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ONE

Val is not herself today. 

It isn’t like her to be so subdued. She doesn’t call to me as I make my way up the carved marble staircase, its edges worn smooth by generations of arrivals and departures. She doesn’t wave me over once I reach the top of the stairs and wrestle through the crowd, elbowing past Wednesday-afternoon revelers raising their glasses to celebrate the end of another workday. She doesn’t look up after I get myself a beer and approach her table, or offer any comment as I stand, dumbfounded, before the remarkable structure she has created. Here, in the mezzanine bar at Grand Central, with only a few square inches of table to work with, Val has erected a tower of shopping bags representing nearly every one of New York’s best B’s (Bendel’s, Barneys, Bergdorf’s . . . ). I’m ashamed to say, in my own state of mentally unstable not-quite-myselfness, this is the only unusual thing I notice. 

Shopping. There’s something else I won’t be doing for a while. 

I take a deep breath and put on the happiest happy-hour smile I can muster. “Look at you!” I chirp, holding my beer glass in a death grip, shoehorning myself into the three-inch gap between the empty chair and the edge of her table, goggling at the bags while using my free hand to push them out of my way. I poke a Burberry back from the edge of the table, where it threatens to drop into my lap, but that only makes the rest of the pile teeter precariously. I clamp down on the Boyd’s of Madison at the top and struggle to shift my chair to one side without spilling beer on myself. Val makes no effort to help. “If you wouldn’t mind,” I say, “could you help me move this stuff, just the tiniest—oh, my goodness!”

Val is crying.

No. Not crying—sobbing. Tears skid down her flushed cheeks to her jawbone and pause at the abyss a moment before splashing into her untouched cocktail. She’s got mascara running down her wrist onto the sleeve of her pink cardigan, her demure blond pageboy is all mussed, and she’s groping around in her pink quilted Chanel chain purse, perhaps for a tissue.

“What is it? You poor thing!” I’m no longer thinking about shopping bags and am halfway to forgetting why I’ve been feeling so sorry for myself. Until this moment it hadn’t occurred to me that Val could get this upset about anything. Her tears are as unsettling as anything else I’ve dealt with over the past few days. “What’s wrong? What’s the matter? This isn’t about me, is it? Because, really, I’ll be all right.”

She can’t possibly be crying over me. Heaven knows I’m upset—rootless, loveless, and unexpectedly jobless. But Val is distraught. Trembling and pale, with a red, brimming gaze that, at last, she turns on me. “My husband is . . .” she clears her throat. “He’s . . . ahem . . .” She takes a bracing swig of her pink parasol drink, sets it back down, and folds her hands on the table. “My husband is cheating,” she says. “Again.”

Her delivery—calculated, with a pause for emphasis after each word—makes it seem as if she were accusing me. It might be that all at once she looks more incensed than heartbroken, or maybe it’s the way she’s staring me dead in the eye. “Again,” she repeats icily, and it’s as if I were the other woman, here to confess all and beg forgiveness for coming between Val and her husband. That’s when something dawns on me. Several somethings. One, Val is a vintage-clothing connoisseur who would no sooner patronize any of these B-stores than she would cry like a baby in the middle of Grand Central Terminal on an early-May afternoon. Two, Val only wears black. Three, demure? Blond? Pageboy?

And there’s one very last little something. 

Val doesn’t have a husband.

It’s a joke. Val doesn’t take anything seriously. It’s a joke, right? Val’s here to buy me a consolation drink to distract me during my time of crisis, and this is just another diversionary tactic. It’s typical Val behavior, but it’s freaking me out. “You’re not acting like yourself, and you’re scaring me.” I try to say it jovially, as if I’m in no way about to start crying myself. 

But instead of erupting into laughter and pointing to a hidden camera, Val just covers her face and sobs some more. 

Her commitment is impressive. Still, how long will the show go on? I’ve got jangled-enough nerves already, having spent two hours in a Midtown unemployment office at a mandatory New York State Department of Labor group-orientation lecture: “Job-Hunting Tools for the Twenty-first Century.” (“Does everyone here know what the Internet is?”) After that, I got all turned around coming over to Grand Central, first walking four long blocks west, only to end up on a desolate, trash-strewn stretch of Eleventh Avenue, leaving only two thousand nine hundred ninety-nine and two-tenths of a mile between me and my former life in Los Angeles—all right, the San Fernando Valley—before realizing I should have been heading east the whole time. 

All this probably explains why she figures it out first. 

“Oh, perfect. This is just great.” She lifts her head, sniffles, and dabs under each eye with her tissue. “You want Val.”

Later I’ll regret not having paid more attention to this moment.

I won’t have, though, and that’s too bad. It might have been an early clue that perhaps I’m unfit for the new career that’s about to fall into my lap. What was it they just said at the unemployment office? Our experience is our toolbox, with our skills as the tools? Well, it seems I’ve locked my observational skills into my toolbox and left it on a street corner somewhere. Since relocating to New York five weeks ago for a fancy focus-group moderator position at Hayes Heeley Market Research, and up until getting “restructured” right out of that very same position two days ago, I worked, went for coffee, and had lunch with Valerie Benjamin nearly every day. After this much concentrated time in her company I know what she looks like down to the last eyelash. I know her taste in men, clothing, and cocktails, her life’s philosophy, and her family background. 

I know she has an identical twin. 

In fact, one of Val’s favorite conversational pastimes is counting the many ways her sister is spoiled and selfish, sharing stories of behavior so abysmal I always find myself grateful to be an only child. I know Victoria doesn’t work, and that she is married to a commercial real-estate broker named Steve. Five years ago, minutes before her three-hundred-guest New York Times-approved wedding at their parents’ estate in Greenwich, Connecticut, Vickie got so overwrought that she screamed a string of obscenities at Val, then fell weeping onto her bed and refused to get up. Val was beginning to think she’d have to give Vickie a slap—and, considering the scene to which she was being subjected, was looking forward to it the tiniest little bit—when Vickie snapped out of it abruptly on her own, splashed some cold water on her face, and an hour later was flitting happily around her reception without so much as an apology to Val. 

Right now, though, with Vickie here before me, bawling, I only feel bad for her. “I am so sorry. I did think you were Val. You must get that all the time.”

“Constantly.” Through her tears, Vickie sounds sarcastic. I’m this close to excusing myself and slinking away when Val, the genuine article, materializes at the top of the staircase. 

