called. When are you coming to visit us?”


“That’s just it, I wanted to set a time. When works for you?”


The first AD calls everyone back from lunch and I want to get away from the noise, so I walk in the opposite direction as the rest of the crew. I leave the dark studio and come out into the bright noon light without my sunglasses, having left them on the fake bed.


“Whenever you want! We’re here. Come by today, tomorrow, whatever works.”


‘We.’ My thoughts ping-pong between today and tomorrow, trying to figure out what’s best for me. I obviously want to go there right this minute. I don’t want to wait until tomorrow, get ready and try to look pretty and then show up and Teddy won’t even be there. And maybe it’s better if he’s not there. Though I really feel like seeing him right now.


“Well, what time are you there till? I’m at the studios till five. Your offices are in the city center, right?”


He gives me the address and tells me he’ll be staying at the office late today, so he’ll wait for me. So I guess it’ll just be him? I go back in and am met with a scolding from the first AD.


“Where’s Noa, for the love of God?!” And then once she spots me: “Seriously, sweetie, are you insane? We were back three minutes ago!”


Traffic jam. Of course. Now I’m really antsy about getting there. I am assessing various offices in my mind’s eye, picturing hideousness illuminated by green fluorescents. Horrifying. The cars drag by slowly, it’s 5:45 p.m. Now I’m envisioning a beautifully designed office, expensive furniture and rare artwork on the walls. Light a smoke.


›


The building’s tall and its exterior makes it hard to guess which of my imagined options is the right one. 26th floor. Elevator with a mirror, put some lipstick on. I look like I’ve come from a full day’s work, and something about my beaten appearance makes me happy.


The office isn’t all that bad, leaning more toward the nicely decorated look, though lacking any rare artwork. Most important: the lighting’s pleasant. Is he here? He isn’t? I swiftly survey the place. A thoroughly kempt young woman is sitting behind a curved table at the entrance. I walk over to her. She lifts her head and smiles courteously.


“Hi! Are you Noa?” She’s nice and I nod my head with relief. “Richard is expecting you. He’s in his office, follow me.” She gets up and leads the way in her impressive high heels, and I no longer feel pleased with my appearance, I now feel more like a dirty kid after a Girl Scout meeting hurrying after her elegant mother.


“What would you like to drink?”


“Just water, thanks.” I wonder where Teddy’s office is. I think I can pick up his scent.


“Here we are, this is Richard.” She lightly knocks on the door. I walk in and he gets up, comes around his big black desk, reaches me and gives me a warm hug.


“Noa! It’s great to see you again! Did you have trouble getting here? Any traffic?”


He has two plain armchairs at the side of the room. We sit down. The view from the window is gorgeous, and it’s almost completely dark outside. The young woman from reception returns with water and a jug of iced tea. They have glass cups, not paper or plastic.


The conversation with Richard flows pleasantly. We talk about the type of work they require and how to get me involved. I try to figure out if they really need someone for this position, and Richard tells me about the media department he wants to set up for the company. I feel good and I like the way he treats me with respect. It’s insane that this is all based on a wedding video. After half an hour’s chat I allow myself to bring up Teddy’s name.


“What about Teddy, does he know about all this?”


“Teddy? Oh yeah, sure, of course he knows. He doesn’t really deal with the media aspects and all that. But he’ll obviously weigh in, and he’ll have thoughts on the rate.”


I don’t have all that much oxygen right now. I look at the door. “Is he here? In the office?”


“No, he’s out.”


He’s out. I’m jealous of wherever he is right now and I would kill to know if he knew that I was coming, but I keep myself from asking. I feel a little bit calmer knowing he’s not here, alongside the disappointment of not getting to see him, of him not getting to see me.


Richard and I decide that he’ll talk to Teddy and they’ll try to define the role and come back to me with an offer. He walks me out and we pass by another big room. The door’s open and I can see only a bit of it, but I know it’s Teddy’s office, and I feel bad that I can’t go inside and just be there for a while, go through his things, search for secrets, examine his handwriting, sit in his chair.


