







BITE

The name for the magazine came out of an idea Sam and Tom had for the first cover: a beautiful woman taking a huge bite of a shiny red apple. Life is so tempting—why not dive in, muck around, take a big delicious bite of it? The Eve allusion was entirely intentional. “Sex is crucial,” Sam said.
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Most days, Samantha Leighton knew she had the best job in the universe. Too bad this wasn’t one of them. Because of post-Labor Day traffic, she barely made it to Kennedy in time for her flight to LAX, heightening her travel anxiety. She’d splurged on an upgrade—rationalizing that it put her more in the mindset of the absurdly rich people she was going to interview—only to find herself next to a monster whose nonstop snoring made her want to scream, despite her attempts to practice her newly learned, calming yogic breathing.

Samantha was a celebrity journalist. This meant that often, she got to travel to amazing places, talk to executives and directors, and cover studios’ wheelings and dealings. But it could also mean what it felt like today: Being underpaid to talk to the actors the world most wanted to meet that month—no doubt, because they never would. Still, she got to wear jeans to work, keep hours that no other industry would stand for (no point in arriving at the New York office before noon, when it was only 9A.M. in L.A.), and indulge in an expense account rivaled only by Bill Gates’s.

The next morning, Sam was supposed to interview a bug-eyed young actor who had, at their last meeting, refused to answer her questions unless she literally held his giant, sweaty hand. It was good for the story, but the actor had apparently found it less amusing than her readers. (Tomorrow, he’d probably punish her by droning on about his method and keep his madness to himself.) And now, she was being led to her room at the Four Seasons by the bellhop who, two months ago, had accidentally walked into her room while she was standing and talking on the phone, buck naked. They had both been mortified, a feeling that apparently remained alive and well for at least one of them.Mercury must be in retrograde, she thought, as she followed him down the hall. On the bright side, while only 5P.M. in L.A., it was three hours later in New York, which meant that having a glass of wine would be perfectly appropriate.

After tipping the bellhop, managing to smile without looking him in the eye, she started running the bathtub. Thank God for Elizabeth, her best friend on the West Coast, whom Sam was to meet downstairs at the bar in an hour. Elizabeth was spiritual, wise, and up on all the things anyone would like to know about daily living, like waxing, shopping, and men. It was a pretty impossible combination to beat.

“And thank God for Bulgari bath oil,” she said out loud, pouring a healthy amount into the tub. Wait. First she had to check her messages. She lit a cigarette, stepping onto the balcony. Her mother, flaky but lovely, rambled on about some friend Sam should look for at the Four Seasons. What Sam was supposed to do with this friend if she saw him she wasn’t sure, but then, her mother probably wasn’t either. Then Tom, leaving her a detailed message about some guy he’d met at a party, which made her giggle and roll her eyes—as he probably knew she would. And, just as Sam stopped pacing the terrace and started to relax, one of her editors. “Sam. Tomorrow afternoon. We need you to do Mel Gibson.” (God, how sexual it sounded. If only.) “On his latest movie. Can’t remember what it’s called, he’s probably playing an admiral or a cop, some hero. I had the research center overnight you a packet. Later.”

She peeled off her clothes and climbed into the bath. At least it was Gibson. The guy couldn’t be nicer; he knew that talking to the press was part of his job, and he did it with a courtly, professional manner—there were no hip-checks or fake-outs that could suddenly get him crying about his first love, but he also knew it was his responsibility to serve up sound bites, and he did so without complaints.

Reaching for the phone without getting out of the tub—one could do far worse than having a stab of self-pity in the Four Seasons—she called Tom.

“Yeah?” He sounded cranky.

“Nice you,” she said, laughing. “I’m suffering here.”

“Let me guess,” Tom said, his voice warming. “The paparazzi chased you at LAX, your stalkers discovered the alias you were staying under, and now you’ve taken to your bath, from which you’ll refuse to rise until I get on the next plane and rescue you.”

Sam thought about offering him miles for an upgrade, then thought better of it. “Hard day too?”

Tom groaned. An editor at a business magazine, Tom was in charge of the lifestyle section—a great job, if anyone who read the magazine had either a life or style. “Honey, you don’t even want to know. I’ve been sitting here all day trying not to notice that Justin isn’t in love with me.”

“Justin? I don’t know Justin. But then, I have been on a plane for six hours …”

“Trust me, he’s worth it.” Tom had a predilection for the most awful men out there—something that never failed to astound her, given that he was a man, and therefore, according to Sam’s twisted logic, should know better. Not to mention, as far as she was concerned, he was a catch. At six-foot-three, he had a lanky elegance that meant on the seldom occasion he put on a suit, he looked like an old-fashioned movie star. Most days, it was jeans and a bowling shirt, but every time Sam saw him, tall and Nordic to the core, she felt lucky just to stand next to him.

“Look, Tom, just tell me what to wear. You know I can’t get out of the tub without your guidance.”

“Pants. Shirt. Shoes. And for God’s sake, try to remember the underwear this time.”

“Thanks, honey. When the paparazzi ask me who dressed me, I’ll make sure to give them your name and number. Before I go, I have a great item for you.” When Sam came across good gossip, she told Tom—but refused to say who it was she was talking about. It was a rip-off of the blind items in theNew York Post’s legendary Page Six column. “Or should I say Page Sex. Which married business titan is finally settling down? During his last trip to St. Bart’s, he spent all his time with justone Russian hooker.”

“That one’s easy!” he said.

“Right,” she said. “But it’s not who you’re thinking of. Get back to me when you figure it out.”