I wave her over. Saved!

Now, in my own defense, I am preoccupied today. But Vickie is right; who could mix up these two? Yes, they have the same rosy cheeks, the same gray eyes, matching stewardess noses with the same smattering of freckles across the bridge. But Vickie wears a wedding ring, the Junior League hairdo, and sensible Ferragamo flats. And here’s Val, my friend and, until Monday afternoon, office colleague. Ecstatically single, with an unruly electric-red downtown crop, deliberately smudgy eyeliner, vintage sixties go-go boots, and a mod little miniskirt in which it’s pretty clear Vickie wouldn’t be caught dead. Vickie: Greenwich. Val: Greenwich Village. 

“Iris! And Vickie?” Val, too, looks perplexed. 

“Val, it was the strangest coincidence.” Life is looking better already. I provide a quick recap of the past five minutes while Vickie grudgingly clears two inches of space for her sister. Val’s black vinyl skirt makes a squeaky noise as she sits down. 

“It’s not that strange,” she says. “Manhattan is just a big small town. People bump into each other all the time. It can be a real pain.” 

“Believe me, if I’d known I’d bump into you here, I never would have come,” Vickie retorts.

“Now, now, Vickie-poo, I wasn’t talking about you. Tell me, Iris, is there a walk of shame in the San Fernando Valley?”

I lean closer, grazing my chin on the corner of a shopping bag. “Walk of shame? You mean Walk of Fame?”

“Walk of shame. When you go back with someone to his apartment and then, on your way home the next morning, run into one of your mother’s ladies-who-lunch chums, who can tell you’re blatantly wearing an outfit from the night before.” 

Vickie eyes Val’s hemline. “Sort of like you’re doing now?” 

“I’ll have you know, this is not a walk of shame. This is office attire,” Val snaps. “I’m simply explaining to Iris that New York is a small town.” 

“Technically there’s no walk of shame in the Valley.” I say it quickly, sensing an argument about to happen. 

“So, then, what were you wearing the first night you stayed over at Teddy’s place?” Val asks me. “And what did you wear home?”

I scrutinize my glass of Rolling Rock. Had I thought to get something in a bottle, with a paper label, I could now make myself busy peeling it off. 

“Come on, Iris. Don’t tell me you wore his old sweatpants; that’s a hundred times more shameful—a fashion faux pas.” 

“I just sort of never left.” I’m blushing. “I just kind of stayed.” 

Both twins stare at me. 

“Never mind.” I take a drink. “Where I come from, people scurry out to the curb when no one’s watching, dive into their cars, and speed home.”

“There you go,” says Val. “Another difference between the coasts. In New York, everybody walks at least one walk of shame. Now that you’re living here, it’s only a matter of time.”

“Well, I’ve never done any such thing,” Vickie says. 

Val peers at her in a way that suggests her sister’s presence has only now sunk in. “Why are you here, anyway? Don’t they have bars in Yorkville?” 

“I’m waiting for a train. And I do not live in Yorkville. Third and Eighty-fifth is Yorkville. Lexington and Eighty-fifth is the Upper East Side.”

“Whatever you say.”

“I know what I’m talking about, Val. My husband works in real estate. . . .” Vickie starts crying again. I look to Val for a cue, but she only rolls her eyes. Vickie sniffles loudly. “I can’t believe he’s cheating on me!” 

Val doesn’t react. She rakes her hand through her hair, which was black the last time I saw her, Monday afternoon. “Like it?” she asks me. “I got it done last night. I was considering something really light, maybe pink, maybe platinum, but then I thought—” 

“Excuse me!” Vickie shouts. 

Val sighs. “All right, Iris, here’s the story. My sister suffers from seasonal suspicion disorder. Every six months, usually spring and fall, she decides hubby Steve is cheating on her, then retaliates by spending his money on new clothes.”

“That’s just mean!” Vickie swipes at her tears again with her tissue. 

“It’s true,” says Val. “Remember the time you found the lipstick on his shirt, flipped out, and then realized it was your own lipstick?”

“It was Bobbi Brown Number Four! That could have been anybody’s lipstick! Every woman in America has a tube!”

Val stops tapping her right index finger softly but insistently on the top of our table long enough to wave over a waitress and order drinks for herself and me. Then she gestures at Vickie. “And another—what is that, strawberry daiquiri?” 

“Virgin,” Vickie says. 

Val rolls her eyes again. The waitress goes off to the bar. Val pulls out a cigarette and holds it in her mouth, unlit. 

“No smoking,” hisses Vickie. 

“No shit,” hisses Val. 

This day keeps getting stranger and stranger. There are still hours to go before it’s over, and I’m stuck with the only twins in history who lack that supernatural love bond everyone always goes on about.

Vickie does have a point, though. At my former marketing company in Brentwood, I once had to round up women for a focus group on makeup. A few days later, I watched from the observation room as one participant waxed rhapsodic about the MAC lip pencil in “Spice,” and the universally flattering lipstick Bobbi Brown Number Four. “I have that, too!” said another, producing a tube from her Coach bag. The rest nodded knowingly and dug around in their purses until there were half a dozen Number Fours on the conference table. Afterward, I stopped in Sherman Oaks and picked up a tube. It was right on the way home, since Teddy and I had just bought our house in Studio City. 

At least I still have that lipstick.

“This time there’s no question,” Vickie continues. “He’s taken up jogging. At the crack of dawn.” She gives us a look like, “See?”

“Pandora’s Box.” From above my head, the waitress places a drink in front of Val, who lunges at it. 

“Virgin.” The waitress sets down Vickie’s daiquiri. 

“Draft.” She hands me a beer. I guzzle the remains of my first and give her the empty glass. 

Vickie takes a dainty sip of her daiquiri. “My husband has gone on a fitness kick. At least, that’s what he would have me believe. Men are such dogs.”

“You’re making absolutely no sense.” Val seems to be speaking directly to her cocktail. 

“This is a person who hasn’t done any sport sweatier than golf since his squash days at Yale. Then three weeks ago, out of nowhere, he decides it’s time to get in shape.”

“He was looking a little soft around the middle,” Val interjects. Vickie responds with one of what I have already come to recognize as her patented I’m-going-to-shove-my-shoe-down-your-throat-if-you-don’t-shut-up looks. Val shuts up.

