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PART ONE





openings


and closings







Opening a conversation and bringing a conversation to an end are essential parts of our everyday language. You already know how to say hello and good-bye, but in this lesson you will study in more detail how Americans perform these functions. You might notice some similarities, as well as some differences, if you compare American conversation openings and closings with those in your native culture.




—SPEAKING NATURALLY:




COMMUNICATION SKILLS IN AMERICAN ENGLISH































chapterone










you’re too young to retire from sex.”




“But I’m too old to put up with all the bullshit that’s involved,” said Kat, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs. “Besides, the only men I find attractive are the ones I’d be insane to get involved with.”




This comment received a mixed review from her friends—a wry smile from Zandra, a look of concern from Marcy.Shit. Kat had learned the hard way that if she didn’t present her depression in a sufficiently amusing manner, she’d wind up having to sit through a steady barrage of unsolicited advice.See a therapist. Take an evening course. Try the new generation of mood-altering drugs.




Yet as much as Kat longed to avoid being on the receiving end of any more prepackaged wisdom, she wasn’t sure that she could sustain the requisite level of wit to satisfy her friends. Her feet were sore from walking ten blocks in three-and-a-half-inch heels and her head was beginning to throb from the drone of fifty other peoples’ dinner conversations.




“But Kat,” said Marcy, “the last time you were single was ten years ago. Are you saying your taste in men hasn’t changed at all?”




“Well, I no longer fantasize about Kevin Costner.”




“No, seriously. Let’s talk about what would attract you now.” There was a look of missionary eagerness on her pretty, fine-boned features.




“Marcy, I beseech you, no in-depth analysis.” Underneath the table, Kat surreptitiously slipped out of her stilettos. “How about a nice, safe topic, like the pros and cons of government-sponsored torture?”




“Very funny.” Zandra reached for her martini, jangling the silver bracelets on her arm. “Am I allowed to mention that there’s a guy over at that table who’s checking you out?”




Kat tucked her bare feet under her chair. “You always think men are checking us out. He’s probably looking for a waiter.”




In contrast to Marcy, who seemed to have lost all her fashion sense, Zandra was improving with age. Ten years earlier, when they’d first become friends while watching their toddlers in the playground, Zandra had concealed her hair in bandannas and her body in baggy overalls. Then, sometime last fall, Zandra had stopped trying to restrain her abundant curls and started wearing fitted clothes that flattered her generous, hourglass figure. Not surprisingly, her transformation had coincided with the advent of a new man in her life. Well, not actuallyin her life, Kat thought, since the man only made sporadic guest appearances. But it was this very unpredictability that kept Zandra on constant French-bra-and-matching-panties alert.




Marcy, on the other hand, had gone from gamine short hair and funky vintage dresses to a lank bob and shapeless designer shifts. Looking at her now, Kat could hardly recognize the bohemian waif she’d met fifteen years earlier in a summer Shakespeare production. It was a classic case of mommification, but in Marcy’s case, she hadn’t managed to have the child yet.




Thinking about it made Kat realize that she probably needed a style overhaul herself. She’d been wearing the same tailored, mannish chic for over a decade.




“No, he’s definitely looking at you, Kat,” said Zandra, gesturing with a toothpicked olive. “See, the blue shirt, over there?”




Kat wondered if she should try something different with her hair. Layer it? Lighten it? Cut it all off? “I see him.”




“You’re not even looking, Kat.”




“I’m using my peripheral vision. Not my type.”




Zandra looked skeptical. “And what exactly is your type?”




“Borderline.” Now that her divorce was almost final, Kat was aware that her friends felt she ought to be past the stage of obsessive thinking and intense bitterness. Without ever saying so directly, Zandra and Marcy had let Kat know that there was a rough timetable for adjusting to breakups. After six months, Kat had reached the point where she was expected to provide a few sardonic anecdotes about her soon-to-be ex, as well as some fresh tidbits of carnal misadventure with new, prospective mates.




But she couldn’t find the motivation necessary to give a convincing performance. Kat no longer believed she would discover some magical fit with a man. Sure, if she looked hard enough, she could probably find a partner for some mutual genital friction, but she’d given up all hope of someone taking her through the hot, sweaty crucible of transformative sex.




Kat turned to Zandra. “Why don’t we talk aboutyour love life? Are you still seeing the semi-famous guy?” As the man in question was also semi-married, Zandra had kept his identity a secret.




“We’re taking a break right now. He says he needs some time to be on his own and figure out what he wants.”




Translation: He was blowing her off. Kat tried to think of a tactful way of putting this. “I hate to say it, but I think you’d better brace yourself. When men say that, they almost never decide that what they really want is more intimacy.”




Zandra lifted her chin a fraction. “Well, I’m not as certain as you are that it’s all over. But you don’t see me just sitting around, refusing to meet anyone new.” This was true enough. Zandra believed that romance came to those who pursued it, and her quest for an enlightened partner seemed to entail a never-ending array of workshops with titles such as Tantric Vegan Cookery and Spirit Guide Hiking.




Marcy, on the other hand, had been dating the same passive-aggressive underachiever for seven years. As far as Kat could tell, his main attraction was that he gave Marcy something to complain about.




“And how are you and Steve doing, Marcy?”




“We’re talking about going to Iceland this winter.”




