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CHAPTER ONE



She wore the same outfit as all the other dancers onstage, a plain leotard cut to show muscle flexed tight around bone. But unlike the others, she wore her hair loose and swinging, and that’s how I knew she was special, a lead.


I’d bought a ticket to the performance even though I didn’t know anything about dance. But I knew the director of the company, the choreographer. We’d been at a residency together in the North Woods of Maine, where I’d finished the edits for my first book. But I didn’t know him well, hadn’t talked to him much. He’d annoyed me, dominating dinner with stories about his dance career, about becoming a choreographer. “I’m not good at being someone else’s puppet,” he would say. “I’m better at running the show.”


So I was surprised when, a little less than a year after our time together, he emailed to say his company was coming up to do a few shows in Boston. It’d be nice if I could make it, he wrote. To catch up.


I didn’t reply, but still I bought the cheapest ticket and caught the crowded T after work, ferried over the river into the glass and lights of the city. Leaving the station, I crossed the dark Common and searched for the right spot in the bright bowels of the theater district.


Slipping into the back of the auditorium, I expected to be confused, to not understand. I hadn’t expected to be hollowed out and gutted, watching the long-haired dancer swirling in the middle of the others. The surrounding performers stayed small and muted, offsetting her dynamic turns and leaps. Her spine curved, all coiled power, bright energy spitting from her fingers, her hips, and her feet.


The pit of my stomach pulled up to my ribs, following her, reacting. Watching her taught me something I would need years to learn how to say. We’re alone in a body, I thought. Our forms are hollow shells until our souls came to fill them. Then we bumbled, lost to each other, separate and apart.


After the performance, I moved with the crowd to leave, but then I saw the choreographer. He stood alone, watching the flow of spectators drifting toward the door. Straight-backed, alert, his training and discipline marked his body even when he thought he was alone. He wore his black clothing like camouflage, the beauty almost hidden until your attention engaged. Then the noticing, the understanding, the elegance emerging from the build of his bones.


I cut across the flow of people toward him. When he first saw me, his face didn’t react, my identity failing to register. I panicked. Maybe he wouldn’t remember me, and I’d look like a fool.


But then his expression broke into recognition. He smiled and hugged me so lightly his arms barely pressed down on my puffy coat.


“You didn’t reply to my email,” he said. “I thought maybe you’d moved. That you wouldn’t come.”


“Sorry, I forgot,” I said. “It was wonderful, thanks for inviting me.”


His attention locked on me, letting go of the other people in the room. He kept brushing his hair back. “What have you been up to,” he asked, “since Maine?”


“Working,” I said. “What about you?”


“We just wrapped a European tour.”


Standing in the stark, modern theater lobby, I began to feel irradiated by his in-the-world glamour, a different him from the one at the rural residency. He looked right in that space, austere and clean. With him, I began to feel like the wrong species of animal, all slump-backed and shabby.


I didn’t have much time to feel awkward, though. Behind him, a hidden door cracked open and the dancers slipped out, washed and freshly clothed.


“Wonderful,” he said, stepping aside to let us face one another. “I’d like to introduce you.” He told them my name, how we knew each other, Maine. “A wonderful writer,” he said, and I grew hot. “But she was always running off to work. Our nickname for her was ‘Little Rabbit.’ ”


I felt annoyed all over again. Why did he have to tell them that? Maybe coming by was a mistake.


The lead dancer stood at the back of the group, her long hair spilling over the shoulders of her faux leather coat. She’s going to freeze, I thought. A streak of bright metallic bronzer highlighted the slope of her cheeks.


“Are you going to come out with us?” one of the male dancers asked the choreographer.


“No,” he said. He gestured to me. “We need to catch up.”


Usually I would have refused. I woke up at five a.m. every day to write before going to my office job. But I wanted to follow him. Maybe I wanted some of that glamour, or to at least slip back into the brief time at the residency when writing had been my life.


The freezing wind cut through even my puffy coat, so we picked the first place we passed, a bland, corporate hotel bar. White subway tiles, brass fixtures, the other patrons emitting a kind of ambient aggression.