“And since then he’s been getting up every weekday at six forty-five, dragging the poor dog out of his little bed, supposedly to go jogging in the park. Except that can’t be where he’s going. When he gets home, he’s never even sweaty, and neither is the dog.”

“I didn’t think dogs got sweaty. Don’t they, like . . .” What a lightweight. I’m four sips into my second Rolling Rock and already starting to slur my speech. “Like, drool or whatever it’s called?” Forgotten the word. Better stop drinking now or I’m going to do something stupid. Such as, I don’t know, relocate three thousand miles from home, to a noisy, grimy, indifferent city, in order to be laid off.

“Pant!” Val starts to giggle. 

“That’s it, pant.” I can’t help laughing myself. It’s all too absurd.

“Hey,” says Val, “maybe the dog’s the one straying.”

I should keep out of it. I should. I can’t. “Dogs are such dogs.” 

“No!” Val howls. “Dogs are such men!”

“Oh, forget it!” Vickie starts crying again, with gusto. “This is why I never see you, Val. This is why I hate to tell you anything personal. You have no idea the stress I’m under right now. No idea!” She struggles to free herself from her chair, which is wedged between our table and the back of the woman behind her, and pulls an overnight bag I hadn’t noticed before out from under her seat. “I’ll wait for my train on the platform.” 

I realize how heartless I’ve been acting. Val must feel equally bad, because she grabs her sister’s mascara-and-cashmere-covered wrist. “Where are you going?” She sounds contrite.

“To Greenwich,” Vickie says. “I want Mother and Daddy.”

“Don’t you think you ought to stick around here and—Iris, how do you say it?—work on your marriage?” 

“Work on your marriage,” I repeat somberly. 

“No.” Vickie starts to gather up the rest of her packages. Not an easy feat, since the lot of them is taking up as much cubic footage as my entire apartment. The couple at the table next to us ducks to avoid being B-headed by a Bloomingdale’s Big Brown Bag. “I should hire myself a detective to catch him in the act, and then use the evidence to stick him for a big, fat divorce settlement.” 

I could tell her, because I know, that she’s oversimplifying things. In the no-fault-community-property-divorce state of California, for example, your assets get divided right down the middle, regardless of who did what to whom, unless you were cynical enough to draw up a prenuptial agreement. I could tell her, but I keep my mouth shut. 

“Here’s a plan!” Val pipes up. “While you’re gone, want me to keep an eye on him? I could follow him around and see where he goes. I could be your scheming lookalike hiding in the bushes!” 

“That’s brilliant, Val. He’ll never notice you. Make sure you wear that exact outfit.” 

Maybe Val hasn’t been exaggerating about her twin. Whether or not Steve is the cad Vickie seems to think he is, he can’t have it easy being married to her. Still, I have a real problem with cheaters. I know exactly what infidelity can do to a person. 

Then it comes to me in a Joan of Arc moment, like a celestial omen from Grand Central’s soaring signs-of-the-zodiac ceiling. I have no job and nothing to do. I have no social life. I barely have a love life. I have exactly one friend in this city: Val. And I’m broke. “Vickie!” I practically shout. “Hire me to do it!”

In the weeks to come, the foolishness of this idea will become so clear I’ll wonder why some sort of actual winged messenger didn’t appear—to grab me and smack some sense into me. At the moment, with a little alcohol in my system, and a thousand commuters bustling to and fro on the floor below, I’m picturing myself in an office with a frosted-glass door, smartly dressed in a suit (peplum, shoulder pads, brooch), feet up on my circa 1945 standard-issue metal desk, answering my old-fashioned dial phone: “Iris Hedge, dogcatcher.” For some reason, the image is in black-and-white. 

Val, too, seems to have caught the fever. “Iris would be perfect! See how unobtrusive she is? She looks exactly like every other woman in America! She could follow him around all day, and he’d never notice.” 

“She’s right,” I add. “Just tell me when to come over in the morning. In one day, you’ll know whether he’s telling the truth or not.”

Vickie wrinkles her nose. “How?”

“Come on. Think about it.” Val is Hayes Heeley’s youth expert, specializing in focus groups for teenagers. Right now she is using exactly the same casually jolly voice I’ve heard her use while passing around samples of pimple cream to a roomful of sulky eighth-grade goths. “She waits for him to come out of the building. She follows behind him on his, you know, morning rounds. If he is going running, then she’ll just get in her workout for the day. If he’s not, you’ll have your answer, once and for all.”

An incomprehensible message, the departure of the something-o’clock train to Staticville on track mumble, crackles over Grand Central’s public address system. Vickie consults her Rolex. “That’s my train.”

“I have to go, too.” With no small amount of difficulty, Val pushes back her chair. “You don’t mind cutting this short, do you, Iris? I’m meeting someone. He’s a musician. Really cute. We met on the subway.”

“You did not.” Vickie looks horrified. “He could be anyone! What do you know about him?” 

“That he gets on at Fourteenth Street and has great tattoos,” Val says. “And his name is Ian, or Liam—something. Anyway I only just met him this morning.” 

“Oh, my god! And you’re going out with him already? Don’t you know no man will ever marry you if you aren’t at least a little hard to get?” 

“I have no intention of being hard to get,” Val says. 

I’m only half paying attention. I’m swaying slightly from the beer, looking past the twins at the magnificent four-sided brass clock at the top of the Grand Central information booth. “Five thirty-six,” it reads. I’m thinking, But Val, you invited me to happy hour. I’m thinking I didn’t get to talk about my day. 

Val and Vickie stand up and eye each other warily: opponents trying to get away with not shaking hands after the big grudge match. In the end, Val avoids the issue by patting her sister’s shopping bags instead of her sister. “Say hi to Mom and Dad.” 

“Okay.” Vickie turns to me. “Take care.” 

“Yes, right. You, too.” No spy assignment. So much for my new calling. 

“I’ll talk to you soon,” Val promises me as she (thank goodness) settles the bill, and we all descend the stairs into the crowd, and the opposite twins head back to their opposite lives. For a moment I linger in the middle of the terminal, wondering what to do with myself, and am hit with the irrational urge to return to the bar, blow my future unemployment money on booze, and spend the night having gymnastic sex with a stranger off the six fifteen. Simultaneously, I am aware that what the evening really has in store for me is leftover sesame noodles from Szechuan Palace and, if the gods are smiling, a movie on TV I haven’t already seen. I wonder if I’ll have to cancel the cable.