“Iceland? In winter?”




“It’s actually supposed to be very pretty, and not as cold as people think.” Also, Kat assumed, it was cheap. Steve was a forty-two-year-old struggling jazz musician, and his refusal to stop temping and get a steady job meant that he lacked the funds to travel anywhere nice with Marcy, let alone get married and have a child with her.




“So, what do you do on a winter vacation in Iceland?”




Marcy stirred her martini. “Well, there’s supposed to be a fabulous nightlife.”




Which meant that Marcy was going to wind up alone in her hotel room while Steve drank himself into a stupor. Looking at Zandra (trying too hard in an African beaded choker and low-cut red blouse) and Marcy (not trying hard enough in a gray velvet chemise), Kat wondered why the hell she’d been voted the sick puppy of their trio. She also wondered how long she had to stay before pleading a headache and heading back home.




Adding to Kat’s general feeling of malaise was the fact that the restaurant, Carnivore, was dark and hot and packed tight with college students and young professionals, all bombarding one another with flirtatious pheromones.




Kat couldn’t even get her drink refilled, as the waitstaff were making only brief appearances at each table before vanishing into the back, presumably to play a hand or two of poker before returning.




Zandra had said that a night out was just what Kat needed. If grouchy was an improvement on miserable, then her plan was working.




“Where is our waitress, anyway?” Kat scanned the room. “We should never have told her we needed another minute to make up our minds.”




“Speaking of making up one’s mind,” said Zandra, “have you decided what you want to do about your birthday next week?”




“Yes,” said Kat. “Ignore it.” It wasn’t the fact of leaving her thirties that disturbed Kat. The way she saw it, she was still youthful enough to wear her hair long and her jeans low, yet old enough to know not to flash her thong when she sat down. After spending much of her twenties in open auditions, Kat no longer fretted about her looks, her talent, or her ability to withstand rejection.




But with her personal and professional lives on hold, Kat wasn’t quite in the mood to celebrate the fact that her life was now approximately half over.




“But Kat, you can’t just ignore the big four-oh,” said Zandra. “Marcy and I were talking about throwing you a surprise party, but we decided you’d probably kill us.”




“Oh, dear God. Promise me you aren’t going to do anything like that. You aren’t, are you? This isn’t some elaborate deception where you pretend to be really frank and open while secretly plotting to confront me with a cross section of my past?”




Marcy put her hand on Kat’s arm. “Are you having feelings about reaching middle age?”




Kat laughed. “Yes, I feel this incredible urge to go buy elastic pants and start shopping in bulk. No, Marcy, I’m not depressed about getting older. In fact, I kind of like the fact that for the first time in over twenty years, there isn’t a man in my life and I don’t care.”




“Of course you don’tneed a man in your life,” said Zandra. “But I get the impression that you’ve closed yourself off. I hate the idea that your experience with Logan has made you hate all men.”




“Oh, Zandra, please.” Kat pushed away from the table, her chair scraping along the floor. “Listen, it’s not that I hate men. I don’t. In fact, there are many ways in which I prefer them to women. Men tend to be more direct than women, more decisive and goal-oriented. I like the fact that men seem to worry less than women about other peoples’ opinions. And, since I am heterosexual, I do find myself physically attracted to them from time to time.”




Zandra raised her eyebrows. “Okay, if you admire them so much, then explain why you’ve decided to keep them all at arm’s length.”




“Because,” Kat said firmly, “I don’t trust men. I figure it’s best to keep a lion tamer’s attitude—you never know when the other half of your act is going to forget its training, revert to instinct, and bite the hand that feeds it.”




“So you assume that all men are going to wind up disappointing you,” said Marcy.




“It’s a safe assumption. If you’re married long enough, you should expect periodic unreliability, chronic disappointment, even an occasional lapse in faithfulness. In fact, just to be on the safe side, I always figured it was best to have a few flirtations going on the side. I didn’t actually sleep with any of them, but it reassured me to know that if Logan ever did cheat on me, I’d know where to go.”




“Wait a second. You never said anything about this before.” Marcy leaned forward. “Who were they?”




“My trainer, an old college friend, and the carpenter who built our living room bookcases.”




“But you didn’t actually have physical contact with them?”




“Well, there was a lot of meaningful stretching with the trainer, and my old friend gave me a foot massage. But no sex. And now that I’m single, I don’t find any of them appealing anymore.”




“Did you ever wonder if you might have protected yourselftoo much?” There was an expression in Zandra’s eyes that Kat couldn’t quite read. “Do you think maybe part of the problem was that you made yourself emotionally unavailable to Logan?”




Kat shook her head. “I’m sorry, no, I’m not buying that. Maybe I didn’t trust Logan completely. The way I see it, intimacy is a pretty hazardous occupation, and you’d have to be delusional not to know that you can wind up getting hurt. I just never anticipated the extent of Logan’s betrayal.”




“But you were always complaining that your marriage wasn’t working,” said Zandra, her tone almost accusatory.




“And he kept saying that I was being too negative! Still, I can accept that he’d want to leave me without any attempt at working things out. But it would never have occurred to me in a million years that Logan could just walk away from his only son. Do you realize that it’s been over four months now without so much as a phone call or an e-mail? Four months!” Kat paused to take a slug of her drink and wound up draining the glass. “You know what? On second thought, maybe I do hate men.”