The hostess put us next to the window at a small, round table cut from veined marble. I cradled the cocktail menu with jittery hands. I’d never been alone with the choreographer before. I couldn’t think of anything to say.


He spoke first. “I read your book,” he said.


“Really?” My book had been published by my friend’s small press, the last they published before suddenly folding. Half of the edition of five hundred sat in the distributor’s warehouse, and the other half was in my bedroom closet.


“Yes,” he said. “I thought it was great. Really different. Does that make sense?”


“Lots of people have called it different.”


“Sorry—I wish I could talk about it better,” he said. “It’s really impressive to me, to work in words. It seems difficult. To take the thing we all use every day and try to make it art.”


“Yeah,” I said, flipping a menu page, “it really sucks.”


The waiter came to take our drink order. I’d barely read the options. “Do you have Talisker?” I asked.


“Yes, Miss.”


“I’ll have that, neat.”


“And you, sir?”


“A gin martini.” He handed the menu on.


Our shields were gone. There was nothing to look at except each other.


I knew, right then, that I would sleep with him. A flash of lightning down my lower spine, knowledge but also a question. Maybe not that night. But knowing sparked the space between us, turning it electric so I became uncomfortably aware of the distance between our knees.


“And what did you think of the performance?” he asked.


“Great,” I said. I remembered the lead dancer with her long, swinging hair. “Sorry, I really don’t know anything about dance.”


“Even better,” he said, leaning forward on his elbows. “I love hearing impressions from people who aren’t in my world.”


His smooth skin seemed ready to tip into weathered, his dark hair shot full of gray. Solidly middle aged.


The waiter brought over our drinks, giving me time to choose my words. “I guess I found it frightening,” I said. “It made me feel alone. In my body.”


I sipped my Scotch, forcing my gaze down at the table so I wouldn’t study his reaction. “Good,” he said.


I put the glass down, already woozy. “I think I need to order some food,” I said. “Or I’m going to end up drunk.”


I ordered a cheeseburger topped with mushrooms, and he picked the kale salad. I’d forgotten that he was vegan. “You know,” he said, “I got the impression that you didn’t like me very much, when we were in Maine.”


“You did?” I swallowed a bite of meat and tried to dab the grease delicately with my napkin.


“Why was that?”


“You talked too much,” I explained. “At dinner.”


He stabbed a kale leaf. “Dinner is for talking.”


“Not only you, though.”


The kale leaves disappeared. He seemed capable of eating without visibly crunching or chewing. “Point taken,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


I finished my Talisker. Maybe I would order another. “Why did you invite me, then, if you didn’t like me,” I said.


“I only said that you didn’t like me.”


I stuck my chin forward. Insolent. Suggestive. “So you do like me.”


His expression remained controlled, taking in the boldness on my face. “Yes,” he said. “I like you quite a lot.”


He wrote down his number on a scrap of paper before I got in my rideshare, in case I ever came to New York. Then he hugged me, just my arms and shoulders.


I kept the paper in my left hand, the phone in my right as the car weaved and turned along the road beside the river. Something rushed along inside me, a movement that felt like certainty, and finally I entered the number into my phone for safekeeping.










CHAPTER TWO



The question of sleeping with the choreographer, of what it would feel like to touch him, knocked around inside of me until winter broke into rainy New England spring. Finally, I came up with an excuse. I convinced a friend at a small cultural magazine to let me profile the choreographer and his dance company. No one would pay me, and I’d have to buy my own train ticket and stay on my friend’s couch in Sunset Park, but it gave me a reason to email him that I was coming.


Good, he wrote back. You can stop in on a rehearsal.


At some point during the train ride down the coast, the cool spring switched to sudden muggy presummer, a bubble of heat and humidity that only grew overnight as I sweated and turned on my friend’s stiff foldout couch. The heat dampened my anticipation, muddling my expectations with my own gross humanity.


I had to take three different trains to get to the choreographer’s rehearsal space, and during the journey I absorbed vast quantities of the city’s grime and dirt. By the time I got to the school turned performing arts studio, I’d sweated through my linen blouse, my denim shorts, transformed into a swamp of a human being.


The cool walls of the old brownstone building mixed with the heat so the air turned strange and clammy. Walking through the long halls of identical doors, I felt like a child again, suddenly oversize, wandering until I found the sounds of music and counting.