“Iris!”

It’s Vickie, hurrying back over from the doorway to track fourteen, shopping-bag handles looped over every inch of both of her arms. She glances nervously back toward the platform. The train must be close to leaving. “Go ahead,” she calls over the din of the crowd. “Tomorrow morning. The address is Twelve Seventy-five Lexington, between Eighty-fifth and Eighty-sixth. He always leaves by seven sharp. You can hide across the street and follow him.” She waits, tapping her foot the way Val, impatient for drinks, was tapping her finger on our table earlier. “Okay?” 

Sure, except I’ve never met her husband and have no idea what he looks like. “Can you give me a physical description?” I’m so busy being pleased with myself at “physical description” that when Vickie shifts her bags, works a hand into her purse, extracts a credit card, and holds it up to my face, it takes me a moment to understand she’s showing me her husband’s postage-stamp-size antifraud mug shot on the front. “Steven Sokolov,” the card says. I lean forward and study Steve’s tiny face: brown hair, brown eyes—your basic aging frat boy. 

Vickie slides the card back into her purse, readjusts her packages, and starts back toward the train. 

“Wait!” 

She whirls back around, looking agitated. 

“Height? Weight? Clothing? Unusual birthmarks?” I don’t want her to miss the train, but, according to the New York State Department of Labor, it’s important to gather the correct equipment for my job toolbox.

Vickie edges backward. “About five eleven, one-eighty. No birthmarks. Shirt, shorts—you know, jogging attire. He’ll be with a Parson Russell terrier. It’s really, really time for me to go.” She backs up a few more steps toward the platform doorway.

“Wait! What’s a Parson Russell terrier?”

“For heaven’s sake. A Jack Russell terrier. Same thing. All right?” 

“Got it. Do you want me to call you afterward, or . . . ?”

She rips off a piece of the striped Bendel’s bag, again reaches into her purse, pulls out a Tiffany pen, scribbles a 917 cell phone number on the back of the piece of bag, and practically throws it at me. I’m impressed at Vickie’s ability to manage this cumbersome array of possessions while simultaneously walking in reverse and making me feel as if she’s my superior. “What’s your fee?”

“What?”

“Your fee. What you charge.” 

My fee? Good question. She’s about to break into a run, so it might be smart to pin her down first. What would one charge for this kind of service?

“We’ll talk about it later!” Vickie shouts, and runs for the train.

Cognitive dissonance. That’s the official psychological term for what happens when you find yourself in a situation that completely contradicts the situation you were expecting, and your brain refuses to accept it. 

For instance, you’re in Grand Central to meet a friend, and get her mixed up with her twin sister. 

Or, on your birthday, at the out-of-the-way restaurant where your sweetheart has taken you for a quiet dinner for two, you bump into someone you know: your boss, or a friend you made in the Blue Jay cabin at Camp Sequoia when you were eleven. Your eyes take in this out-of-context character, and your brain thinks, Pat Sweeney at La Ventana the same night as us? Small world! In walks someone else. Aunt Rose, too? Spooky! Only in the face of overwhelming evidence—

like fifty people jumping out and yelling, “Surprise!”—does your brain finally make the connection.

Or maybe, in the middle of an otherwise ordinary day, you’re somewhere arbitrary—perhaps in a parking lot, walking back to the car after an appointment. Someone you love, someone you trust more than anyone, could be no more than a few feet away in an illicit embrace. But you’re not expecting to see this person, so the scene doesn’t register, and you walk on by. Cognitive dissonance is just another way of saying it takes some time to come to terms when a person you thought you knew turns out to be somebody else entirely. My mother once felt moved to describe it, “Just as Mother Nature hates a vacuum, human nature hates a discrepancy.”

This is what I ponder on my long walk home from happy hour. Any other day I would have taken a taxi without a second thought, but my new econo-life has me spending a lot of time—the one thing I suddenly have in abundance—performing what my “friend” Kevin would call cost-benefit analysis. Let’s see. A cab from Grand Central to my brownstone at Seventy-sixth and Columbus equals about what I make an hour, based on my new state-subsidized paycheck—about an eighth of what I was bringing in at Hayes Heeley. There’s the subway, but ten subway rides not taken equals one meal—two if I stretch the leftovers. Over the past two days everything but my rent has begun to seem a frivolous waste of resources. Truthfully, my rent has always seemed a frivolous waste of resources, but Val assures me that after enough time in New York it feels normal to spend half your take-home pay on a “cozy” studio with a parked-cars view and a kitchen renovated in seventies reject materials.

Michelle, my erstwhile boss and head of the qualitative-research department at Hayes Heeley, promised to send a check for two weeks’ severance in a week or two, and I’ve got six months of medical insurance, which seemed pretty good at first, considering I wasn’t there that long. (“Guilt money,” Val called it when I told her. “You should have cried. They would have started throwing hundred-dollar bills at you.”) I can also count on twenty-six weeks on the dole while searching for a new job. I’m certain I’ll land one before the money runs out. Fairly certain. 

The truth is, we responsible career-girl types know we’re supposed to have a cushion of savings, equal to six months’ salary, specifically earmarked for times like these. I remember back in high school reading that savvy financial tip in Cosmopolitan, along with the more interesting advice about how to attract a man at the office by ever so subtly crossing and recrossing your panty-hosed legs: “The faint whisper of nylon on nylon will drive him wild!” 

I never imagined I’d end up in a time like this. 

“My roots are here. In Los Angeles,” I tried to explain to Michelle Heeley, after she phoned me at my old firm in Brentwood one day out of nowhere with what she called “a once-in-a-lifetime career opportunity.” Despite my protests, she insisted on flying me to New York for an interview. “I couldn’t think of leaving,” I told her again in person a week later. “My whole life is in California.” 

Michelle wouldn’t take no for an answer, ticking off arguments on fingers laden with gems so large they looked edible. “It’s time you moved out of recruiting. It’s a dead end.” She paused to move the clasp of her necklace from her throat to the back of her neck. “You’d have a much better future as a focus-group moderator. And as you know, no firm offers a better pedigree than Hayes Heeley.”