There was a moment of uncomfortable silence, saved by the appearance of their waitress.




“How are you doing, ladies? Need any more drinks, or are you ready to order?” She paused, peering at Kat. “Hang on a moment. Didn’t you used to be on that show…what was it called again, it’s on the tip of my tongue…”




“She was Helen Jessup onSouth of Heaven,” said Marcy. Kat kicked her in the shin with one stockinged foot.




“Oh, my God!” The waitress stared at her, wide-eyed. “The bitchy rich girl, right? I used to watch that. You hired North Sullivan to investigate kidnapping threats, but it was just a ploy to keep him away from your sister.” The waitress gave her a thorough visual assessment. “Your face looks great.”




Was this a compliment or a suggestion that she’d been nipped and tucked? Kat decided she didn’t want to know. “Thanks.”




“I’ve tried out for a few of the soaps, but so far, nothing. Not even a day part.” The waitress was young, a dyed blond, with a large jaw and a blotchy complexion. Kat wondered if she was supposed to say something encouraging.




“It’s a tough business,” she murmured, remembering how much she had hated people telling her that when she was younger.




“But what can I do to improve my odds?”




Kat decided to be truthful. “Well, you’re not conventional-looking. That can be a problem—you’re not quite ingenue material, but you’re a little too young and sexy for most character roles. If you gained some weight, you might be able to land a quirky first role that would allow you to…”




“Right. Well, I’ll come back when you’re ready to order.”




“But we are ready…” Kat began, but the waitress was already storming off, indignation in every bounce of her lithe, young body.




“Great going, Kat,” said Zandra. “Ever consider laying off the truth serum?”




“She wanted advice. What was I supposed to do, lie?”




“Kat, there are times when it’s kinder not to be honest.”




“Oh, please. That’s such a cop-out.”




“So what good did it do to tell the waitress what you really thought? Now she’s hurt and insulted and we’re not going to get decent service.”




Reaching under the table, Kat slipped her feet back into her high heels. “You know what? I think I’m going to call it a night.” Wincing a little, she fished a twenty out of her purse and laid it beside her drink.




“Oh, come on, Kat, don’t be so dramatic.” Zandra tried to hand Kat her money back. “Sit down, we’ll get another drink. The waitress is bound to come back eventually.”




“I’m not being dramatic, I have a blister on my foot.” Kat pulled on her navy blue French Officer’s coat. “Look, I’m just a little tired tonight. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll call you tomorrow.”




“Are you going to be all right?” Marcy looked so concerned that, for a moment, Kat worried that she was doing something socially inappropriate.




“Of course I’m going to be all right.”




“Come on, Miss Diva,” said Zandra, patting her seat. “Sit your butt back down. If that shithead Logan’s still bugging you this badly, then damn it, we’ll talk about him.”




“It’s not that. Look, we’ll talk tomorrow. Marcy, I suppose I’ll see you at work?”




“Actually, I’m teaching the afternoon and evening classes this session. But we can still meet for lunches.”




“Sounds great.” As Kat made her way through the obstacle course of chairs and tables and busboys, she was aware of her friends’ eyes on her. Well, she thought, now they’re free to analyze my inert sex life. It occurred to her that she had just cemented her position as the odd one out.




Which was strange. Without considering it before, Kat had always thought of herself as the axis of their trio. She was the one the other women called. She was the one who’d brought them all together.




When had it changed? Thinking it over, Kat realized that there was no precise date, but at some point during the past six months her friends had drawn away from her and closer to each other.




Outside the restaurant, Kat paused to ask one of the smokers standing on the threshold for a cigarette. Was her reaction to the divorce really that inappropriate? Not as far as Kat could see. She exhaled a plume of smoke into the soft October night, thinking that, from now on, she would have to make more of an effort to conceal her feelings from her friends.




After the second block, her shoes hurt so much that she tried to hail a cab. No luck—they were all off duty. Walking slowly and painfully past the crowded sidewalk cafes along Columbus Avenue, Kat noticed that despite the deceptive, springlike warmth of the evening, some of the trees planted along the sidewalk were changing color. I shouldn’t have worn my long coat, Kat thought. This is probably one of the last nights I won’t need it. Everywhere she looked, Kat saw people taking advantage of the good weather—older couples strolling hand in hand, buxom mothers and proud new fathers pushing baby carriages, young couples embracing each other with blissful obliviousness in the middle of the sidewalk.




It had been a lovely day in April when Logan had announced that he was leaving. Kat took one last drag of her cigarette before stamping it out, wishing the rain and cold would come and chase all the happy people away.















chaptertwo










kat used her key to open the inner lobby doors and greeted the night doorman, who was carefully trimming his luxuriant mustache with an assortment of specialized tools. He put down the tiny scissors and mirror and smiled with a shade too much enthusiasm. “Hello, Miss Miner.”




“Hello, Pedro.”




“Hot date tonight? All dressed up, looking good.”




Kat murmured something noncommittal and kept moving toward the elevator, her heels clicking on the marble floor. Lately, she’d begun to feel a disconcertingly lascivious vibe from Pedro, and suspected that he might have been viewing the newly released DVD ofZombie Prom Queen, which contained her one brief topless scene. She missed Pedro’s predecessor, Kurt, who had watched her grow up in the building.