She hung up and crawled out of the tub. She had always dreamed of traveling for work—the glamour!—but she’d found that recently, she felt like she was missing her center. It was too many hotel rooms, and while she had to admit that it was all quite luxe in appearance, there was something about being in an anonymous space, no matter how decadent it was, that made her feel an aloneness she was able to keep at bay at home. Here, even amid the marble tiles and Frette sheets and view of the Hollywood sign, that ache seemed to resonate in a way that made her feel like a child on a bad playdate who called her mom and said, “Come get me!” If only it was that easy anymore. And having a bellhop seeing you naked, well, it wasn’t quite the same thing as … Sam stopped herself. “Blah, blah, blah,” she said. “This you can deal with later. Right now, it’s time to get dressed.”

She walked into the bedroom and surveyed the walk-in closet—larger than all of her small apartment’s closets combined. She looked at her jeans—was it better to wear the Moschino ones that made her ass look good, or the Earl ones that were chic? (And when, she wondered, had something so inane merited an actual conversation with herself?) She threw on the Earls in disgust, only to be further disgusted that they were tighter than she remembered (she really did have to get to the gym), grabbed a white Petite Bateau T-shirt, and stepped into the black Manolo Blahnik pumps she had bought with her first bonus. Expensive but casual—that was the goal this season, right? Hell if she knew, but it made her feel better. She towel-dried her hair, ran her fingers through it to get out the knots, indulged in her addiction—Kiehl’s lip balm—and headed out the door. If people noticed she didn’t wear makeup, well, maybe they’d think it was a kind of retro glam. Only her close friends knew it was, more than anything else, total laziness and a tendency to run late. And if it didn’t work, she thought, gathering all her bravado, tough shit. She could always blame it on jet lag.

Out on the patio, Sam saw at least eight people she knew, five of whom she knew well enough to actually have to say hello to. She paused to kiss a studio executive busy schmoozing up an agent, a wannabe actress who’d had a bit part in a movie Sam had been on the set of, and two publicists, both of whose calls Sam had forgotten to return. After offering apologies, she spotted Elizabeth across the room, and made a run for it.

“Girl, you are the light at the end of the tunnel,” Sam said, giving Elizabeth a long hug. “Why are we so lazy we can’t find somewhere small and romantic where we can just hold hands and stare silently into each other’s eyes?”

Elizabeth laughed loudly, and everyone turned. “You’re the sorry ass who doesn’t want to have to do anything but stumble into an elevator. I merely sit and watch you hold court.”

Sam grinned and sat down, intentionally putting her back to the room so she wouldn’t be distracted. She had known Elizabeth since they were both assistants, Elizabeth to a rapacious publicist, Sam to an equally ambitious editor, and they had shared every humiliation and accomplishment since then.

“What are we drinking?” Sam asked.

“Wait! Did you cut your hair? It looks fabulous!” You were always allowed to interrupt someone if you were complimenting her hair.

“I did,” Sam said, tossing her brown, longish hair over her shoulder with a bit of mock drama, “thank you very much. I got sick and tired of spending so much money on a trim, and finally went to a barber in the subway station at Grand Central. Fourteen dollars.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes at what was clearly an L.A. crime—trusting your dead ends to anyone who would charge less than a shrink. “Anyway,” Sam said, remembering she was on the West Coast now, “what I want to know is, what are we drinking, what are we eating, and how much are we doing of both?”

Elizabeth lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Sammy girl, let me tell you about my latest wax. Once I get to the part where Max went down on me and came up with a hot pink sequin firmly lodged between his teeth, my guess is you’ll be doing a lot of drinking. Eating, I don’t know …”

Feeling truly happy and at home for the first time that day, Sam relaxed into her chair. “Alright, baby. I flew across the country for this story, so give it to me good.”
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Shit. After hanging up the phone, Tom realized he’d forgotten to tell Sam the story of the day. He emailed her:

you’ll die. i went to the dentist this morning. he looks in my mouth and says hmmm. then he says, “you have a cavity that needs to be filled.” tell me something i don’t know! come back soon


“That ought to cheer her up,” he said to himself.

Lately Tom had been feeling like he had a second job—namely, to make other people laugh. He liked to make people laugh, granted, but all he really wanted was to find someone who would make him laugh. Actually, lots of people made him laugh. What he wanted was someone who would make him laugh then kiss him goodnight.

The bitch of it was that he had met that guy. Justin. Sam thought he always threw himself at unworthy men—the same way she thought she looked better without makeup, when a little mascara wouldn’t kill her—but he really didn’t. He was all talk, making fun of various obsessions just, well, to make his friends laugh.

He’d met Justin last weekend at a party. Francisco, the host, had told Tom that he had the perfect guy for him. There was a time when he heard that a lot; it had been a while. He was waiting in line for the bathroom when Francisco came barreling through with perhaps the foxiest man Tom had ever seen. Tall and meaty with a big nose—just the way Tom liked them (in theory; he’d never actually dated anyone who fit the profile). Like David Schwimmer, but less dorky.

“Tom!” shrieked Francisco. Never give a Puerto Rican rum; it’s like giving a gremlin water after midnight. “This is the guy I was telling you about! Justin Miller, this is Tom Sanders. Tom, Justin.”

Francisco wasn’t done. “Isn’t he perfect? You owe me a thou-sand dollars!” And he salsaed off.

“A thousand dollars?” said Justin.

“Is that rhetorical?”

“No.”