I could hear his voice, the sound of his hands clapping. Wiping my sweaty palms on my shorts, I grabbed the door handle and pulled.


The rehearsal space still felt like a classroom, the walls a different color where the chalkboards had been. Cool air rattled through new aluminum vents. Six or seven glorious bodies moved through the middle of the room, cutting around each other, stopping, stretching, lifting and throwing one dancer to another. Even though I’d never seen anyone else do the things they did, their bending, twisting feats made them seem more human, like they’d found new doors into how to be a body.


The choreographer stood in front of them all, watching them, instructing. He wore a white T-shirt and soft black pants, his arms wrapped around his torso as he focused. I could see the line of his waist, the lean muscles that still bound him. “More point with the chin,” he called. “You should be leading with the sternum. Carry the motion through.”


I closed the door silently behind me, but he still noticed and walked over. “Could you take off your shoes?” he asked, looking at my dirty white sneakers. A soft, matte material covered the oddly springy floor.


“Sorry,” I said, toeing them off.


“They changed as soon as you walked in the door,” he said, looking at the dancers. “Just a millimeter tighter.”


“I’m sorry,” I repeated.


“No, it’s the permanent problem of a performer,” he said. “It’s just too bad you’ll never see how they move when we’re alone.”


He went back to his spot, watching the dancers and shouting out commands, suggestions so specific I couldn’t follow. The song ended, the performers hitting their last pose. “Good work,” he said, clapping. “Now let’s get Jackie, TJ, and Zac for the trio.”


Jackie was the dancer with the long brown hair. Today she’d wrapped it up in a tight ballerina bun and dressed her body in a white leotard made of tissue-thin fabric. I stared at the muscles winging across her back, her thighs, until I felt absurd, goggle-eyed.


She turned away from my gaze, her forearms up against the back of her head with her mouth pressed into her bicep. Her right leg was up, and the two male dancers crowded the floor around her, one taking her raised calf in his palm. They held still for a beat, turned into living Grecian statues.


Then the music began and they sprang to life, one male dancer lifting Jackie, their backs to each other, then tossing her to the other who caught her by the waist. She seemed trapped for a moment with her leg stiff behind her before swirling free, the world turned by her hips.


“Stop,” the choreographer called. “Jackie, you need to be initiating the movement more from the pelvic bowl.” He crossed the room to stand next to her, pointing his thumbs at his own hips. “Imagine you have two strings tugging your iliac crests.” He swiveled to demonstrate, shifting the balance of his knees. Jackie copied him. I reached into my leather satchel for water, but I didn’t have any. I felt a pen. Oh notes, I remembered. I should be taking notes.


“And when you hit the right elbow—hit it.” She struck a pose with her right elbow up and out. “You need to point a little higher.” He touched her elbow with two fingers, adjusting. “And look a little more this way.” The fingers went to her cheek, guiding her face. “So you’re looking stage left. Right there. Right at her.” They locked on me, the choreographer pointing. Jackie smiled, and I gave a small, stupid wave.


Once rehearsal finished, the dancers fell upon their bags, gathering their empty Tupperware, their water bottles, as they reassembled their outside selves. I stood in the corner, watching everyone leave. “Good work,” the choreographer said. “See you Wednesday.” The last one—TJ?—left, and then the choreographer and I were alone.


He stood by the door at the opposite end of the room. “Shall we?”


The choreographer lived only a short train ride away. Shoved into the full subway car, I hung heavily on the metal bar. The jolts and stops swayed me toward him, each drift sending a light shock through my body.


I still didn’t say anything as I followed him up the stairs into his building, stepping into a comfortable two-bedroom apartment with an open common area and plush suede couches. The windows looked out onto trees, the street. Almost every other New York apartment I’d been in looked out on an airshaft.


“Do you want a day drink?” he asked me.


“What’s in a day drink?” I said. I didn’t look at him, pretending to study his prints, the books on his shelves.


“Like, a spritz.” He stepped behind the granite counter into the kitchen area.


I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the grit and slime on my skin. “Actually, could I take a shower?” I asked.