Kat stood, quietly watching the numbers change on the elevator display.




Pedro continued to observe her. “You making more movies, Miss Miner?”




“Not at the moment.”




“But you’re not too old.”




“Thanks.” Kat said, as the elevator finally opened its doors. Pedro had a talent for backhanded compliments.




“You have sweet dreams, Miss Miner!”




“You, too, Pedro.”But please don’t think of me while you’re having them. Kat had made her topless horror film when she was twenty-two, and although her breasts looked much the same, thanks to a certain Dr. Berman on Park Avenue, her attitude about casually revealing herself to strangers had changed completely.




Which was one reason she didn’t expect to be having sex again in the foreseeable future.




Another reason was that she was living next door to her mother, which made for convenient babysitting but awkward explanations.




 




“Kat? Is that you? You’re back early.” Lia Miner lowered her reading glasses so that they dangled on a gold chain between her formidable, silk-covered breasts. Like Sophia Loren, Lia had gradually exchanged the sultry beauty of her youth for a solid, affluent handsomeness.




“Is something wrong, honey? Don’t you feel well?”




“I was just a little tired, Mom,” said Kat, bracing one hand against the wall as she removed her shoes.




Lia walked over, gesturing at the location of her daughter’s hand. “You’re going to leave marks on the paint if you keep doing that. Not that it matters, considering the state of that wall, but you do need something to sit on there.”




Kat shoved her heels in the bottom of the closet, on top of a pair of old sneakers. “It can wait.” Just before Logan had left her, Kat had embarked on a major renovation scheme. The electricians had already started drilling holes in walls when she discovered that Logan had invested their savings in Internet start-ups. Since their ensuing argument and breakup, the apartment had remained like Pompeii, a perfectly preserved record of the moment disaster had struck.




Lia bent down and arranged Kat’s shoes more neatly. “They’re not going to last if you treat them like that, Kat.”




Kat grunted. She didn’t plan on wearing them again in a hurry.




Straightening up, Lia muttered something about shoe trees and organizers. Then, more clearly, she said, “Listen, Kat, you can’t just keep living like this. It looks terrible. If money’s the issue, I could give you something—that little chair of grandma’s?”




“No, thank you, Mom.”




“But it’s a lovely chair,” Lia persisted. “I had it right there for years. Why not take it for now? Or I’ll advance you the money so you can repaint the apartment.”




“I don’t think that would be a very good idea.”




“Why isn’t it a good idea? I know you’ll pay me back when the divorce is final.”




For a moment, Kat was tempted to say yes. In the final analysis, it didn’t really matter that she’d given up gourmet takeout, seasonal accessories, and taxi cabs. Well, okay, she hadn’t completely given up taxis. But the main point was that she needed to bring in more money.




Lia took Kat’s coat off the back of a chair and hung it in the closet. “And next time, Kat, I hope you’ll listen to me when I tell you I have a bad feeling about the guy you’re dating.”




Ah, there it was—the hidden cost of taking out an interest-free loan. If Kat accepted her mother’s offer, she knew she’d wind up fighting to retain even a vestige of control over her own life. Kat had a nightmarish vision of herself arguing with her mother over how to pack Dashiell’s suitcase as he headed off to college.Socks down the side, Kat, you never take full advantage of the space. And then Dashiell would be gone and it would be just Kat and her mother, squabbling over how long to cook the meatloaf.




Kat shuddered. “Thanks for offering, Mom, but I just don’t think it’s healthy for us to be any more enmeshed than we already are.”




“What’s enmeshed? We’re close. And why are you so worried about my helping you? I know it’s only temporary. By next year, you’re going to find something better than thatfershlugginer teaching job, but until then, why should you live in a dump?”




“Because I refuse to mooch off of you.” Kat walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of seltzer. “Want some?”




“I’ll just have a sip of yours. And don’t insult us both with this mooching nonsense. I know you’re a very hard worker, it’s just that at the moment, you’re not in a job that pays very well. Of course, every time I suggest that you stop wasting your time there, you ignore me.”




Kat sighed and poured her mother her own glass of seltzer. Ever since the day last spring when Marcy had suggested the idea of working at the language institute, Lia had been throwing up objections. It was a waste of Kat’s time and energy; it didn’t pay enough; she was never going to meet anyone new to date there. In the back of her mind, Kat wondered if her mother’s real objection was that it was not something she herself would have done. Saying so out loud, however, would simply cause a major argument. “I don’t ignore you, Mom, you ignore me. What other job could I find that would allow me the kind of flexibility to be there for Dash and go on auditions?”




“Copyediting, for one.”




“For you, you mean. Come on, Mom, I can’t work for you as well as live next door.”




“It wouldn’t be for me, precisely. Well, maybe in the beginning, before you had experience…”




Kat folded her arms under her breasts. “Mom.” It was complicated enough, living in the apartment she’d grown up in and paying off her mortgage to her mother. The fact that her mother had moved to an apartment across the hall added an extra dimension of weirdness.




But in the savage world of Manhattan real estate, leaving home was a complicated equation. There was a serious dearth of affordable apartments, and once you found a place you liked, you soon discovered that co-op boards were like country clubs, able to refuse you without explanation.