“I have no idea.” Tom was woozy. Smile. Say something. “Francisco isloco. I guess he has the idea that if he finds me a good man I’ll give him money.”

“What makes a man good?”

“It depends. What do you do for a living?”

And so it went. Or didn’t go. Or whatever. They had talked a bit, laughed a lot, and then drifted apart. Tom didn’t want to glom on (in truth, that was all he wanted).

The next day Tom and his best friend, Andrew, attended the gay man’s Mass—brunch—with Francisco. He had told himself it was the right thing to do; people who throw good parties deserve to bask in their glory and rehash the night’s events. All he could talk about, though, was Justin. Until Francisco said Justin had called Tom “dismissive.”

“Don’t worry!” said Andrew. “He just doesn’t know you. Francisco will give you his number. You’ll call him. And you’ll go out.” Sweet sentiment, Tom thought—dismissively!—but Andrew knew as well as anyone that Tom could be dismissive. The thing was, he had never in his life less wanted to dismiss someone.

A knock at the door. “Tom?” Veronica, his photo editor, poked her head in. “Am I interrupting anything?”

“Just thinking about the California condor.” It was a game they played—each would try to come up with the most ludicrous answer possible, even if it ultimately made them feel kind of shallow. “And love at first sight.”

“Does it exist?”

“Only the unrequited kind.”

She smiled. “The pictures of the new BMW are in. Want to come look?”

“You bet.”

They walked down the hall. Tom thought once again how his office really should be down by the art department. He liked them more, and he fit in better there. The editors atProfit were kindly souls, mostly, but he could never shake the feeling that he wasn’t one of them. “Are the pictures any good?”

She stopped, put her hand up by her throat as if to clutch her imaginary pearls, and shot him a look.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to give the impression that your work could ever be anything but perfect.”

Veronica was a beauty—curly red hair that went to the middle of her back, pale skin, and big green eyes. At twenty-five, she was six years younger than Tom, though he rarely remembered it. She had the reputation around the office for being a bit of an ice queen, but in reality she was more unflappable than unfeeling. Tom always thought he could tell her the world was ending and she wouldn’t blink. Come to think of it, she never seemed to blink. She wasn’t particularly tall, but she came off tall anyway. She had a certain dignity.

“Sarcasm,” she said, “is unbecoming in anyone over thirty.”

There were times Tom believed that his generation—and hers—was indelibly screwed up by watching bitchy sitcoms. All those people showing their affection by verbally sparring had made it impossible for anyone to say anything nice. He considered telling her about Justin, then decided against it. He talked every potential relationship to death before it even had a chance to live. If you sat and dissected someone before you had a chance to know him, he reasoned, you could always find enough evidence to warrant never seeing him again.Liar. You tried to tell Sam today but she was in a me-mood. One martini with her and you’ll be spilling your guts like an incestuous stepsister on the Ricki Lake Show.

They looked at the BMW. “Nice,” he said, wondering once again why they spent thousands of dollars to photograph a car when it always ended up looking like every other photograph of a car. Living in New York, of course, he didn’t own a car, so that whole fetish had escaped him completely. Plus, he was gay. He’d met fags who cared about cars but he didn’t trust them. His readers would love the BMW. In fact, they’d probably read the article with one hand and a Kleenex box at their side.Goddamn it! Stop being dismissive!

Veronica sighed. She couldn’t give a hoot about cars either. She was still in the East Village phase of New York living—anyone who went to NYU first lives in the Central Village, then goes East, where all the cool young people were, even if it means living in a fourth-floor walkup that has the same stale hallway smell that all East Village apartments have. If they’re lucky they make it to the West Village. “I know,” she sighed again. “It’s just a car. I tried. Smoke?” It was a ritual: when one of them was obviously obsessing over a guy—and Tom’s blathering about unrequited love was clear evidence of that—they’d go outside and talk it out.

So much for not dissecting Justin. “The thing is,” he said after getting through the party details, “on Monday I called him. Left a message. Then I literally sat down and readTime Out. That special Singles issue? Did you see it?”

She shook her head.

“Throughout the issue, they ran personal ads for various types of singles. A veritable Rainbow Coalition: black, white, straight, gay. Even our closet case ex-mayor was in there. And then I turned the page and Justin was one of them! His room-mate works forTime Out, so I guess she asked him to do it.”

“What’s the problem? Besides the questionable idea of posing forTime Out …”

“He’s gorgeous. I had a chance with him—don’t give me that look, you know what I mean—when no one else in the city knew him. I told you he just moved here, right? From Boston? Anyway, now everyone’s going to see it and want him, because he’s the only hot gay guy in the whole damn magazine.”

“Did your friends meet him? What did they think?”

As if. Tom had been like a dog keeping guard over its food. When he wasn’t with Justin, he had gone around telling everyone to stay the fuck away from his new boyfriend. Only Andrew had dared to ignore Tom, probably figuring that if he was going to have to hear about this for weeks he might as well get some firsthand experience. Afterward, all he had said was, “I’m sure he’s a nice guy.”

Veronica tried to reason with him. “Look, Tom,” she said. “I know you think he’s above your level, whatever that means—”

“I know, I know, levels don’t exist. But now he’s sort of famous—in a localized way—and I just can’t compete. He’s newly single—did I tell you that?—and he’s going to be running all over town with guys wanting the hot guy fromTime Out.”

“You’re crazy.”

“And right.”

“That,” she said, stubbing out her second cigarette—she’d never seen him like this, and they almost never smoked two in a row—”I am not prepared to give you. Wait, did he call you back?”