When I get downstairs to the lobby I locate the company sign among the various names on the board. I take a photo of the name “Delmar Bio Solutions,” and without overthinking it, I email it to Teddy.


I come out to the parking lot, light a cigarette and head to my car.


›


Back at my place, even after a long shower, there’s still no reply. What does this mean? I already know he’s the type of guy who checks his emails the moment he gets them. I roll myself a joint, call Sharon, and tell her about the last few days’ events. Afterward I watch two episodes of a series and nearly fall asleep. Brush my teeth, plug my phone in to charge in the living room, and get into bed. The second I close my eyes, I hear the ping. I know it’s him. I get up and go to the phone. I was right.




How was it





Immediately reply:




It was good. Sounds really


interesting and I was treated


nicely. And you weren’t there.





I sit down on the couch; the apartment’s dark. He replies straightaway.




Good





He’s giving off the feeling that he approves. I don’t fully get it. I need clear validation. I take the fleeting opportunity for a dialogue, think up some sort of phrasing that won’t push his back against the wall.




Would you rather not


have me working for you? |





I type it but I don’t hit send. It’s too risky. Not that I don’t have some serious misgivings regarding this job. But I don’t want to present him with all these emotions. Enough. I’ll go to sleep and won’t reply this time. Good night, Teddy, I reply in my mind.


I get back into bed, but sleep is now a distant thing. Maybe he’s angry at me because I disregarded what he’d said. Maybe ‘Good’ was said in a dismissive tone and I’d just misread it. After twenty minutes of anxiety, I return to the couch.




Are you angry?





I ask in a simple, direct manner, aware of the fact that I might come across as somewhat childish.


He answers immediately.




No . Everythfing’s fine go


to sleep





I smile and start crying, because he understands what I’m going through and chooses to calm me down and even writes me something intimate like ‘go to sleep.’




Okay





I get into bed and cry until it’s hard to breathe, so I force myself to stop and really go to sleep.


+


My dreams have a repeating motif of movement: it’s a sensation I hate, like trying to walk in the ocean, the great pressure of water compressing against my body and I can hardly move forward, just very slowly and with effort, so I desperately search for bodies to grab on to in order to pull myself ahead. The problem is that not everything in my path is steady enough. Everything that looks anchored, a rock or some furniture, dislocates the moment I grab on to it, so I stay in the same place.


›


At around 11:00 a.m., while carrying a pile of props through one of the studio hallways, my phone rings. Unknown caller. My heart skips a beat. I put everything down on the floor at once and answer as fast as I can.


“Hello.”


“Noa, it’s Teddy.”


“Hey.” No oxygen.


“You busy? Where are you?”


“At work, filming.”


“Very industrious. What do they pay you there?”


“Teddy . . .” I interrupt his fast way of talking. “This is our first phone call.”


He laughs. “That’s right. Write it down so we’ll remember to celebrate it.”


“Tattooing everything, don’t worry. All the dates of our important moments, right here on my thigh.”


“I don’t want to talk about your thigh.”


“You want to talk about how much they’re paying me?”


“Yes.”


“Okay. I make . . . something like 45K.”


“And how much of that do you clear?”


“Don’t know. A lot less?”


“You’re really something. Well, listen, come work for us for 100K. Settle everything else with Richard. You’ll be in charge of your own schedule, you report to Richard, and to me, of course, which is the same thing. And do me a favor, don’t talk to other people about how much you make, keep it between us. You get budgets approved by me, and you’ll have an expense account for travel, equipment, whatever you need.” He pauses and I’m breathless. “Are you there?”


“Yes.”


“Good, best of luck. Happy to have you.”


“Thanks . . . happy to be had.” Am I?


There’s a silence and I realize I’m the one who’s supposed to fill it with words, but I can’t. I never imagined that this is how it would be. It’s too good, something doesn’t add up. I hear him taking a deep breath.


“Okay, well, talk to me if you need anything. When can you start?”


“I’ll have to give my notice here and see how quickly I can leave.”


“Okay, do what you need to do.”


“I’ll talk to them and let you know.”


“No problem.”