Of course, if you were an actor, that was explanation enough. Most Manhattan co-op boards had a prejudice against actors, since the struggling ones had trouble paying the maintenance and the successful ones attracted gawkers and paparazzi.




Which was why Kat and Logan had been happy to purchase the big, six-room, prewar apartment Kat had grown up in. Or, at least, Kat had been happy—Logan had later claimed that he’d had misgivings from the start. He also claimed not to have realized that his mother-in-law was moving just one apartment away until after the closing, when it was too late.




As if reading her mind, Kat’s mother said, “You’ve gone awfully quiet. Are you thinking about Logan again? Because you can’t let him convince you to sell this place. He may make it sound like it’s a way of declaring your independence, but believe me, all he cares about is reaping a profit. And where could you and Dashiell afford to move?”




Kat took a leftover pastrami sandwich out of the fridge and unwrapped it. “Don’t worry, Mom, I have no intention of selling, no matter how much Logan’s lawyer tries to drag things out.” If Logan wanted to tie up their divorce in an endless discussion of major assets, then that was his choice. It wasn’t as if Kat were dying to resolve the issue so she could run out and get married again.




“I’m glad to hear it, honey. If you ask me, you’re already letting him take advantage of you by not asking for alimony.”




They’d been through this before. “I don’t need him to support me, just to help support his son.”




“Very noble, except that he’s rich and you can’t afford to repaint. By the way, this came for you earlier, certified mail. I signed for it.” Lia held out an envelope.




“Who’s it from?” Kat took another bite of her sandwich. “I have mustard on my hands.”




“Don’t squint like that, it causes wrinkles. It’s from your father.” Lia, who tended to overreact to minor events and underreact to major ones, suddenly looked at her daughter suspiciously. “You’re starting to need reading glasses, aren’t you? You’re at that age now.”




“Can we please stay on topic here?” Kat turned off the tap and dried her hands on a kitchen towel. “What do you mean, it’s from my father? What is it?” Considering the fact that she hadn’t heard from the man in thirty years, it seemed unlikely that he’d remember that his daughter had a birthday coming up.




“I have no idea. Do you think he actually sent you a card? Maybe he’s dying. Did I ever tell you that in eleven years of marriage, he never once remembered our anniversary or bought me a birthday present?”




“I believe you might have mentioned it, yes.”




Lia raised her eyebrows. “Oh, so it’s boring to hear me complain about my lousy ex? Remind me of that the next time you get going about Logan.”




“Yes, but this is just six months later. I believe I’ll get over it by the time Dashiell needs bifocals.” Taking the envelope from her mother, Kat stuck it in a drawer, on top of a growing pile of bills.




Lia stared at her. “You’re not going to open it?”




“I need to digest a little first.” The truth was, Kat hadn’t thought much about her father in the past decade, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to think about him now.




“But it might be important.”




“He waited thirty years. I think I’m allowed to wait a couple of hours.” Jesus, what if itwas important? What the hell was she supposed to do with something important from her father? She’d accustomed herself to having one absentee parent, with whom there was absolutely no contact. She was used to being fatherless at every single parents’ visiting day at school, on all her birthdays, at her wedding. She’d had to endure reading those awful kids’ books on divorce, which all insisted that both your parents still loved you, even though, in her case, this was clearly not the case. On the cusp of turning forty, she didn’t want to try to form a relationship with the man.




Lia polished her reading glasses on the hem of her shirt. “I still think you ought to open your father’s letter right away. Maybe it gives us some clue as to how we can get the money he still owes us.”




“God, you’re obsessed.”




“I am not obsessed!”




“Mom, it’s been thirty years, and you’re still complaining that my dad didn’t buy you a birthday gift.”




“Honey, at least I didn’t renounce the entire male gender.”




Oh, great, now her mother was getting on her case about that, too. “Sure, you dated, but you never found anyone you wanted to stay with.”




“That’s true.” Lia gave her daughter a frank look. “But I did have fun.”




Kat recalled that her mother had seen a few different men after her divorce. But as far as Kat could tell, Lia had reserved most of her passion for hating Kat’s father. She’d talked about making phone calls to the State Department, tracking him down, attaching his earnings. “Not that it would do any good,” she’d say. “He’s got too many favors he can call in.”




In the end, Lia’s antipathy toward her ex-husband had outlasted any of her subsequent loves. Looking at the few old photographs of her father, Kat was always surprised to see how benign he appeared: a slender, small-boned, almost delicate man, with fine, fair hair, almost colorless eyes, and a way of standing that told you he wished you weren’t taking his picture. He looked like a man who wasn’t there, even when he was. Kat was surprised that her vibrantly attractive mother had married him in the first place, but Lia had explained that he’d had a startlingly sharp, muscular, wholly unsentimental intelligence, completely at odds with his mild looks. “I was taken by the fact that he was so brilliant and unsparing,” Lia had told her. “I felt like his choosing me was a validation of my own intelligence. Of course, I was very young when I met him,” she’d added. “When you’re twenty, you don’t realize how much simple kindness matters.”




Kat looked at her mother now. “Tell me something, Mom. How old were you when you gave up on men?”




“Oh, I don’t know. It happened gradually. The men just get more and more damaged and arrogant as time goes by. After a while, you meet some guy you considered a nebbish back in high school, and now he’s stringing three different women along and acts like he’s doing you a favor to ask you out.”