He paused, holding a bottle of Aperol. “Sure,” he said. “There’s extra towels by the sink.”


I meant to just rinse off, but the bottles lining the frosted window ledge looked gender-neutral and expensive. I flipped the cap off one and sniffed. It smelled deeply herbaceous, like thyme. I rubbed the foam through my hair, his soap on my skin.


After I’d cleaned up, fresh and new, I didn’t know what else to do but put the clothes I’d come in back on, the fabric still soiled with my own sweat.


He’d fixed the drinks while I was in the bathroom, and his forearms flexed as he screwed the cap back on the Aperol. I just wanted to watch him. The light from the window turned his shirt translucent, his lean muscles visible as shadows under the fabric. Rarely had I been so close to such gorgeous masculinity.


He looked at me, my wet hair dripping dark spots onto my shirt. “The drinks are ready,” he said, picking up both glasses. Our fingers brushed as I took mine, warm flesh on cold glass.


“Do you feel better, after your shower?” he asked. We stood, even though there was ample seating.


“My clothes still feel dirty,” I said. The air pulsed, turning thick like it would keep us apart.


“That’s unfortunate,” he said.


The drinks stood between us, stupidly in our hands. “I don’t want a drink,” I said, putting it down on the table.


“No?” he said. I stepped toward him and he leaned back. But I also saw the glass leave his hand, slipped out onto the table.


He froze, I froze him, so I came right up but still didn’t touch, holding just at the edge. “Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten dressed,” I said.


His hands took me around my ribs, as if to brace me and keep me away. I flushed, the heat of first touch.


“Is this what you want?” he asked, the magnetic pull of my body defying his push so I ended up right against him, my hands resting on his chest before sliding to his neck. He felt firm underneath his thin clothing, all potential and power.


“Why do you think I came here?” I said, and then I stretched my spine so I could reach him, kiss him, his mouth taking its time to respond, first slow and still before turning fluid and open and pressing.


I removed the shirt I’d just put back on, the bra, the shorts, disrobing fully there beside his dining room table. I pulled off his shirt, his pants. “Slow down,” he said, but I wouldn’t. I would take what I’d come for.


Bare, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my length against him, my softness melting around his hard. His height meant our bodies didn’t match, standing like that, his hip points pressed into me. Iliac crests. I’d wrapped my thumbs around the curved bones. I’d kiss them, expose them.


His body resisted, a wall against me and what I wanted even though it was the thing I’d come to take. He kept his touch light, all that strength held back by internal restraint. “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked again as he guided me toward the darkened bedroom.


“Do you need me to convince you?” I asked.


And then I was on my back, looking up at him, at the expanse of his chest and the articulation of his neck. My knees pulled up obediently as his hand pushed between my legs, looking for evidence. I gasped, surprised as his fingers found the right places.


My own hands reached for him in turn, cupping and stroking, kissing and biting whatever part of his flesh became available, until I finally felt that dam inside him relent, his own hunger pouring over me.


By the time we got to the drinks, the ice had melted. He threw them out, mixed some more, and brought them into bed. I felt parched, wrung out, swallowing greedily even though alcohol wasn’t the solution.


“Do you come to New York often?” he asked.


“No,” I said. “The train’s kind of expensive.”


He sat on top of the covers. Just lounging in bed, he still had good posture, like he’d been drawn with only straight lines.


“What about the Berkshires?” he asked.


“What about the Berkshires?” I repeated.


“I have a house up there. Good hiking.”


I looked down at the perfect square cubes in my glass. “How do you afford this?” I asked. “I know you’re doing really well. But this . . . It seems like a lot.”


He sipped his drink. “My ex-wife was a very rich woman,” he said. “She liked to invest. Me, my company, my career—all investments.”


“She didn’t want to take anything with her?”


“She took some things,” he said. “But she left me for a man even richer than her, so she let me have what I wanted.”


I stuck my thumbnail into one of the lines etched in the crystal glass. “That’s nice,” I said. “Did you love her?”


“I admire her.”


“Did she love you?”


“She finds me interesting,” he said. “She’s actually still a donor.”


“Even nicer,” I said. The information zipped between us, taking up air. “And no kids.” They were always obvious, the ones at the residency without kids.