Yes, he did. But Tom wasn’t ready to talk about the “date” yet.
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Sam opened her eyes, stared at the ceiling, and groaned. She turned her head toward the bedside clock, and felt her brain rip into sinewy shreds of pain. “Oh, good God,” she muttered, scanning back through the evening for where she had gone wrong. Somewhere between the third drink and … She couldn’t remember. Not that her interview subject hadn’t driven her to it, of course. He was so impossibly boring she had spent the second half of their two hours together weighing what, exactly, she would be drinking to celebrate the end of it. Luckily, it had been decided for her—by the time she turned off her tape recorder, Elizabeth and their mutual friend James had already been waiting for her at dinner for more than an hour, and had gotten their revenge by ordering her a very dry, very dirty, and very big martini.

“Help,” she muttered weakly to herself, as she sat up in bed and tried to imagine how she was going to get herself packed up, checked out, and to the airport.

She called room service for coffee, and then reached Tom at home, waking him up. “Hello?” he said groggily.

Sam groaned again, this time for Tom’s benefit.

“Didn’t we just do this?” he asked.

Sam collapsed back into bed, happy for the excuse to pull the sheets up around her wrecked body again. “I can’t help it,” she said. “I was driven to drink.”

“Uh huh,” Tom responded, sounding like he was on his way back to sleep.

“I’m serious,” Sam said. “Last night I went to Lucques with Elizabeth and James, and do you know what they told me? It’s possible to come just by being kissed. I mean, James hasn’t personally experienced this, but he said his girlfriends had. And just when I was thinking, ‘Liar, liar, pants on fire,’ Elizabeth grinned and asked me where I’d been for so long. I’d finally reached a point in my life of being superpleased with myself that I wasn’t one of those girls who required a sex shop of toys stuffed under her bed, and now this.”

A long silence. “That’s nice, dear.” Clearly, he’d fallen back asleep.

“Fine, be that way. I find out that after twenty-eight years I’m sexually deficient, and you take a nap on me.”

“Sex is the least of your deficiencies, sweetie.”

Sam laughed, feeling the sound painfully echo through her head. “You know, you tell me to report back the wonders of the world, and then you act all blasé. I have to move my very sorry ass into the shower now.”

“Bon voyage,” Tom said, and hung up the phone.

Sam gathered herself together, picked up the phone to call the bellhop, and then changed her mind. On this particular morning, she would rather carry her bags than face the bellhop again. She called her editor and left a message. “Bug Eyes was a freak. He wanted to talk about the metaphorical meaning of playing golf. And no, it willnot make more sense when I elaborate. Gibson was his typical lovely self. I think he and his wife have had three more children in the last year, but other than that, no big news. Let’s make the pictures really, really big so I don’t have to …” She let out a long yawn. “Sorry. Write that much. Please. Oh and no, I don’t think he’s gotten hair plugs. He’s getting older and he’s still handsome beyond—impossible to imagine, I know.”

Somehow, Sam made it to the airport, where she resisted the temptation to upgrade—the electric company might not be as understanding as it had been in the past—and headed for the executive lounge, where she propped herself up on a couch and weighed the pros and cons of puking. She put her head in her hands. Blood flow might help.

“Samantha!” bellowed a voice from across the room.

“Help, help, help,” she whispered quietly, obviously her mantra of the day, and raised her eyes to look at perhaps the last human being she wanted to see at that moment. And the only human being she wanted to see at any moment. “Shit.”Shit—she was trying to stop swearing.

Chris Foster always did this to her.

“Hi,” she muttered weakly, quickly trying to remember exactly how horrible she’d looked in the mirror before she left the hotel. She hadn’t looked in the mirror.Shit.

Here he was, walking toward her, like some stupid Hallmark commercial, all slowly and seductively …Am I still drunk? But there was no denying … God, he was beautiful. An Adonis if she’d ever seen one, with blond hair, blue eyes, six foot two … pretty much perfection, she thought, looking to see if everybody else turned around to see this miracle of human nature crossing the room. Interestingly enough, the answer was no. Sam stood and let herself be hugged by him, delighted that her hangover made her feel so toxic she didn t get the usual knee-clanging weakness from him touching her. Then again, maybe the nausea was responsible for that.

Chris and Sam had been in and out of each other’s lives for years; he was the older brother of Sam’s college roommate, and when she moved to New York, they found themselves hanging out in overlapping circles. Chris was an archaeologist for the Museum of Natural History, a modern Indiana Jones. For the last several years, he had commuted between New York and Egypt, where he was in charge of an expedition, and, Sam had heard through the grapevine, had some gorgeous Egyptian girlfriend.

Sam had always been infatuated with Chris—no, she had to be honest, she’d always been in love with him, since if you knew someone so well and still felt weak in the knees, that was probably more than infatuation. And to be brutally honest, she reminded herself through her clanking brain, despite what she felt like doing now, she hadactually excused herself from her desk and puked when she heard about that Cleopatra bitch. Not to mention that the moment after she’d washed her face and returned to her office she’d gone online to check out airfare to Cairo, determined to win him back … Win him back from what? Sam stopped herself. When she was twenty-five, they had had an incredibly intense week-long affair. Sam had been at Chris’s house for one of New York’s snowstorms and been homebound with him for twenty-four hours (homebound in the sense that they pretended they couldn’t leave). But then, damn him, Chris had come to his “senses” and gently dumped her. “You’re only twenty-five, and it’s time for you to be having fun adventures,” he had said. “While I’m honored to have been one of them, I don’t want to be the thirty-five-year-old boyfriend who’s always out of the country and whom you grow to resent.” Sam had assured Chris she was fine, then promptly took to her bed for two weeks. At times, she could still feel his legs around her—he had the strongest, most beautiful thighs, from riding his bike everywhere he went.