“But with me, you think it’s going to be different?”




Lia smiled. “Absolutely. Listen, at your age, I was still having adventures. I’m not saying you’ll find someone to marry again, but I hope you’ll meet someone who makes you feel wonderful for a while.”




“You do realize that there’s something a little ironic about getting this advice from a woman who edits romances?”




Lia gave a low laugh. “Honey, if we were all getting it in real life, then we wouldn’t have to read about it.” She stroked Kat’s hair back from her face. “But I think you’ve still got some nice surprises in store for you.”




“I don’t need that kind of surprise. All I want is a chance to do what I’m good at again. And if I could make enough money at it to send Dash to private school, that would be nice, too.”




Lia picked up her pocketbook from a chair and kissed her daughter on the forehead. “Get some rest. But you will let me know what you find in that letter from your father, won’t you? I mean, I was married to the man for eleven years, I have a right to be curious.”




Kat locked the door behind her mother and walked quietly into Dashiell’s room. He was sleeping as he always did, with his chewed-up stuffed elephant clutched in his arms and one skinny, pajama-clad foot dangling over the side of the bed. Kat gently lifted his leg and moved it back onto the mattress, then pulled the covers over him. Dashiell instantly rolled over on top of the blanket. Kat attempted to pull the blanket out from under him, but Dash threw up one arm in unconscious complaint, and she stopped, hearing the ghost of Logan’s voice:Leave him alone, you’re going to wake him up. Kat sighed and rubbed the back of her neck.




She wondered if having a father leave was harder on a son than it was on a daughter. She suspected that it might be, particularly for a boy who was academically gifted but socially immature, like Dash. Little boys had a different culture from little girls, and there were some lessons that were easier to learn from a parent of the same sex.




Well, they would just have to make do. Leaning down to kiss her son on his forehead, Kat whispered, “It’s going to work out.”




Going back to the living room to turn off the lights, Kat saw that her mother had left some work on the couch. Recognizing the author’s name, Kat sat down and flipped through the beginning ofThe Passionate Imposter, searching for the heroine’s first encounter with the hero: “Her first thought was that he had the coldest eyes she’d ever seen.”




Move this intro up a bit,her mother had written in red pen along the margin.Nobody wants to wait two chapters to meet the hero.




Kat swung her feet up on the couch and settled down to enjoy the sexual attention of a dangerous man in perfect safety and comfort.















chapterthree










magnus Grimmson had made sure to arrive fifteen minutes early for his first class in advanced English at the Persky Business and Traveler’s Language Institute. At six feet four, he’d felt he would be more unobtrusive if he were already seated when the rest of the students arrived. He’d also wanted to claim the strategic advantage of a corner seat.




The first student to arrive after him was a beautiful Japanese woman with long black hair that nearly reached her waist. She was wearing a bright green Izod shirt and white Capri pants, and she was still young enough that her face didn’t reveal anything much about her. When she spotted Magnus, she gave a startled gasp, then sat herself down as far away as possible, smiling and apologizing but making no eye contact. Magnus couldn’t tell if hers was the kind of shyness that came from insecurity or cautiousness or from a quiet, deep-seated conviction of superiority.




Of course, she could also be having a reaction to being alone with a strange man. So hard to tell what was personal and what was cultural. Which was the point of this class, actually. According to the Persky catalog, “The Advanced American English Communication Skills course provides instruction in the idiomatic phrases, subtle social cues, and unwritten rules that underpin most social and business interactions.”




Magnus figured there would probably be about an hour’s worth of useful information stretched out over a month of lessons, but was willing to be wrong. God knows he’d certainly missed a few subtle social cues on his last job.




The door opened, and a well-upholstered lady of around sixty walked in, her light brown wig a perfect match for the mink collar on her wool suit. She sat down across from Magnus, fixing him with her sharp, dark gaze. “You are joining the class?” Her accent was Russian.




“Yes.”




Magnus didn’t think she seemed thrilled by the news, but had no idea why that should be the case. Since the advanced English class was geared for proficient speakers, the institute had a rolling admissions policy, meaning that students could join at any time. The woman Magnus had spoken to on the phone had added that this class was supposed to be more informal and social that the other levels, with the clear implication that this was the kind of class where friendships flourished and romances bloomed.




“So,” said the Russian woman, “you are here on a student visa?”




“No, I am here to work,” said Magnus, leaning back in his chair and allowing his legs to fall open. The Russian woman pursed her mouth in disapproval, but Magnus ignored her, taking out hisPersky Speaks English textbook and examining it. Having spent time in the military, he wouldn’t ordinarily allow himself to sit like this, but right now he was too damn uncomfortable to care. The Office of Technical Services had bought him a new wardrobe for this assignment, and while he didn’t mind wearing the pale blue oxford shirts and pricey urban hiking boots, he had yet to figure out how to get comfortable in snugly fitted jeans. He’d always thought that the OTS provided agents with latex masks and cleverly disguised guns, not fashion makeovers, but then, he was new to this.




The next two students came in together. The hawk-nosed man with the long white beard and the heavy eyebrows reminded him of Gandalf the wizard; the short, extremely pregnant Mexican woman was unremarkable until Magnus looked more closely and saw the fierce intelligence in her eyes.




A sudden burst of Mozart in the small room made the Mexican woman jump.