I want to say more things, but I can’t get beyond the only words in my head:


DAMN


I


LOVE


YOU


I’m standing in the dark hallway all wide-eyed, and I feel as though the hand of God has suddenly appeared from above and chosen me. “I just want to say,” I start, but am suddenly unsure about the phrasing, “that if after a few months we see that it’s not working out for some reason, then I’ll understand and, I don’t know . . . You shouldn’t feel obligated, if it doesn’t work out.”


He keeps quiet for a moment and then says, “Okay.”


“Okay. Thank you.”


“Don’t mention it. We’ll be in touch. Bye, Noa.”


“Bye.”


What was that? We spoke on the phone: he called; he doubled what I make; it’s happening.


After a moment of astonishment and excitement, I’m suddenly overtaken by a dreadful sensation. All the joy dissipates, and instead I feel a huge loss. I walk into the prop warehouse, put the stuff down and sit on a dusty chair, trying to gather my thoughts.


Of course. How have I only just figured this out? There’s no more Teddy and me. There’s no more something that never existed, even though it did, a little bit. Now I’m not allowed to tread in that direction at all; now he’ll be my boss and I’m supposed to behave and respect boundaries and he’ll be close to me without being mine. He’ll be in front of me, falling in love with women who heeded him and didn’t come to work for him. Now all of a sudden I think the reason he didn’t want me to work for him to begin with is that maybe he did intend to sleep with me and be with me for a bit, but not if I’m his employee. He said that so explicitly, how did I not get it? I’m such an idiot.
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Don’t Burn Any Bridges


+


nothing will come out of this › be authentic › nothing will come out of this › be authentic › nothing will come out of this › be authentic › nothing will come out of this › be authentic › but nothing will come out of this › so be authentic ›‹


››


I start work on October 9.


On my first day, Teddy isn’t in.


On my second day, I see that the door to his office is shut. An hour goes by until it finally opens and he comes out, accompanied by two British guests. Our encounter is very brief.


“You here already?” he asks matter-of-factly as he passes me, then turns and adds with a minimal smile, “Welcome aboard.”


He’s in England the following few days and I’m fine with that, it allows me time to concentrate. I need to get to know the material, plan things. The loss I’d felt during our phone call has now completely faded away.


At the beginning of my second week, something strange happens.


I’m sitting in the boardroom watching old Delmar promotional footage on my laptop. I’ve situated myself there because I’ve not been given a permanent desk yet. Maureen, Teddy’s secretary—an irritating individual—is using various excuses to delay the matter, and even though I’m not sure why she’s doing that, I still don’t feel like listening to her explanations, mainly because her perfume is vile. Three board members enter the room a few minutes before 11:00 a.m., Maureen and her perfume following suit. I immediately get up and start clearing my stuff from the table, which still doesn’t prevent her from telling me directly, “Noa, you’ll need to clear the boardroom, weekly meeting’s starting soon.”


Thank you so much for enlightening me, really.


“Good morning!” Richard walks in, tanned and fresh as a daisy, as though he’d just spent the weekend on his yacht with this month’s playboy bunny. “Ah—so you’ve already met Noa Simon? We’ve just acquired her!” he boasts, winking at everyone as they smile back at him. “Noa’s a very talented filmmaker, she’ll be setting up our media department.”


He introduces me and I shake everyone’s hand, trying to focus on new names and simultaneously collect my stuff. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Teddy through the glass as he strides toward the room.


“You joining our meeting?” Him and his sexy backdoor smile— good luck getting back to work after that.


“No . . . I’m just getting my things, excuse me.” My office persona is different from the person he’d met at the wedding. Despite the voices around us, he manages to speak quietly and only to me.


“How are you?” he asks genuinely, looking straight into me.


“Okay.” I give a shy smile, and he stays planted in front of me.


“Why don’t you have your own desk?” he asks, as if I’m the one at fault.


“I’m getting one today,” I improvise. He should be asking himself that question.


“What’s that?” He points.


“That’s my laptop.”


“Your own laptop?”


“Yeah.”


“Why did you bring your own laptop? What make is this? How old is it?”