Michelle was right: I did want something more. For seven years, I’d been slogging through data banks of names and numbers and making phone calls. Hello, Kimberly Anne Smith? Are you between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four? Do you purchase mass-market cosmetics? Would you describe yourself as having dry, oily, or combination skin? Dry, you say? Would you like to take part in a two-hour discussion about moisturizer? 

I took the job and moved, telling myself it would help my career and make me rich at the same time. 

On my way to Midtown the first day, I pulled a wad of bills from the ATM, paid for a MetroCard for the subway, a taxi after I couldn’t decipher the subway map, a cup of coffee, a bagel, a copy of the New York Post, a box of Band-Aids to protect me from my new pumps, and a few other assorted sundries. By the time I arrived at the office, I’d spent every last cent. Val calls this the ten-bucks-a-block rule, and until now I’ve coped by stopping every ten blocks at the ATM—a strategy that, clearly, will no longer work. 

I meditate on all this for thirty blocks, up Madison Avenue, through Central Park, and on up Columbus. It keeps my mind off both the developing blister on my left heel and the nagging little voice in my head insisting the real reason I took the position was, in fact, to run away from my life. Shush, I tell it. Following Vickie’s husband will keep me occupied until I can figure out what to do next. 

I’m in the front hallway of my brownstone, about to unlock my mailbox, when I hear the phone start to ring inside my first-floor apartment. I have time only to grab a FedEx envelope addressed to me off the table in the foyer before bursting through my apartment door and catching the phone on the fourth ring, just as the machine is about to pick up. Maybe it’s Val; her date canceled and now she can come over. Bad girl, Iris, that’s unsportsmanlike. Maybe Kevin, my friend-with-benefits? I wasn’t expecting to hear from him until tomorrow night but could use the company, not to mention the benefits. 

“It’s me,” a woman says. 

There’s no one in the room, but I glance around anyway: Somebody, help! No luck. I frisbee the FedEx envelope onto my bed, bend to remove my belligerent shoe, limp across the hardwood floor into the two-foot-by-three-foot bathroom to rummage under the doll-size sink. “Joy,” I say into the receiver. The two beers have done nothing for my verbal skills, even with a thirty-block walk to help sober me up, but on the one or two occasions a year when I accidentally answer one of my mother’s phone calls, she does most of the talking anyway.

“You’re in psychic pain,” she says.

I locate a Band-Aid, put it on, and straighten up, examining the tiny crinkles under my eyes in the five-by-seven mirror over my bathroom sink. It occurs to me that I haven’t seen myself completely since moving here, except reflected in the odd shop window. 

“I’m sensing negative energy,” Joy continues. “What are you doing in New York? I called your house, and Teddy said you’d moved out.”

I’m going to kill him. My estranged husband, aspiring voice-over artist, eternal pursuer of the big break that never materializes, can barely remember to bring home a carton of milk, take out the garbage, or pay the water bill. He spent the month before I left camping out on a succession of actor-friends’ sofas and twice had to call me because he’d forgotten at whose place he was scheduled to stay when. Now, having settled back into our house, he’s efficient enough not only to recall where to find the address book but also to accurately relay my new contact information to Joy. 

I back out of the bathroom and into the main apartment, where my bedroom furniture, after years of having its own space to itself, now rubs joinery with my living room furniture: The queen-size bed in which Teddy and I slept is next to the overstuffed armchair we’d squish into to read the Los Angeles Times; my nightstand, in its current dual role as nightstand/

mail table, sits on the rug that was our favorite living-room spot for eating pizza and watching movies. I sit on the bed next to the FedEx envelope and suddenly realize what it is: the court document saying my divorce is on track and will be final in six months, unless one of us tells our lawyer otherwise. I pull on the tab to split open the cardboard sleeve and peek in at the paper on top: “Interlocutory Decree,” it affirms in fancy, legal-document lettering. “It’s been a strange few months,” is all I can think of to say to my mother. 

“The candle told me. I came through the meditation room just now and found that the purple taper had wilted. The midday sun must have been unbearable. It’s in its holder, slumped over onto the offering table. I thought, It’s trying to tell me something.” 

“Probably,” I say. “Something like ‘Please, close the curtains.’”

“Iris, the rest of the candles were fine. Only this one had wilted. It is purple, purple as in irises. It symbolizes awareness. I sense that you are bowed under a psychic burden. Perhaps you’d like me to send you an awareness candle?” 

On the street there’s a sudden commotion of honking horns. I hold the receiver between my ear and shoulder, open the window, and look out to see two women in business suits, screaming at each other: “It’s mine!” “I had it first!” They have unearthed a cache of discarded clothing from one of a dozen black plastic garbage bags heaped on the sidewalk and are blocking the street, playing tug-of-war with what appears to be a men’s blazer, each holding a sleeve. 

I feel it coming on: the tidal wave of loneliness and desolation that not even happy hour and flippant banter and an amusing potential new career can stave off. And I’m tired. Exhausted, honestly. Ready to cry and then sleep for a hundred years. It’s been like this since I got to New York: I feel as if I’m handling things, and then get blindsided by a sadness so deep and wide I could drown in it. 

I’m certainly in no mood for Joy. I’ll call her some other time, I tell her. 

We both know full well I won’t, but she lets my excuse go by. “Namaste, then, Iris. That is a yogic word meaning, ‘I honor the divine energy within you.’” 

But even after I hang up and set the alarm for my early wake-up call and crawl into bed with a take-out carton and the remote, I’m up for most of the night listening to the swoosh of passing traffic, keening sirens, people outside my window on their way home from restaurants and friends’ apartments. Thinking, too. A little about tomorrow’s assignment, a lot more about my money problems. But mostly reliving a scene that has haunted me far too often. It’s an overcast February day in the San Fernando Valley. Fog-shrouded sun shines into my burning eyes. I’m desperate to protect myself from the glare and bury my face in the crook of my arm. What if I had kept it there? What if I hadn’t looked up? I wonder as the hours tick by. What would life be like now? 

As with so many nights, it’s the last thing I remember thinking before finally falling asleep.