“I am so sorry,” said the Japanese girl, pulling her cell phone out of her trendy leather backpack. “I am turning it off right away.”




“It’s okay, I’m just tired.” The Mexican woman rubbed her forehead, and Magnus could see that her knuckles were cracked and bleeding. “I began work at nine yesterday morning and didn’t stop until nine in the evening.” Over her head there was a poster of the Statue of Liberty silhouetted against a brilliant blue sky with the words “Persky Language Schools Give You the World!”




“I began working,” said the Russian woman, her deep voice only marginally less harsh than it had been with Magnus.




“I began working at nine,” the Mexican woman repeated.




“Forgive my interruption, but I believe that both are correct,” said the wizard. His accent was Middle Eastern, his pronunciation British.




Wherever the man was from, the Russian woman didn’t seem to like him any better than she liked Magnus. “We will have to ask the teacher.”




Where was their teacher, anyway? Magnus checked his watch: 0900. Clearly, their instructor was the kind of person who would arrive just on time or late to teach a class. Not that it mattered: The class was three hours long, and a few minutes here or there hardly mattered. But Fred had said that this was the kind of thing to look out for. Human intelligence was all about understanding how people’s minds worked. What mattered to them. What motivated them. What kept them up at night.




Magnus glanced up and noticed that a dry board had been wiped almost clean, although the words “lie, lay, lain, laid,” were still legible, written in green ink.




Well, Magnus thought, that was one thing he wouldn’t have to pretend not to know. There was only one usage of laid that he was sure of, and that was the one he hadn’t used in quite some time.




“Good morning, class.”




Magnus turned to the door, instantly recognizing Katherine Miner, despite the fact that she was at least ten years older than she’d been in the publicity photographs he’d seen.




“How was everybody’s weekend?” Katherine moved to a seat near the middle of the table, forcing everyone else to move in closer together. “Did you visit your brother in Connecticut, Galina?”




As the Russian woman launched into a long-winded response, Magnus thought that if anything, Katherine Miner was better-looking now than she had been in her late twenties. The contrast between her dark hair and pale gray eyes was just as striking, but she seemed in some subtle way softer now, more approachable.




“And I see we have two new students. Let’s see,” she said, turning her full attention on Magnus. “You’re either Luc Marchant or Magnet Grimmson?”




“Magnus.”




“Sorry.” Katherine made a correction in her book. “And you’re from…?”




“Reykjavik. Iceland.”




“Really.” She regarded him with interest. “Someone I know was just telling me she’s going there in November. She said that Iceland was actually very green and Greenland was completely icy.”




“Well. In summer Iceland is green. In winter…” He shrugged. “It is cold and dark. But it is beautiful and there is a very active nightlife.” Christ, he sounded like a travel brochure.




“With four months of night,” Katherine said in a dry voice, “I can imagine you’d have to findsome way to occupy yourselves.”




The Japanese girl tittered. Had Katherine made a double entendre, or was Iceland just an inherently amusing country? And why the hell had Fred thought he might be appropriate for this assignment? He had fewer people skills than anyone he knew.




Katherine seemed to be expecting him to say something. Before Magnus had a chance to think of a response, the classroom door swung open, banging loudly against the wall.




“Merde.” The newcomer was a lean, angular, shaggy-haired type in a black trench coat and motorcycle boots. He exuded ebullient confidence and an almost overpowering smell of stale cigarette smoke. “I mean, shit,” the young man corrected himself, with more than a hint of mischief. “Only English, the Persky method, right?”




“I take it you are Luc Marchant?”




“Absolutely, I am in this class, if you are my teacher, Mrs. Miner.”




“You may call me Katherine. You’ll find Americans almost always use first names, even in formal business settings. On the other hand, Americans are not informal about punctuality—anything more than fifteen minutes borders on the insulting.”




The Frenchman, of course, was fifteen minutes late. Magnus watched as he took this rebuke in with an easy smile and a nod, and no visible trace of discomfiture.




“Go ahead and sit down now, Luc, so we can get started.” Luc glanced around the room, his army surplus bag slung over his narrow shoulder. There were two empty seats; one to the left of Magnus, the other right near the door, next to the Russian woman. The Frenchman shrugged off his leather jacket, revealing a black T-shirt underneath. “I can sit with you?”




“Of course.” Magnus moved over to make room.




“Thanks,mon ami.” The Frenchman swung his jacket onto the back of the chair, smacking Magnus in the arm with the zipper.




“Okay, class, if we’re done finding our seats, let’s get down to work. Today, we’re going to continue our work with standard American office slang. So take out your blue books and turn to page five.”




Luc’s hand shot up. “I do not have a blue book yet.”




“So just read along with Magnus for now.”




“Sure.” Luc leaned in, his shoulder coming into contact with Magnus’s arm. Magnus pulled back; Luc did not seem to notice.




“Nabil, first example. ‘You are putting me on.’ Look down at the other expressions and choose an appropriate substitute.”




The wizard’s bushy eyebrows drew together as he stared at the page. “I am afraid I do not understand.”




“Pick either a, b, or c. Which expression do you think can be used in place of ‘putting me on’?”




Nabil stroked his white beard. “You are dressing me?”




“No…”




“Helping me out?”