“I don’t know, maybe six years?” Why is he interrogating me?


He goes pensive for a moment. Someone asks him something, Teddy replies, and I take the opportunity to sneak out of the room. I don’t feel comfortable interacting with him in front of everyone, especially not this morning when he’s exceptionally handsome.


I place my things in a corner and go downstairs for a smoke. Maybe I’ll get another coffee. A ping interrupts my thoughts. I check my phone. The name Teddy Rosenfeld appears on the screen.




Where’d you go





That’s what he writes? Maybe he’s a dimwit. Or a genius dimwit.




Downstairs for a smoke.


Aren’t you in a meeting?


I am. Come get me when


you’re back up


I don’t feel right


interrupting the meeting.


Come by the boardroom


I’ll come out





I stub out my cigarette and go back in. Goddamn building, repulsive elevators, it’s just not for me, working at this sort of place. I go to the kitchenette for a glass of water first, then I head toward the boardroom and stop in the hallway, so he can see me through the glass. He notices and immediately gets up and leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.


“Listen, go ask Maureen for the key to my apartment. I have a laptop for you to use, go get it.” He’s nibbling on cashews and offers me some from his hand.


“Isn’t she in the boardroom with you?” I grab a single cashew.


“No, she’s back at her desk, go get it.”


“I don’t want to.”


“Don’t want to what?”


“Don’t want to go to Maureen and ask for a key to your apartment.”


“Why not? You know what, I’ll give you my key and you give it back later. Come on.” He’s already walking away, and I follow him, feeling a bit out of control. We pass Maureen, and her eyes lift away from her screen and follow us without her head moving.


This is the first time I’m in his office. He lifts his jacket from his chair to retrieve the keys.


“What sort of laptop do you have? I’m not following,” I say.


“A new one, a good one. Go get it so you have it here and you don’t have to carry yours back and forth every day.”


I look at him, not managing to fully understand his move.


“I can ask IT to issue me a computer.”


“You want to stand in line at IT?”


“Okay. Just bring the new one here tomorrow.”


“Why tomorrow?” he asks, and eats another cashew, utterly convinced that this is precisely what should be happening right now. “Here, Matt will take you, Matt!” I turn around and see the company driver leaning on the reception desk.


“Aye, aye, Captain!” Matt rushes over to Teddy with a wide grin. “What do we need?”


“This is Noa, have you two met? Take her to my place, she needs to get something, then bring her back here. It’s this key”—he shows me a set of keys and hands it to me—”I need to go back in. Thanks.” He walks away with his cashews.


›


I’m sitting next to Matt because I’d find it weird to sit in the back once I’ve met the driver. He asks some questions, makes casual conversation. He’s the type who enjoys talking for talking’s sake: he’ll turn left here because the road’s closed ahead, these radio guys aren’t what they used to be, look at that shithead blocking the entire lane.


I text Teddy.




Are you for real?


What’s wrong


Sending me to your place? You


didn’t even explain where the


laptop is


Get there call me





I get out of the car and walk toward the building.


“Noa.” He answers the call using my name.


“What’s the code to get in?”


“Two-four-oh-six-star. You in?”


“Wait.” I push the numbers, the buzzer goes. “There.”


“Good. Go up, ninth floor.”


“Say.”


“Yes?”


“Where are you, still in the meeting?” I get into the elevator and press 9.


“No, I’m in my office.”


“Your elevator has signal?”


“Yeah.”


“So we won’t get disconnected?”


“We won’t. When you get there ring the doorbell, check that no one’s in.”


“What do you mean? Someone might be there? I’m not going in.”


“What’s the matter?”


“Why did you send me over to your place when you’re not there and when someone else might be there—and like who, housekeeping?” The elevator door opens. There’s his door, I can see it, ROSENFELD.


“No, Betty’s not in today.”


“Who’s Betty, the cleaning lady?”


“Yeah. Milo’s there sometimes. What’s the problem?”


“You are not sufficiently sane.”


“Just ring the doorbell, he’s probably at his girlfriend’s.”


I ring the doorbell, wait, hear Teddy telling Maureen something in a businesslike tone. “I think there’s no one home.”