Chris was grinning. “You look terrible!” he said. “Not to mention,” he added, starting to laugh, “you smell like you’ve drunk all the booze in L.A. Thank God we’re getting out.”

Please excuse me while I go kill myself, she thought. She mustered what energy she could to hold her ground. “What’s going on?” she asked meekly, hearing her words echo in her ears. “This is sort of the last place I thought I’d see you.”Where had the scent of the Bulgari bath oil gone?

“I’m heading out to Fiji today for a couple of months—a ‘top-secret’ project,” he said. “Never thought you’d hear those words out of a ditchdigger’s mouth, did you? The museum’s found an old site, but we’re having trouble with the government, so I’ve been asked not to say anything. But believe me, it’s only exciting to me and the mayor, who’s hoping he no longer has to work for a living. What’s going on with you?”

Sam concentrated. She concentrated on standing there without swaying, she concentrated on not looking into his blue eyes, but also on notnot making eye contact; she concentrated on not doing something, please God, that would make him go away and never talk to her again, but could he just stand here and keep talking forever? It was a lot to concentrate on. And then, suddenly—she couldn’t help it—she wondered what he had meant that she was too young and he wanted to protect her? Obviously, if he’d wanted her, he wouldn’t have said that. So he didn’t want her. He’d never wanted her. Because she wasn’t worth wanting … Did a hangover cause psychotic episodes? Sam felt like she’d read that somewhere. That must be it. A ministroke caused by too many martinis.

“I’m working for the magazine,” she heard herself say, with a giant breath of relief. This was good. Deep breath. Oxygen to the head. “And …” she continued. What else? What else did she do? Sam had gone completely blank. All she could hear was, “Why don’t you love me? Why don’t you love me?”

Chris began to laugh. “Too raunchy to say in an airport lounge, huh? That’s my Sam.”

Sam blushed with agony.Brain, please report immediately. “I’m doing well. I miss you.”That’s it, she thought.That is it, that is it, that is it. I have now officially bottomed out, and there’s not one person in my life who wouldn’t understand that there’s simply no option. I will now go into the bathroom, swallow my entire pack of birth control pills, and hope for a quick, barren death. Please say nice things about me at my funeral … Oh, God, did I ever tell anyone that I wanted a party, and not a funeral?

Reality interrupted. “I miss you too, Sammy girl,” Chris said, putting his arm around her and giving her a way-too-brotherly squeeze. “Let’s try to stay in better touch, okay?”

She nodded.How could he be so out to lunch? He couldn’t be—he was brilliant—so clearly this had to be alcohol-induced psychosis. She’d open her eyes and be in LAX busy blathering to an imaginary ex-lover, and people would look at her like she was as crazy as she was, and everything would be groovy.

But no. Chris was still there, and he was still talking. And she was still the giant loser who had never been able to get the one guy of her dreams. Even worse, she thought, feeling herself turn crimson, she’d slept with him. So clearly, on top of everything, she sucked in bed. Great. She hadn’t worried about that for a while, but there was no other explanation. Which would also explain why there hadn’t been anyone else she’d ever felt so passionately about. Because she couldn’t possibly feel passionately about someone who didn’t feel passionately about her, and if she was horrible in bed, how could anyone be passionate about her in the first place …Tom promised her she’d be a pro as long as she kept one hand on the balls and one hand helping, and she always swallowed, so it must be something after that …

“I’ll email you,” Chris said, leaning over to give her a kiss on the cheek—why did he have to smell so good?—and turned away.Hello? I’m in hell here! Apparently, she didn’t say that. Apparently, she kissed him on the cheek and nodded, and said something about emailing him back. She flopped onto the couch. It was too bad that she had a dinner party to go to tonight and a job to go to tomorrow, because she was pretty sure she would never be able to move again. And it would probably, for everyone involved, be for the best.
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Long after the answering machine should have picked up, R.J. answered the phone.

“In the middle of something?” Tom asked.

“Just reminiscing,” R.J. replied. “Last night was …”

“Tell me over coffee.”

“What’s up? Is something going on?”

Nope. It was a Sunday afternoon, and nothing was going on. Tom was pretty much always busy except for Sunday afternoons. Every week he’d not plan anything for the dreaded Sunday afternoon, thinking that this weekend he’d want to relax, and every Sunday afternoon he’d get into a minor funk. This was usually exacerbated by the fact that every restaurant was full of couples who’d been happily fornicating all morning. (On Sunday afternoons, he actually used words like “fornicating.”)

“I’m putting off writing,” Tom said.

“I was hoping you might be wanting to tell me about your own decadent adventures.”

“Sorry. I had dinner last night with Tracy and Evan, my married friends, then came home. I figured I needed to be good and ready to write today.” This was a lie. He had dinner with Tracy and Evan, and then he trolled around a few bars in the East Village. No point in telling R.J., though—the futility of last night’s mission would only make R.J. think once again that Tom was some sort of socio-sexual nincompoop. On Sunday afternoons, words like “nincompoop” were also prone to come up.

“Why don’t you just get it over with. Marry Andrew and move to Westchester. Raise babies.”

“Fuck off. Andrew’s a friend. Unlike you, I don’t screw my friends.”