“No.”


“Parents?”


“Dead. I have a younger sister,” he said.


“I have an older brother.”


He laughed. “Oh god. If my sister slept with someone that much older than her.”


Time to drain my drink. I knocked the sweet, bitter liquid back. “I don’t often call my brother to tell him who I’m sleeping with,” I said as the cubes landed at the bottom of the glass.


He dropped his head, trying to look at me from a different angle. “Please tell me you’re in your thirties,” he said.


“I’m thir-ty.”


He laughed, but also groaned, then reached over and took my glass. I watched him walk naked to the kitchen to refill it. “And you’re from Pennsylvania,” he said from the other room. “I remember from your book.”


My editor, really my friend, had tried to sell my book as a “fragmentary hallucination.” It took place in a Central PA town haunted from below by demon-ghosts that were also, somehow, capitalism.


“Yep,” I said. “My parents still live there.”


He handed over my fresh drink. I suddenly felt very naked. My hair had dried and smelled like plants. “My friend’s place is a long train ride away,” I began.


“You can stay here,” he said. “I’ll give you some clothes to wear.”


And he got up to refill his drink before he’d even finished it.


I WOKE DISORIENTED, not in my bed, his sleeping hand still gripped around my hip. I pulled away, sitting up to look at him in the morning light. He’d slept on his side, his lovely face smooshed and drooping.


“Are you just going to stare at me?” he said, his eyes still closed.


“How old are you?” I asked.


He opened his eyes and sat up, using his fingers to rub life and flexibility back into his expression. “I’m fifty-one,” he said. “I’m guessing right now I look it.”


I turned away so as not to confirm anything.


“What are you thinking?” he asked.


I took a full breath before answering. “That I’ve checked off a new box.”


My phone on the nightstand buzzed. Probably Rita, the friend I was supposed to be staying with, texting sexually suggestive emojis. I turned to get it, but he grabbed my wrist, the solidity of his grip startling.


“Where are you going,” he said, but he wasn’t asking a question.


He rolled himself above but not on me, his body suspended as his hands slid under my pelvis, scooping. My body lost its rigidity, my center dropping into my hips.


“You’ll tell me if something’s not okay, Rabbit,” he said, tugging down my cotton pants. His cotton pants.


“I don’t think that name fits,” I said, but my voice was gasping. I turned away to stare up at the ceiling, as if the force of looking could anchor me. “I’m not cute.”


“Bunnies are cute,” he said, kissing my knees. He found the tender spot of my inner thighs, brushing it with his mouth so I gasped again. “Rabbits are small and wild and determined to survive.”


Now my eyes were shut. His fingers slipped inside me again, finding what he needed in order to take me. “Tell me what you like,” I said.


He moved above me, his other hand reaching for my open mouth so he could slide his fingers over the wet muscle of my tongue. “Darling,” he said as he began to work, “I can’t wait to teach you.”










CHAPTER THREE



Istayed at the choreographer’s so late I had to take a rideshare to my friend’s place, grab my stuff, then immediately get another rideshare to Penn Station where I almost missed my train.


We pulled into Boston a few hours later. Another rideshare back to my apartment in Somerville, where Annie’s bedroom door stood open, her lamp shining through to the kitchen. “Hello, my life,” she called.


I dropped my bags, my key clattering on the mail table. “What? What life?” I called back, the quote as familiar in my mouth as hello. “No life of mine.” Our little game, ever since our first semester of college, when Annie stopped me at a campus reading and demanded to know my name. Instead of doing our homework, we’d lounge on each other’s extra-long twins or the warm campus lawn, reading our favorite short stories out loud. Annie wrote, too. But she had an agent who sent her work off to the fancy magazines and a day job at a big literary nonprofit downtown. Online, a sleek and glamorous Annie posed with famous authors in lavish Back Bay mansions, glass of wine in hand.


She shuffled out of her room in tattered slippers, cotton shorts, and a Wellesley sweatshirt, her long blonde hair pulled up in a messy puff. “How was the train ride?” she asked.


“Fine.” I left my bags by the door to deal with later. Our apartment smelled like old wood and paint and Annie’s coconut lotion. Usually, the odor comforted me.