“Good, get in, office is to your right.”


“No alarm, Teddy?” I inquire while pushing the key in and opening the door.


“There is, yeah.”


“Good thing I asked.”


“On your left as you go in, four-nine-two-five-two-six.”


The alarm’s off and I shut the door. Hello, Teddy’s house. Shit, this place is way too gorgeous. I guess I hoped it’d be impressive but tacky, so that he would seem less perfect, but I’m doomed. This apartment’s so gorgeous he should go fuck himself.


“Beautiful,” I say quietly, peering left toward the vast living room: paintings, books, pleasant lighting, plants, large wooden dining table, glass doors leading to a balcony facing west, iron stairwell leading to yet another floor.


“Whatever you do, don’t go upstairs. There’s a lady living up there who’s missing a few screws.”


“What?” I freeze, and he laughs. I hear a loud argument commence through the phone.


“Found it?”


“Wait.” I enter his home office, very tidy.


“You see a black cabinet?”


“Yeah.”


“There’s a box inside with a MacBook, see it?”


“Yeah.” I find the pretty box. “How many of these do you have lying around?”


“As many as you need. Take it—wait a sec, Noa—no, no, Phil, they’ve got biomolecular indicators there, they’ll have to bring someone from Hexa-Labs for that sort of installation—Noa, what else? You okay there?”


I close the box I’d started opening. “Yes. Anything else I should take? Charger? Mouse? I don’t know.”


“Yeah, take the mouse, there’s a box on my desk. Charger’s in the laptop box. Found the mouse?”


I grab it and leave the room. Instead of walking to the front door I intentionally continue through the hallway and reach his bedroom. Huge bed, spacious room, and the loveliest corner: a window reaching all the way to the floor, an armchair, and a low coffee table. And a view. What a view. “Teddy! This is beautiful.”


“What is?”


“Your bedroom, this little corner with your philosopher’s armchair.”


“How’d you get there, got lost on the way out?”


“No, I came over to look at your bedroom.”


“What did you do that for?” he asks slowly. I can hear voices still arguing in the background. Why is he keeping me on the line?


“I want to get naked and get in your bed. Just for a couple of minutes, then I’ll get dressed and go back down to Matt.”


He falls silent and I wait.


“Okay,” he approves, and I’m not entirely sure he’s heard what I said.


“I’m really going to do it.”


“I see.” Oh, he heard all right. “This isn’t easy for me.”


“Nothing you can do about it.”


“Come on then, let’s get it over with.”


“I’m taking my clothes off, putting you on speaker.” I quickly get undressed and under his covers. “There, I’m in.” I can hear that he’s with me even though he’s not saying anything. “What are you doing?”


“Concentrating.”


I burst out laughing. “It’s cozy here! I can smell you.”


He stays silent for a moment longer, then quietly and quickly says, “Okay, enough now, get out of there, it’s driving me crazy.”


“Crazy how?”


“Get out.”


“Okay. I’ll just leave a few drops of pee, so you’ll know I was here.” I’m amused.


“What did you say?” I think he heard me the first time.


“I said I will pee in your bed.”


I hear him taking a deep breath. “Sure, do what you need to do.”


I get up and put the phone on speaker again while putting my clothes back on.


“You remember the alarm code?”


“No.”


“Four-nine-two-five-two-six.”


“Okay.”


“See you soon.”


I’m sitting next to Matt and smiling. I think about the fear I’d felt before going into his apartment as opposed to the way I behaved once inside. I’m trying to figure out when it actually happens, how does it work, that moment when I just shift all of a sudden.


When I get back to the office I go straight to him.


“Idiot,” he says, but his eyes are smiling.


I bat my lashes with exaggerated innocence as I hand him his keys, stalling my fingers over his for a moment. “You’re messing with the wrong people.”


“I’m starting to realize that.”


“Thanks for the laptop.”


“You’re welcome.”


›


Three days later, I see his first wife.