TWO

When the alarm rings at the dawn’s early light, I get out of bed, wash my face, consider what a real spy would wear for the morning’s errand, and, for perhaps the first time in my life, feel thankful for my inconspicuousness. Val is right: I do look like every other woman in America—at least, every other woman in my demographic subgroup. This is not low self-esteem but an objective fact. According to research, the average college-educated, thirty-to-thirty-five-year-old white female is five feet four and a size eight, at 140 pounds, with brown hair past her shoulders, and brown eyes. That is me except that, perhaps as compensation for a too-round face, a pasty complexion, short legs, and a tendency to blush at the slightest provocation, I got genetically lucky in the dress-size lottery. Usually I’m about twenty pounds lighter than the average. Right now the divorce diet—the continually nervous stomach and utter lack of appetite brought on by my split with Teddy—has left me twenty-five pounds lighter. 

As a corollary to this first point, despite what Val said yesterday about my getting in my morning workout, I do not work out. I have taken my share of spinning classes and all that and eventually will need to start going more often. For now my feeling is, if you don’t have to, why? 

Finally, freshman year at Pomona, my friend Audrey started a contest among some of the girls in our dorm. She called it T-shirt hunting, and the object was, the first time you slept with somebody, you had to steal one of his shirts as proof. Immature, yes, but the game evolved into a fiercely fought dorm-wide competition. In the end, I scored somewhere on the low side. I amassed more shirts than Evie, who majored in organic chemistry and had plenty of it with her lab partner, Doug Amato; she met him the first week of school, married him the week after graduation, and is now a mom in Palmdale. And far fewer than Jadey, who majored in art history and, last any of us heard, was bartending in the Turks and Caicos Islands. As for Audrey, she vanished quickly, but her influence remained. It’s embarrassing, but for years after graduation I kept stealing men’s shirts out of habit. 

This is all a very long way of saying that, as a corollary to points one through three, my choice of workout clothes this morning is limited to a single pair of sweatpants and a collection of ancient, stolen T-shirts. I can’t have gotten more than an hour or so of sleep, but after drinking three cups of coffee and slipping into my chic sportswear ensemble, I’m remarkably upbeat. Maybe it’s the idea of embarking on a new adventure, but I’m full of energy and ready to unearth what Mr. Steven Sokolov is doing behind his wife’s back. I secretly suspect he’s up to no good and won’t be jogging today. So I’m bringing my wallet and keys and my sunglasses for comfort, and a windbreaker in case it’s cold. I gather everything together and scamper out my apartment door—right into the bicycle my downstairs neighbor, who lives directly beneath me in what he probably calls the garden apartment but which is really the basement apartment, keeps chained to the hallway staircase. One of these days someone’s going to trip over that thing and break a bone, and with my luck, that someone will be me. It does seem that the bike lies in wait for me: Every outfit I own, including, now, my sweatpants, has a track of grease on the leg. 

No matter. I continue out the front door of my building, down the steps of the front stoop and toward the park, a few yards behind the woman in clogs and overalls who comes over twice a day to walk the building’s dogs.  

I smile at her and step around her and her four charges. 

“Rocky, down!” she bellows at one, a pug, who lunges at my ankles and begins to lick them as if they’d been rubbed with steak juice. To me she says, “Beautiful day!” She pulls on the pug’s leash. “He seems to like you.”

I try to discourage the pug without actually shoving him away with my foot. “Might I ask a question?” I address the dog lady. “Can you please tell me what a Jack Russell terrier looks like? I’m pretty sure I know, but—” 

“Sure.” She points toward the end of the block, where a small white dog with pointy tan ears has its leg lifted beside a sidewalk planter. “Right there. They’re all the rage these days. I don’t recommend them as city dogs, in case you’re in the market. They’re way too energetic for apartment living, but what do people know? Most owners just buy for looks.” 

I thank her, disengage myself from the marauding pug, and walk to the corner. It is a beautiful day. Spring, Val tells me, is the most perfect time of year in New York for weather. The streets are quiet, and the air is cool and fresh. The sun has begun to break up the long shadows reaching across Columbus Avenue. A taxi driver notices me on the corner and starts to pull over, but I have planned for time to walk across Central Park. Stroll, even. It’s still only six forty, a full twenty minutes before Steve is due out of his building with the Jack Russell terrier. I walk down a block of single-family brownstones with sleeping cats in the windows and potted hyacinths on the stoops, cross Central Park West, and step through an entrance in the park’s stone wall.

Inside, there’s a party going on. I wouldn’t have thought this many people would be in the park so early, but the whole place is humming with New Yorkers taking advantage of the soft spring morning. There’s a line of moms pushing baby strollers, skipping, bending, waving first one arm and then the other, as part of a group exercise class. Bicyclists dart single-file through the traffic on the park drive. I cut across the Great Lawn, which has been mowed into broad, dewy silver-green stripes, and wonder for the first time if the locals might be speaking the truth. Maybe this city is the center of the universe. The thought that I, Iris Hedge from the San Fernando Valley, am right here in the middle of it is at once so exhilarating that I stand still, breathing the heady perfume of daffodils and taxi exhaust. If life were a musical, this would be the moment where I’d rip off my “Three Stages of Tequila” T-shirt (Corey Najerian, sophomore year) to reveal a sequined leotard, and then burst into song.

Indulging in this New York moment, however, winds up not taking a New York moment, or even a New York minute, but a New York five minutes, which, it turns out, is just as long as it is everywhere else. By the time I emerge from the park near the Metropolitan Museum it’s one minute to seven and I am still quite a few blocks from Vickie’s building. I sprint like a lunatic across Fifth Avenue, up five blocks and over three to Lexington, my wallet in my windbreaker pocket pounding against my chest, the keys in my sweatpants pocket jingling, my sunglasses bouncing around on my nose. I’m all the more a spectacle here on the staid, wealthy Upper East Side, where the few people out on the street appear less hurried than people do everywhere else in New York. Since the Upper East Siders have obviously made it, they must have nowhere more pressing to get to.

By the time I screech to a stop in front of Vickie’s building it’s five minutes after seven. I am thoroughly winded, not to mention thoroughly panicked, thinking I have missed Steve and have metamorphosed in a matter of days from levelheaded marketing professional into utter incompetent, when out of the building emerges the man himself. Brown hair, brown eyes, mid-thirties, six-footish, running clothes, zippy little tan-and-white dog; the life-size version of the photo on Vickie’s credit card. He also has the exact look I’ve been expecting: that “I’m entitled” look. I’ve seen it a million times. If he lived in Southern California, he’d be one of those BMW reptiles who honk the horn behind you on the freeway off-ramp—Wake up! Go!—before the light has turned green. He’d be the one who, in a ten-mile afternoon traffic jam on the Santa Monica Freeway, would drive along the right shoulder and then, at the last possible instant, cut back in front of everyone else obediently waiting their turn in the blinding sun to creep ahead a few more inches. Here in New York, he must walk down the sidewalk shouting into his cell phone. I hate him already, just on principle. 