“What did I miss?” I asked, getting a glass of water. I poured from the tap and drank. I kept on drinking. I couldn’t get enough.


“I had dinner with Tia and Elle. Elle’s really thinking about grad school.”


“That’s great,” I said.


“Yeah, but Tia’s upset, because they’re looking outside of Boston.”


I got more water. “But there’s a million schools in Boston.”


“That’s what I said.”


Annie talked on about the food, the drinks, going out to Revere Beach with our friends to watch the seagulls devour the plentiful surf clams. I only half listened, letting the details filter through me.


“And how was New York?” Annie asked. “What’d you think of the Judy Chicago exhibit?”


Annie, a great lover of itineraries, had given me a list of things to do, food to eat and an absolute order that I go to the Brooklyn Museum. “I didn’t make it,” I admitted. I opened the fridge. Maybe food would help. I felt emptied and rattled, like I needed settling.


“Oh no,” Annie said. I’d been enthusiastic about the suggestion. “What happened?”


I hadn’t told Annie about the choreographer. Unusual, but I noticed only now that the fact had passed. “I met up with someone. From that residency I went to?” I picked up a block of pale grocery store cheese. Circles of bluish mold had sprouted across the end. “And we, ah, hooked up.”


“Really?” Her body pulled closer to mine out of curiosity.


“Yeah. I ended up staying with him.”


She followed me around the kitchen. “A him?” she repeated. “Like a cis him?”


“Yep.” I brought the cheese to the counter, cutting off the mold.


Annie’s hands rested on the edge near the cutting board. She’d repainted her nails with my polish, a creamy cement color. “I can’t remember the last time you slept with a man.”


“I can,” I said, “unfortunately.”


She took one of my clean cheese slices, nibbling on the end. “How’d it go with this one?”


I felt the choreographer’s hands on my bare thighs as he lifted me against the counter, the wall. My cries so loud he stopped to shush me, laughing. You’re going to bring the neighbors.


“Fine,” I said.


She stepped close, lifting my hair to expose my beet-red ears. “Oh my god, you’re blushing.”


“Stop it,” I said, pushing her hand back.


“Wait, was this the dance guy?” she said. She knew about the show in Boston. “I knew something was up. You don’t know anything about dance.”


“I like to learn things.”


“I bet you do.” Her voice turned gravelly with suggestion.


“Stop it.” I finished the cheese and put the plate in the sink. “It went well. It was a nice time.”


I blasted the faucet to wash away the crumbs. Annie watched. I knew the crook of her mouth, the lines of skepticism. She’d pursue me, tease me if she felt me holding back.


“You stayed at his apartment,” she said. “A stranger?”


“He wasn’t a stranger,” I said. I started scrubbing the plate now with the all-natural brush Annie liked, the nontoxic dish soap that didn’t quite foam. “I told you, we met at that residency.”


“What did you guys do?” she asked.


I felt his chest under my hand, the press of his breathing against me. Overwhelmed, I pulled myself back into the kitchen, focusing on the cool tile under my feet. Home with Annie, back in my life.


“Nothing,” I said. “I don’t feel like talking about it.”


“Okay, okay,” Annie said, giving in. She hugged me from behind, her head on my shoulder. “Sorry to bug you. You had fun, though, right?”


I put the plate in the dish rack with all the other plates Annie had failed to put away. “Yeah, I did,” I said drying my hands. Fun. The word felt small and casual, light.


She let me go. “Do you think you’ll see him again?”


I placed my hands on the back of my neck to warm them. “He lives in New York,” I said. But I saw the Berkshires, the mountains just on the other end of the Mass Pike.


“Right,” Annie said. She hugged me from the side with one arm, her hair fragrant with fruity shampoo. “Not exactly local.”


I leaned back, letting her body take some of my balance and weight. “Nope,” I said. “Have you had dinner?”


“No. Want to order from Himalayan Kitchen?”


“Yes, please.” I tugged my hair out of my bun, releasing a whiff of the choreographer’s shampoo. “I’m going to take a shower. Can you order my usual?”


I made the water hot, scrubbing off the train, the choreographer on my skin. But I could still feel the heat of his hands all over me.