I already have my own desk. Maureen had let me choose between two desks situated in the main work area and I chose the better one, meaning the one overlooking Teddy’s office. I’m sitting there trying to understand how the new laptop works, but my attention’s lost when I notice an attractive, well-dressed woman standing with Teddy in front of his office. I watch them from afar. They’re talking and I can see the years they’ve spent together. She’s laughing at something, and he introduces her to an employee who happens to pass by. He places his hand on his first wife’s shoulder when he introduces her and a swell of jealousy overcomes me. Despite the distance, his eyes momentarily come across mine. I give him a little smile, as though saying I know it’s her. He smiles at me, then turns to look back at her.


››


An eventless week passes until one day, at around 2:00 p.m., Teddy comes out of his office all of a sudden—full-blown presence— and calls out for Richard to gather everyone in the boardroom. He ransacks the cupboard and pulls out glasses and drinks, pours high-end whiskey, everyone must partake immediately. And if anyone doesn’t want to then they can get back to work or go home. Naomi, an engineer I’ve befriended, compliments the whiskey and immediately receives two bottles. The room becomes filled with contagious excitement. I walk over to Richard to ask why we’re celebrating. Teddy’s on the other side of the room, cheerfully talking to some employees. Richard says nothing’s happened to justify this event.


“So what I’m witnessing is the CEO’s psychotic episode?”


Richard laughs. “Let’s just say that even if there is a reason to celebrate, he’s the only one who knows what it is.”


At some point Teddy walks up to me. “And how about you?”


“I’m okay. Trying to acclimate.”


“Seems to me like you’ve acclimated just fine.”


“What are we celebrating?”


“It’s in your honor”—he’s making it up on the spot—”but it’s a secret. We won’t tell them.”


I gather up the courage. “You coming for a smoke?”


“Yeah okay. We can smoke in my office, let’s go.”


We leave the boardroom. I’m glad I offered and he accepted and we can smoke in his office and get some time alone. He leads and I follow— but dammit, Jamie’s right behind us.


Jamie feels right at home in Teddy’s office. He opens the window and she picks the big armchair. She’s sexy: tanned skin and lightened hair, peroxide dry. She dresses corporate style: pencil skirts, high heels, lace bras peeping through her expensive button-downs. She acts carefree and yet is filled with self-importance, as if she’s totally overworked but she still went out drinking last night and so now she has a sexy little hangover.


Teddy doesn’t seem troubled by the scenario; you could even say he’s pleased. That annoys me, but I don’t want to give myself away, so I concentrate on looking as though none of this is on my mind. For all I care they can think my head is a desolate wasteland with an occasional tumbleweed passing by— as long as they have no idea they’re all I can think about. The charm that emanated from Teddy only ten minutes ago has faded, especially now that he’s got Jamie out of his chair. She stays to lean over the armrest, occupying her territory. We’re already smoking, I lean my shoulder against the window frame, and the three of us have a casual chat about nothing in particular. Teddy asks her to press a painful spot on his back for him, around the shoulder blade area, and she eagerly complies and says something that obviously means she’s done this for him before. He enjoys it, indulging in the pain relief, and I watch them, knowing fully that this little display is for my benefit.


What I see before me now is a Teddy that I’m able not to like; I know this defense mechanism of mine—immediately shift to hating someone to avoid any uncomfortable feelings. So I concentrate on not hating. The cigarette’s nearly done, but I’m not going to leave them on their own, because what point does this interlude have if I’m not here to witness it? I owe him this. I consider how it would have been if it were only the two of us, but I’m forced to stop fantasizing when Jamie hugs Teddy and kisses him on the cheek.


“What a boss, huh?” She looks at me with a genuine, radiant smile and adds, “Best boss ever!”


I’m not charmed.


I don’t bother answering, and he gives me an amused look, which obviously irritates me, and now we’re stubbing our cigarettes out to go back to the boardroom. The ceremony has come to an end, everyone please rise for the national anthem.