Steve says something to the doorman, stops to untangle the dog (it has already managed to wrap its leash several times, maypole-style, around one of the brass awning supports in front of the building), and then stands there on the sidewalk, bouncing up and down a little on his toes, preparing for liftoff. For my part, I am so astonished to see my prey in the flesh, no more than ten feet away, that I, too, stop in the middle of the sidewalk, no doubt with my mouth open, and most definitely in his direct line of vision. To make matters worse, there’s little else to attract his attention: Aside from Steve, me, the dog, and the doorman, there are maybe half a dozen people on the street, most of them descending into the subway station. Whoever wrote that song about the city that never sleeps must not have lived in this neighborhood; otherwise he would have come up with the far more accurate “the city that doesn’t get out of the house until ten.” 

That is, nobody does but Vickie’s husband, who seems wide-awake and alert and, sure enough, looks right at me—Great! Brilliant work, Iris!—and then looks away. There’s no flash of recognition, no “Aha! I know my wife sent you to spy on me!” Nothing. Why should there be? He has no idea who I am or why I am here. I am filled with glee at not having bungled this too badly so far. 

Steve bounces once or twice more before walking right past me down Lexington to the end of the block, in the direction from which I came. The moment he seems far enough away, I step up to the doorman, tilt my head to one side, and smile—the very picture, I hope, of neighborly innocence. “Excuse me?”

“Miss?” He touches his cap.

“Is that Steve I see down there, with the little dog?” I gesture toward the corner.

“Mister Steve, yes,” the doorman affirms.

“Thought so.” I beam at him. He touches his cap again and steps back into the building. Then, as surreptitiously as possible, I follow Steve across Lexington and over to Park Avenue, where he turns north. 

This part goes quite well. My existence didn’t register with Steve in the first place, so he doesn’t notice me trailing him half a block behind. He doesn’t once glance back, just strides up the sidewalk, the skittery Jack Russell beside him leaping and nipping at its leash. Steve is behaving as if he’s headed to an important appointment. There’s no pausing to admire the tulips in full bloom, planted in rows, running red and yellow down the center of Park Avenue, or the polished, landed-gentry indifference of the apartment buildings lining either side. No slowing down to avoid getting sprayed by a maintenance man hosing down the sidewalk. (You could never get away with wasting that much water in California.) I have to trot to keep up with him. 

But as the blocks go by, my original buoyancy gives way to stomach-twisting tension. What if Vickie is right? What if I have to break it to her that her husband is having an affair? I imagine telephoning Vickie this afternoon and informing her that Steve entered the lovely red-brick apartment house at Park and Eighty-seventh and left, whistling, forty-five minutes later, or was greeted at the door of a graceful single-family town house on Eighty-eighth by a woman wearing nothing but a triple strand of pearls and a smile. Will Vickie be devastated at the betrayal? Will she take it out on me? Will she collapse and end up in the emergency room?

It isn’t until Steve makes a second left, toward Central Park, that my stomach begins to unknot: Steve could just be going for a run. The answer reveals itself minutes later when he crosses Fifth Avenue to the East Side entrance to the Central Park Reservoir, which even I know is the most popular place to jog in the city. He stops and stretches his arms over his head. Then he takes off at full speed.

Really. It’s like one of those car commercials: zero to sixty in five seconds. With no time for a sigh of relief, I take off after him, scaling the steps to the reservoir, dodging between the silent, focused runners as he hits his stride on the narrow gravel track. Within moments my heart is threatening to explode. My wallet is whapping against me, and my sunglasses are back to sliding around precariously on my sweaty face. Note to self: Next time, leave this stuff at home. If you live that long. 

I try to take a few cleansing breaths. Joy used to swear by this technique, but I never gave it much shrift until Michelle insisted I do it during my Hayes Heeley training. “It’s to relax the body and keep your nerves from getting the better of you,” she said, and I must admit, it works. I believe someone, possibly an instructor from a long-ago spinning class, also told me once that proper breathing makes strenuous exercise easier. I can’t seem to get any air at all, though; while my heart may explode, my lungs may implode. I struggle to turn my focus outside myself. The trees, the sky, the jingle-jingle of my keys harmonizing with the skrish-skrish of my nylon windbreaker, the morning sun on my face, the distance between Steve and me growing by the second. 

He must know there’s someone following him. Otherwise, why would he be moving this fast? He’s practically a blur. How can I keep up when I’m about to pass out? If I do pass out, will someone stop to help, or will I be trampled by the pack of runners behind me?

Steve rounds the top corner of the reservoir. I can’t be sure, but he appears to stumble for a few steps, as if trying to slow down. For a fraction of an instant, he glances backward, over his left shoulder. And a moment later, he veers to the right—and runs right off the edge of the track. 

The move looks deliberate, although the embankment here on the northeast end of the reservoir has got to be fifteen feet high. I watch him and the Jack Russell leap over the edge, as if off the side of a building, and moments later spot them at the bottom, crashing through the trees in the direction of the West Side tennis courts. The whole incident takes no more than twenty seconds. 

Now my heart really is going to detonate. In the quiet I hear it thrashing around in time with my serrated inhale-exhale and my staccato thoughts: Steve suspected something. Saw me. Must have. Catch up! 

I muster every last bit of energy and run harder, the reservoir a blue haze on my left, the morning air scalding my lungs, my thigh muscles congealing like cement. 

By the time I get to Steve’s jumping-off spot, he’s nowhere to be seen. I’m left at the edge of the track, doubled over and wheezing, still scanning the view below for some sign of him or the dog. I straighten back up, intending to jump down the side of the embankment after him, but my legs refuse to obey. So much for the mind-body connection Joy likes to talk about: The only place my body wants to go is back to bed. 

“What do you mean, you lost him?” 

A shower and a catnap later, I’m feeling somewhat better. Still, there’s a cramp in my side that won’t go away. My calves are throbbing. I’ve already downed four aspirin and am thinking of trying a more potent pain reliever, like ibuprofen or a bottle of scotch.