I got into my own slouchy at-home clothes and joined Annie on the couch with the takeout, both of us eating straight from the containers. We curled our legs up underneath us, bare knees and feet pointed in different directions.


We tried to watch The Handmaid’s Tale on Annie’s laptop, but there were too many references to Somerville. “I feel really depressed,” I said, biting into the hot chili crust of my spicy momo. “Could we switch to Frances Ha?”


“Whatever milady desires,” Annie said, putting down the container and reaching for the computer.


I watched Greta Gerwig’s lanky form dip and stretch. The dancers at rehearsal. Jackie.


My phone on the coffee table buzzed. I put down the food and checked the message. Rabbit, it said, Did you get home safe?


“I don’t like it when she goes to Japan,” Annie said, struggling to keep hold of the momo with the splintery takeout chopsticks. “Can we just skip to the end?”


I reached for the top of the takeout container, closing it back up. “Actually, I think I need to go to sleep,” I said, standing and stretching.


“Alright,” Annie said. She stopped the movie with her toe, putting the empty momo container down. “Glad you’re back.” She smiled at me.


“Me too,” I said.


Annie stayed on the couch, checking her email. I made sure to close my bedroom door.


Alone, standing in the middle of my room, I looked at the message again. Yes, back, I replied, then added, Thx for the weekend, before throwing the phone on my bed.


I RETURNED TO Boston expecting to have been inoculated against the choreographer, the shot of sexual experience protecting me from further occupation. But I wasn’t done. In the boring moments of my job, of which there were many, my imagination fell into bed with him, wrapped in an expert body both attentive and withholding. As I walked back and forth from work, each step turned into a question. The way he’d moved and touched me felt controlled by a careful force. What stood on the other side of it? My body wanted to know the answer.


And so I felt a ping of thrill when my phone buzzed with a fresh email from him.




Rabbit,


I saw a film last night that made me think of you. The Umbrellas of Cherbourg. I have no idea why you came to mind—it ’s a goddamn musical. Maybe I just imagine that it rains a lot in Boston.


But I wanted to know if you had seen it, wanted to talk to you about it. Which is a way of saying that I’d like to see you again.


Have you thought more about the Berkshires?





He signed off with his first initial.


The phone now had an extra weight and warmth, a spare life in my pocket. It held the email, the pleasure of being pursued. I kept myself from writing back for as long as I could stand it.


Yes, I’ve seen it, I wrote. I love it, but also think it’s weird that it made you think of me. My sunny tragedy? I imagine it’s not because of Catherine Deneuve.


The Berkshires has crossed my mind. Do you ever come to Boston first?


After work, I walked back through Cambridge up the hill into Somerville, passing the grand houses with their luscious, fenced-in gardens. Lilacs in full bloom, hedges of heady, fragrant cones. I remembered that he loved them, the flowers and their smell. I didn’t know why I had that information. He must have said something about it in Maine.


By the time I reached my apartment, I had another email from him. No greeting, just—I don’t come to Boston, but I can.


His intent circled me like an animal.


After dinner, I sent back my own spare reply. I’m free the weekend after next. Then followed up: But warning, I have a roommate.


I vacuumed, cleaned—for the first time ever, Annie accused—then I went to the drugstore and bought condoms. I hadn’t bought them in quite a long time—my last partner had been a judgmental white lesbian named Peggy—and so I’d forgotten the awkwardness of it, what count was appropriate. Then I had to face a human being with my decision because the self-checkout was broken. At home, I hid the box in my nightstand drawer. What absurd little objects.


The choreographer called when he was outside so I could come down and bring him the visitor parking pass. He waited by the open driver’s side door, his long arms resting on the window. For a moment, I watched him, his eyes scanning the perimeter like a wary animal.


As soon as he saw me, his limbs lifted and straightened, coming to life. He pulled his sunglasses off his head, brushed his hair. “Hi,” I said, holding out the parking pass. I kept two arms’ lengths between us.


He put the pass on the dashboard, then caught my torso, his arms longer than I’d thought. “Hello,” he said, pulling me in and kissing me lightly on the mouth. “Nice neighborhood.”
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