+


I had friends who were boys growing up, it’s not like I didn’t. It just took some time for me to figure out how it would work. For example, during the summer break between seventh and eighth grade, I went with a friend to Backwoods Kids summer camp. On the first day there, she threw up and went home. I remained on my own and thought—I’m screwed. How will I survive without her? I was wrong. The days were glorious, totally guilt-free, and full of discovery: holding hands with tough-guy Johnny, falling in love with sensitive Greg, having an affair with the pretty boy from the Italian exchange group, who for some reason constantly walked around with a toothbrush stuck in his mouth. It was wonderful. Except for one not-quite-wonderful thing that also happened there.


Over that summer, my mother renewed her attempts to reconnect with me after a few years of my adamant refusal to see her. When she heard I was going away to summer camp, she called and suggested she come for a visit. Why would I want that? This was a no-parent zone. I declined. But one day, as the bus brought us back to the campsite from a day trip, I saw her standing in the car park, waiting for me with her then boyfriend. Greg asked me, “Is that your mom?” I immediately said, “No!” and he said, “But you have the same hair.”


I did not take it well. I actually didn’t take it at all. I didn’t even take a popsicle when she brought an entire box of those orange ones for everyone, an act I interpreted as an attempt to ingratiate herself with my friends, so I’d look like an ungrateful daughter.


I asked her to leave.


After she cried and drove off, the security guy at the entrance to the campsite told me something along the lines of “That’s your mother. No matter what, she’ll always be your mother.” I stood there for two hours trying to defend myself: my mother had done terrible things and didn’t deserve my time; I had told her not to come and she did anyway; I’d only just started trying to trust her again, so why ignore me when I’d explicitly said no. “She’s just repeating the same mistakes!” I raged. It was already evening, and all I can recall is that he was gentle and patient and quiet, and repeatedly said, “Don’t burn any bridges,” and that we stopped talking because the camp guides sent one of the kids to tell me that the entire camp could hear me shouting.


››


“What’s up with you? Are you pissed off?”


“Yes.”


That’s the beginning of a conversation that leads to us leaving the office in the middle of a workday, three weeks after I started there. During this horrid Monday, the last day of October, I realize that one of the projects’ deadlines has been postponed because “the project’s being deferred,” according to Hailey—she’s a project manager working closely with Richard—who then adds, “I’m pretty sure I told you.” No, you didn’t tell me, you fucking bitch.


I’m in the office kitchenette wondering how to kill my hunger, because I’ve been so annoyed that I haven’t eaten anything since this morning. I feel useless and anxious, and something about these feelings reminds me of my dad’s incompetence, which is a shame because this association feels extra uncomfortable when it merges with the image of Teddy as he enters the room.


“What’s up with you? Are you pissed off?”


“Yes.”


“Why? What happened?”


“Nothing, someone pissed me off is all.”


“So you’re not nice to me because someone pissed you off?”


“What? No, I’m not nice to you regardless,” I say icily. He gives me a smile.


“Okay, so what’s the plan?”


“Wait for this stupid day to be over.”


“Who pissed you off?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“Well, day’s ending soon.”


“It’s one o’clock.”


“So what should we do?”


What does he mean? What’s with him today? “What’s with you?”


“Nothing, you’re too good.”


“You are too.”


“I’m good too? Then let’s go, we’re leaving. I’ll make a quick call and we’ll go. No, forget it— I’ll make the call on the way. Come on, you have a bag? Jacket? Something?”


I’m looking at him, not fully understanding what he wants. The truth is I do understand what he wants, but I don’t allow myself to consider the possibility that we’re about to spend some time together, so I refuse to cooperate, even on the level of comprehension.


“Where are we going?” The surprise makes my voice come out all flat.


He’s already walking away and I’m following him yet again, seeing nothing but his back and barely hearing him saying, “As though it matters where we’re going.”


In the elevator I stand a little too close, filled with intimate excitement, like a kid who just found treasure on the beach a moment before she calls everyone to come see. We hail a taxi, I go in first and he follows, he gives the driver an address I don’t know.


“You hungry?” he asks.


“I was, now not really.”


“Aren’t you cold?”


“I didn’t dress right today. So, food? We can go eat, sure.”


“Yeah, we’re going to this great place, you’ve never heard of it, and that’s a good thing. Japanese, really great.”