I had assumed that after a home-cooked meal and a good night’s sleep in Connecticut, Vickie would realize she’d been acting crazy. I figured she’d be ready to forget the whole thing, to come home and resume spending her husband’s money. Not so.

“I couldn’t keep up,” I say. “He is amazingly fast.”

Vickie snorts. “That’s a laugh.”

“It’s the truth. Surprisingly, your dog handled it quite well.”

“Just tell me what happened.” Vickie isn’t crying today, and she isn’t interested in niceties. I relate the events of the morning, leaving out my tardy arrival at her building but including the part about her husband hurling himself down the reservoir embankment as if the IRS were after him. 

Vickie cuts me off. “Is he cheating or not?”

“I don’t know.” That, too, is the truth. I have no idea. If he was simply out for a jog, why did he seem to be trying to throw me off his trail? On the other hand, if he is cheating, why go to so much trouble to fake a workout, especially with his wife out of town?

“Was he gawking at other women? He slobbers over anyone who passes by.”

“Not that I noticed.” He certainly didn’t look at me twice. Really, he couldn’t possibly have known I was following him. 

Vickie half growls, half sighs. I picture her on the other end of the line, ready to throw herself on the floor in a tantrum. 

“If you want, I can try again tomorrow.” How, I can’t imagine, unless someone can replace my entire cardiovascular and musculoskeletal systems with bionic parts. Not to worry—Vickie won’t take me up on my bluff.

“Fine,” she agrees.

“Really?” 

“I said fine.”

All right, fine. I’ll think of something. It’s not as if I had anything else to do. It’s sad that Vickie doesn’t have a better way to occupy her time. Though she hasn’t asked, I let her know she owes me seventy-five dollars for today’s work. 

“How did you come up with that?”

“It’s based on fifty dollars an hour.” I decided on this figure after much deliberation. It’s nothing compared to my Hayes Heeley salary, but with no experience in detective work, it hardly seems fair to charge more. 

“Seventy-five dollars? How long could it have taken to follow him ten blocks?” 

I explain that it took thirty minutes to get over to her side of town, fifteen for actual surveillance, and forty-five to hobble home. Vickie argues that she had been thinking more along the lines of what she pays her cleaning lady and, furthermore, that she shouldn’t have to pay for travel time. She offers fifteen dollars an hour. As soon as I agree I want to slap myself. 

After we hang up I call Joan in Human Resources at Hayes Heeley to ask when to expect my severance check. (“Month,” she answers absently, perhaps interrupted at a critical moment in her computer solitaire game.) Then I ask to be transferred to Val’s extension. I get Val’s voice mail and leave a message offering details of my assignment in exchange for details about her date. After that, I use up another ten minutes dropping off my laundry at the wash-and-fold around the corner. Then, well, what do unemployed people do all day? Should I watch the soaps or get on the Internet to find work? I compromise, turn on the TV, and log on to my computer. 

Here’s a quiz for a focus group: Which of these selections in my mailbox is not junk e-mail? 

A. “DEBT FREE IN MINUTES!”

B. “XXX three-way action!”

C. “End female impotence!”

D. “Bliss Blitz From Joy!” 

Those who chose D would be the ones getting my mother’s newsletter. Who else but my mother, finding herself divorced after two decades of marriage, could pick up and leave the city she’d grown up in and start an entirely new life? Once a yoga-doing, herbal-tea-drinking, alfalfa-sprout-eating Southern California mom, she is now, fifteen years later, remarried and a cottage industry, a guru with a Web site and newsletter, who dispenses nuggets of goddess wisdom to women she’s never met from a six-thousand-square-foot Arizona hacienda. 

TO: Friends

FROM: Joy

SUBJ: Lost love? Lost career?

Dishearteningly enough, my own new status as a woman lacking a job and a husband makes me just the type who would come to Joy in search of easy answers. I never asked Joy to send me “Bliss Blitz.” I usually delete it without opening it. But this week’s subject line is speaking directly to me. 

Dearest Goddesses:

If there is one thing in life we can count on, it’s that few things truly turn out as we’ve planned. Dreams can die, relationships wither and the plans we made can shift and change. Don’t despair! If we are able to embrace our disappointment, we can weather the storm and then emerge into the sunshine, a phoenix-goddess, reborn. 

My mother, the Scottsdale goddess, goes on to outline a rebirthing ceremony in which any woman struggling with a setback should form a “sacred circle” of close girlfriends around a plastic kiddie pool. She who wishes rebirth steps into the pool, and her friends pour water over her head “as a symbol of spiritual cleansing.” Just before I hit the Delete button, I set up my mailbox to begin auto-forwarding each week’s “Bliss Blitz” to Val. She’s always complaining that her mother is emotionally repressed. Maybe she’ll see that a little repression can be a good thing. 

“You’ve got mail!” my computer announces. 

The newly arrived e-mail to which it’s referring reads more like an interoffice memo than a personal note: 

TO: Iris Hedge

FROM: Kevin Asgard

SUBJ: Agenda

Tonight actionable for me; call to arrange synch-up. 

I call Kevin’s hotel room. He answers halfway through the first ring. “That was fast.” 

“I was online.” 

“Job-hunting on the Internet? Bad ROI.”

“ROI?” 

“Return on investment. You’re better off utilizing your existing contacts.” It appears he’s trying to tell me I’d be smarter to ask people I know to help me find work. But there’s also a wink in his voice. “Unless you were really having Internet sex.”

“You’re more than enough man for me.” I say it teasingly but am in fact sincere.

“So,” he goes on. “Cabernet or zin? And is ten too late?”

“Don’t bother bringing wine. Teddy has all the wineglasses, and I don’t know where the movers packed the corkscrew. And why ten?”

“I want to go upstairs to the fitness center first.”

“No problem. Go ahead.” Here’s something nice about being unemployed: I can sleep in. No, wait a minute. “You know what, I have to be up early tomorrow.” And that’s when I have my first clever idea in days. “Kevin, would you please do me a favor?”

“Name it,” he says.

“Skip the gym tonight. You can go running at the reservoir in the morning.”
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“Smart, sassy, and impossible to put down!
Readers will love Lauren Lipton.”
—MEG CaBOT, author of The Princess Diaries and Quéen of Babble