“Only one choice left, and that’s the right one, which is…”




“Not being serious with me.”




It was utterly ridiculous, thought Magnus as he took his notes, his elbow too close to the Frenchman’s. Why should the two tallest men in the class sit squeezed together in the corner?




“Very good, Nabil. Okay, Maria. ‘He has to buckle down and do some work.’”




The Mexican woman did not need to consult her book. “He has to make an effort?”




“Excellent. Magnus, ‘I want to get married a.s.a.p.’”




Magnus stared at Katherine for a moment. “Excuse me?” She had said it so conversationally that, for a moment, Magnus had thought she was confiding in him.




“It’s your turn, Magnus. The third question in your book.” Katherine smiled her patient teacher’s smile while Magnus tried to recall his options. Instead, he found himself remembering his own marriage at its moment of implosion.Listen, I know we’ve had this tacit agreement that we would see other people and be discreet about it, but this time it’s different. I want to marry Dan.”




And Magnus, just standing there, the back of his head almost vibrating with the intensity of his thoughts. We had an agreement?




“Magnus?” Katherine’s voice was very gentle. “The sentence is, ‘I hope to get married a.s.a.p.’ So the choices are, a, sooner or later; b, right away; or c…”




“Never.” He said it with real conviction, and for a moment, everyone in the class just stared at him.




Katherine gave a quick, unladylike snort of laughter, surprising Magnus. Most people didn’t recognize when he was making a joke. “On a personal level, I agree with you, but the correct answer is ‘b.’ The letters a.s.a.p. stand for ‘as soon as possible’.”




He’d made an impression just then, thought Magnus, but what kind? Fred had said that Magnus’s greatest asset was that he looked like someone you could trust. Big, solid, blue-eyed, deliberate. Sounding cynical about relationships was probably not a brilliant move.




“Okay, Luc, your turn. ‘Jack asked me to go out with him.’ Does this mean, a, to leave the building; b, to go on a date; or c, to kiss.’”




Luc furrowed his brow. “Is it the last one?”




“No, the answer is ‘b, to go on a date’.”




“Ah,” Luc said, just this side of innocence. “But to date is to kiss, no?”




“Well,” Katherine said, “sometimes. There’s another expression for that.” Turning to the blackboard, she wrote: Make out = kiss. Go out = date. Over her shoulder, she added, “If you just stay in to tongue wrestle, I guess ‘date’ becomes a euphemism.”




“Excuse me,” said the young Japanese woman, raising her hand.




“Yes, Chieko?”




“What does it mean, to tongue wrestle?”




“Come over here,” said Luc, “and I’ll show you.” Chieko’s cheeks flushed red, but she giggled behind her hand as the rest of the class burst into laughter.




For the next fifteen minutes, the lesson degenerated into a discussion of how dating practices differed from country to country. A year ago, Magnus would have tuned the conversation out; he’d never had much patience for aimless banter. Except he’d come to understand that there was often a hidden agenda behind such communications. Magnus thought about all the times Guthrun had talked about vacations, where she wanted to go, what she wanted to do there. And what had he said? Just plan it and I’ll show up at the airport. The look she’d given him had struck him as almost adolescent, exasperated, a little contemptuous.




He hadn’t paid attention then. But now he knew better. There were patterns and indicators and signatures to identify in human interactions, just as there were in signal transmissions.




For a long moment, Magnus missed the base in Keflavik, the long dark winters, the endless sun of summer, hours upon hours to go over reports and analyze findings. Eric and Jon and Peter, fish-fry Friday, Biggie the rat.




And then he thought of Guthrun, her face flushed as she held the dish towel over her breasts. As if he were the intruder, the one with no rights to her nudity.




“All right, class, settle down.”




With an effort, Magnus returned his attention to Katherine, who had moved over to the blackboard. “I’m going to write down a few idioms and I’d like you to use them in a sentence.”




“Ah, Magnus? Pardon me, but I forget to bring a pencil.”




Magnus handed Luc one of his three sharpened pencils.




“And paper?”




What the hell did the man keep in his book bag? Magnus ripped a sheet out of his notebook. “Anything else?”




“I’ll let you know.” Magnus couldn’t decide if that last comment was meant to be facetious or not. Probably not; the man was simply arrogant beyond belief.




After the lesson, the two men stood for a moment outside Trinity Church, the ancient churchyard with its tilted gravestones a strangely European sight in the midst of the high-rise office buildings. It was only noon, and Magnus was thinking that there was a whole lot of day left to get through when Luc offered to buy him a hot dog from a stand.




“Very American, eh, Magnus? You never see this in France, this eating on the street.”




Magnus, who had consumed his frankfurter in two bites, nodded.




“You want another? Ah, excuse me, sir, would you give this man another? No, no, I pay, my gift.”




Magnus forced himself to eat the second hot dog more slowly. He didn’t have much to say, but Luc talked enough for both of them, lighting up a strong-smelling French cigarette and flitting from topic to topic. Did he say what he was doing in New York? Despite his resolution to attend better to idle conversation, Magnus couldn’t recall a single word of it five minutes after they’d parted.




Still, he was pretty sure he hadn’t missed anything of substance, because he was pretty sure Luc didn’thave any substance, just a misplaced assurance in his ability to charm.




The second hot dog disagreed with Magnus for the rest of the afternoon.
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