“That’s twice great.”


“You keeping count?”


I nod and look out the window. His phone rings. He holds the phone slightly away from him, glances at the screen, and answers with a short, aggressive “So?” He continues the conversation, and for some reason I feel like I have license to do as I please. I stroke his neck, and before I even manage to think I’m pressing my face into it, smelling him, getting handsy. He allows it and I stay close to his face. He eyes me and it suddenly becomes too intense, too sexy, and I pull away a little bit, but I have to maintain our contact, so I lay my head on his thigh, my back to him. He caresses me, running his hand from my hair to my back, from my back toward the front of my waist, repeating that final movement while still focused on his phone call. I close my eyes. His touch is incredible, I don’t want that hand to ever part from me; his fingers gently glide over my back, and I wonder how it makes sense that he knows to touch like that, being the self-absorbed type that I think he is.


Over at his secret restaurant, we’re sitting at the bar, chatting with the chef as he cuts fish and serves us tiny, exquisite dishes. Another sake and another Japanese beer, another dish. The fish is delicious, the chef and Teddy obviously know and like each other, and even though I feel a little out of my league, I’m really enjoying myself. I’m tipsy and I’m finally with him.


“You realize how delicious this is?” he asks.


“Yeah. You realize how pushy you are?”


“Pushy? How?” He’s amused by me.


“I don’t feel like repeatedly saying how everything is so deliciously delicious.”


“Yeah, okay. You’re right.”


“Yes.”


“Okay, anything you do want to say?”


“Lots of things.”


“Yeah? What do you have to say about how fat I am?”


There I was, convinced that this feature doesn’t bother him in the slightest—I mean, how could this man be self-conscious about anything? “I say you’re perfect.”


He smiles his smile and I swear that I’m in love. Very much so. At least for now.


“We’re going to have to fuck, you know,” I say.


“Fuck? Not a chance.”


“Really soon.”


“Forget about it.”


“Can’t.”


“Then go home.”


“You are fucking me today.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yeah. In half an hour.”


“Is that so . . .”


“Most definitely.”


I see the spark in his eyes, and then I see it dying down, overcome by a more rational look.


“And what if I tell you that I think it’s not a good idea because I know what’ll happen afterward?”


“Then I’ll tell you that it’s a great idea and that there’s no choice in the matter and I’m not going to wait anymore!” I wave my finger in his face, watching his look softening again.


“Wild thing,” he says. He grabs more sashimi. “You need me to give you the speech?”


My heart rate doubles. “Which one? The one about how I won’t suddenly become your girlfriend tomorrow and you’re unavailable and not interested right now and so on?”


“Yeah, that one. You need it?”


“No.”


“And what about you?”


“What about me?”


“Future-wise.”


“Don’t know.”


“What do you want? What would you want?”


“Nothing. You fuck me and then I die. No future.”


“And you work for me . . .” he recalls, and takes another bite.


“Then I’ll stop working for you. It’s not going anywhere as it is.”


“You’ve only been there for three weeks—”


“Four—”


“Three. The fourth started yesterday. Don’t try me, I remember things. You shouldn’t leave, you’re going to get some interesting projects with us.”


“But you do know that doesn’t really interest me, right?”


“The work doesn’t interest you? Maybe not at this stage.”


“No, there won’t be a stage that’ll interest me. That’s the truth. I’m grateful for the opportunity, don’t get me wrong.”


“Why doesn’t it interest you?”


“Because. It’s not the kind of subject matter I have in mind.”


“What kind of subject matter do you have in mind?”


“You know, men, women. He says this, she replies as she would, and so he fucks her real good. That’s about it,” I say dryly, and he smiles and looks at me. “But don’t assume that I’m not motivated to make good movies for you guys, and it’s obviously challenging and I really appreciate—”


He interrupts me: “I know you appreciate it, don’t worry.”


“So, you see what I’m saying?”


“Yeah, you want to make real films.”


“Yes.” I look at him. “And I want other things too.”


“What other things?”


“Now.”


“What’s changed in the last two minutes? I’m still your boss, aren’t I?”
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