“I know, I know. I screw everyone. I’m a slut. We can discuss it over coffee. Give me a half hour.”

R.J. was Tom’s oldest gay friend in the city. Not oldest in age, R.J. would hasten to point out. Successful in insurance or pensions or something—Tom always told R.J. to tell people that he was an entrepreneur—he spent most of his time, spare and otherwise, having sex. He had so much sex, of such wildly varying kinds, that at times it made Tom feel like a pariah for being relatively normal.

Even after having sex at least four times a week—usually with someone new—for the past ten years, R.J. still came off as innocent. There was something childlike about him: men forever got caught up in his gawky, wide-eyed looks, never realizing for a minute he was the gay Wilt Chamberlain, and not in height. In the past month alone, there was the Arab-Israeli three-way (Tom called it the “piece-of-ass summit”); the airline pilot, a man so insatiable that R.J. said he had to keep him away from parking meters, lest the pilot mount them; and Sean, the UConn freshman (R.J. gave him the bus fare). There were doubtless others, but R.J. would forget to tell Tom, even though Tom always pointed out that if he didn’t tell Tom then he’d forget and no one would ever know.

Clearly there were emotional risks in seeing R.J. on a lonely Sunday afternoon, but Tom didn’t want to think or talk about Justin, and he knew that R.J. would have some fresh exploit he’d much rather discuss. Sure enough, R.J. walked into Magnolia Bakery with the look of a man who’d been up all night having debaucheries.This Sunday afternoon vocabulary has to stop …

“Can you believe the smell in here?” Tom said. “It’s like they aerate butter.”

“Mmm,” R.J. replied. “I love it. It reminds me of Sean’s sweet, smooth—”

“R.J.! There are kids here!”

“Sorry.”

They ordered coffee and muffins and went outside to the bench. “So,” Tom said, almost dreading what he was about to hear, “what was last night about?”

“I fucked the New Houdini.”

Tom held up a hand. “Before we go any further, I have to know—was that his phrase or yours?”

“His.” It turned out the New Houdini was an up-and-coming magician who loved nothing more than self-promotion. Well, maybe not nothing. “He was a monster bottom!” R.J. said. “He wanted more and more and more!”

Tom knew that the best way to get the story out of R.J. was to ask straightforward, even naïve, questions. “Where did you meet?”

“At Splash.”

“The New Houdini goes to Splash?” Splash was one of the cheesiest—and most popular—gay bars in the city. It had a new name but no one used it. The New Houdini was always in thePost, photographed with some starlet. “Wouldn’t that pretty much out him?”

“I don’t know.” R.J. had lost interest momentarily, and was focusing on his muffin.

“So then what happened? Did he pull a rabbit out of your ass?”

“No, but he does have quite the magic wand.” Tom set his coffee down. Clearly he couldn’t risk taking a sip. “So how did you leave it?”

“He had to fly to L.A. to be fitted for a tank of barracudas he’s going to swim in.” This was unbelievable—except that while R.J. may have been embellishing a bit, he probably wasn’t lying. He wasn’t creative enough to make this stuff up.Dismissive!

“So that’s what they mean by ‘magic trick.’ “ Tom stuffed what was left of his muffin in his coffee cup and tossed it in the trash can. He was glad someone was having sex, but he wondered, as he had a thousand times that year, what was wrong with him. St. Tom, the Normal. He told himself once again that he was smart not to separate love from sex, that in the end it only made it hard to marry—bad choice of words—the two.

He walked down Bank Street toward his apartment. He had lived in the same apartment for nine years. Until last year, he’d had a series of roommates—two bad, one good. What did it mean that the one good roommate was a woman? Was he even capable of being close with a man? Was he a cliché straight out ofWill & Grace? R.J. fit the part of Jack….

Clearly, coffee with R.J. wasn’t the best idea. He should’ve called Andrew instead.

When his last roommate moved out, Tom thought he’d be immediately happy, finally having the place to himself. Wrong. He took one look around and realized how much he hated everything he owned. He’d never put much money or effort into his apartment, because what’s the point if your roommate is just going to ruin it all? So he d spent the past year buying furniture to fill a two-bedroom apartment that no one but he ever saw much. And then he was forced to write freelance all the time, in order to pay for the furniture to fill the apartment that no one ever saw.

Shit. The freelance story. He’d gone to Niagara Falls forHoliday, the travel magazine, and the story was due tomorrow. “Great,” he muttered to himself as he walked up the stairs to the apartment that no one ever saw. “Now I get to write about what it’s like to go to the Honeymoon Capital of the World and spend a weekend alone in a room with a waterbed and a heart-shaped tub.”
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Sam got off the elevator and stepped into the magazine’s office, feeling, as always, a sense of relief to be back on safe ground after traveling. She walked down the hallway, lined withStar Face magazine covers (the staff referred to the magazine—out of the editor-in-chief ’s earshot, of course—as Star Fucker), and let herself into her airy office, which properly reflected a job that was all about glamour and veneer. Or it would have, if she could learn to be a little bit less of a slob. Piles of mail blocked the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the Hudson River, papers with notes scrawled on them flooded the two desks, and her attempts to be responsible in the form of nurturing plant life were less than successful. She put her over-loaded bag down and headed to the kitchen to get water for her brown-tinged orchids, bumping into Brian on the way back.

“Hey lady, we missed you around here. Tales of your adventures reached us before you did. Heard you met up with the Crowemaster again.”

“Don’t make me smack you,” Sam threatened, trying to balance the water containers without spilling them on the pants of her Dolce and Gabbana beige cashmere suit, which was absolute perfection as long as she didn’t eat, drink, or drool.

Several weeks earlier at the Deauville Film Festival, a nasty colleague of Sam’s had spread the rumor that she had given Russell Crowe a blow job at a party; Sam thought it was a riot—she had met the man for thirty seconds, surrounded by his bodyguards—but her editor had been none too pleased when the news had somehow reached him. Explaining that she wouldn’t have spent quality time with the star on her knees did little to lighten the situation—only a man would be egocentric enough to believe a woman would get a thrill out of giving a stranger a blow job and not insist on a little reciprocation. Still, with all the rumors that swirled around, one could do worse than being hooked up with the man who had dated Hollywood’s most beautiful women. Sam’s life, she thought, was always far, far more fascinating in people’s fantasies than in reality, and at a certain point she’d stopped trying to correct the image. It was just a waste of energy. Well, that’s what she knew sheshould feel, anyway, instead of wallowing in hurt feelings. Someday.

“Sorry I can’t tell you more about the trip, but my mouth is still full.” Five years younger than she, Brian, also a writer, was one of the only straight male friends Sam had ever had with whom there was no sexual tension. They were as close as siblings—or so she imagined, not having any of her own—and Brian had gotten her through many an all-nighter, thanks to his sense of humor and the bottle of single malt he kept in a desk drawer.

“Don’t worry, I’ll do the talking,” Brian said, walking Sam back to her office. “Edgars”—the editor-in-chief—“is threatening that we’re overstaffed, and that there are going to be lay-offs.”

“Are you serious?” Sam said, collapsing in her chair. Her plants could wait another sixty seconds.

“Extremely. And our hero Charles has decided he’s sick and tired of running the magazine while Edgars hides out with his mistress in Boca, and he’s threatening to quit.” She couldn’t blame Charles; the executive editor, he was the brains behind the magazine, and the reason everyone stayed atStar Face for so long. But as years went by and it became more and more apparent that Edgars wasn’t going anywhere—except Boca—Charles was getting fed up with not being recognized for his efforts.

“Oh, and Julie?” Brian continued, referring to the one woman in power on the staff, which was dominated by the kind of straight white men in their forties who believed a martini at lunch enhanced the creative process. “She’s more of a nightmare than ever. Walking the hallways with that booming, bossy voice of hers, trying to figure out how she can make this work out to her advantage, and seeing who will be on her side when she does. Needless to say, yelling at the assistants a thousand times louder isn’t getting a warm response.”

“Well, thanks, I guess,” Sam said gloomily.

“Anytime, babe,” Brian responded, leaving Sam to face her email, voice mail, and regular mail—and dying plants—in peace.

She had come toStar Face right out of grad school, when the magazine was still in its infancy, and it had become, in that way work did for far too many ambitious young New Yorkers, a second home, a family as dysfunctional, but close, as any other, she supposed. Sam had thought about leaving over the years—several times, she had gotten job offers that had been tempting enough to lose sleep over—but had always decided to stay put. The devil you know, etc. Sam hated that phrase, perhaps because she seemed to be following it to a tee. It scared her that unlike so many of her friends, she didn’t feel like anything significant was missing in her life—when she knew, at some level, that there were pretty big holes. There was a fine line between being grateful for what she had and exercising an ironclad case of denial, and sometimes in the morning, when her heart started racing before she had even opened her eyes, Sam knew there were some major life questions she needed to answer—and soon.

She absentmindedly scrolled through her emails, biding time until the morning meeting, and thinking about a conversation she’d had one afternoon not long ago with Jennifer Aniston. After the interview was over, Sam had turned off the tape recorder, and Aniston and she had had one of those discussions that always made Sam grateful to be a woman. Intimacy could be established so quickly, if fleetingly. The two women had sat outside at the L’Ermitage Hotel and talked about the difficulty of being content. How do you stop working once you’d achieved some of the things you wanted, and learn to enjoy the rewards? It didn’t escape Sam that Aniston’s overflowing plate included a husband who happened to be Brad Pitt, an obscene bank account, and a thriving career, but she was still comforted by the idea that even those things didn’t necessarily bring automatic serenity. Was Sam just busy neurotically fighting contentment at Star Fucker, she wondered, or was she legitimately restless? And how ridiculous that when she considered this, she thought with a silent laugh, she referenced a conversation with someone who literallyplayed a friend on TV?What a dementedjob, she thought with a laugh. Fabulous, but definitely demented.

Grabbing a cup of coffee from the kitchen, she made her way into the meeting.Star Face’s morning gatherings were a twenty-minute run-through of what was going on in the entertainment world, where the suited powers of the magazine sat at a conference table, surrounded by the serfs like Sam, who perched in chairs behind them and tried to pay attention, but more often than not passed notes like recalcitrant schoolchildren, or just daydreamed.

Sam was busy doing the latter when she suddenly felt all eyes on her. “Samantha?” Edgars was addressing her, and, judging from his tone, it wasn’t his first attempt to get her attention. “Yes. Yes,” Sam said, blushing. She’d read somewhere that there was a new treatment to stop blushing—kind of like putting Botox under your armpits to stop sweating. She made a mental note to do some research. “Lovely to have you back with us,” Edgars said, with his usual snideness. “We were just wondering if you had any news from the West Coast.”

Quickly gathering her wits, she related the gossip she’d heard from friends at studios and agents—who was in, who was out, and who was plotting. “Also, George Clooney might start talking to the magazine again, according to his publicist, if we’ll issue an apology for saying his decision to leaveER was moronic, à la David Caruso, and that he’d never have a career in features. And in more good news, Will Smith is starting to see thatWild Wild West didn’t tank simply because our reviewer hated it.” Phew. Sam loathed speaking in these meetings, and was always relieved to have managed not to start babbling in tongues.

“Thank you for your great ambassadorship,” Edgars said, moving his glare onto another hapless editor. Sam felt a surge of relief and started paging through the gossip pages that her assistant had copied for her, only half hearing Edgars’ grilling of her colleague. There was Cindy Adams blathering on about something—when would the woman retire?—Liz Smith recounting a glowing tea meeting with Harrison Ford (that earring he’d just gotten was so wrong, Sam thought)—and Page Six posting its deliciously catty items.

Sam’s favorites were the blind items, reported without names for fear of lawsuits, but usually accurate as far as she could tell. Sam scanned today’s offerings—“What supermodel was caught with her pants down, literally, in the back of Bungalow 8? Which women’s magazine editor—and new mother—horrified her staff by insisting her assistant clean her breast pumps?”—but didn’t see any she could easily identify. Suddenly, Sam froze. “What personal publicist, who handles the most fabulous of fashionistas, fell off the wagon and into a keg of coke this weekend?” Goddamn it. It had to be Jen. One of Sam’s closest friends since she was five years old—they met in kindergarten at Miss Sheffield’s, a private girls’ school on the Upper East Side where both would stay until heading to college—Jen had been struggling with sobriety for two years. She had just gotten out of Betty Ford for the second time a month ago, and was having a really hard time of it, no thanks to a job that made it impossible to stay away from temptation. Sam had hoped this time she might be able to do it—what savings she hadn’t wiped out on coke had been blown at $16,000-a-pop stints in rehab—but evidently not.

It took every ounce of willpower to sit through the rest of the meeting, and as soon as Edgars nodded his regal excusal, Sam race-walked back to her office. She called Jen at work, only to be told that she had taken a leave of absence. At least, Sam thought, putting the phone down, Jen had gotten herself on a plane and out of New York after only a weekend of backsliding. Sam closed her door, and, in direct violation of her building’s fire code, lit a cigarette. Alright. She had a full day’s worth of work—she had to write the Gibson profile at 3,000 words, despite her pleading—and then she was supposed to go have drinks with a VP from Sony at the Chambers hotel. But clearly, something had to give here. Sam was quickly losing her sense of humor about the world’s funkiness this week. There was always Jack….

Sam gave herself a mental slap. Jack was one of her closer friends—or would have been, anyway, if they hadn’t complicated things by falling into bed together several years ago. They had continued to sleep together—always spontaneously and a bit regrettably, even if it was pretty damn fulfilling—about every six months. But a year earlier, Sam had realized that she and Jack were having a completely ass-backward relationship, as far as she was concerned: While Sam was delighted to be friends and have the occasional (and memorable) romp with someone she cared about deeply, she was getting the impression that Jack wanted a commitment. For whatever reason, she knew she couldn’t, and would just ruin whatever hope they had for a friendship down the line. So she’d sworn off him—or tried. But when something like what had happened to Jennifer upset her, all she wanted to do was pick up the phone and hear his reassuring voice.You promised you wouldn’t, she reminded herself sternly.

And just in case that didn’t do the trick, she grabbed a Post-it pad from her drawer and peeled one off. “NO MEANS NO,” she wrote, using a fat felt-tip pen for good measure. She stuck it on her phone.

Hey, whatever it took.
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A typical Thursday morning. Tom woke up, went to the gym—get it over with early—then came home and ate breakfast. He started this routine years ago. It was when he lived with the roommate he liked. She got up and went to work even earlier than he did, and he enjoyed the time in the apartment to himself.

He and Alicia had gotten along like an entire city on fire. It became a problem: both would rather spend time at home with each other than out trolling for love. They rarely went out, because she’d end up having an embarrassing giggle fit; instead, they boiled pasta and made separate sauces, moving through the tiny kitchen as if they’d been choreographed. They sat and compared lives, they rented movies, they argued about nothing. They were all but married. Eventually she had enough, and up and moved to San Francisco. She never said it was to get away from him, but they both knew. Within three months she had a boyfriend; within six months she was engaged; after a year she was married.

Tom finally finished reading theTimes—the headlines, anyway—and weighed whether to scan theWall Street Journal now or save it for later. “Save it?” he said. “Ha!” He hated theJournal, hated that he had to read it. But at a business magazine, even the lifestyle editor better know who on earth everyone is talking about. When he started atProfit he couldn’t tell G.E. from G.M. (actually he still occasionally mixed them up). He decided to save it.

Even after being atProfit for two and a half years, he still had a tendency to giggle when he handed anyone his business card. “Tom Sanders, Senior Editor,Profit.” It was ludicrous. He didn’t know a thing about money. He’d only recently unearthed himself from a pile of debt. He had no investments beyond what was in his 401(k). And he generally made R.J. choose the mutual funds for him. ButProfit didn’t care. As far as they were concerned, he was irreplaceable. In the boom times of the late nineties, they had searched all over for someone to start a lifestyle section; every business magazine had one—if you wanted the lifestyle advertisers (cars, fashion, liquor) it helped to have lifestyle edit. He had worked atHoliday and knew someone who knew someone atProfit. He got the job, he figured, because he never really wanted it. The honchos atProfit were a swinging-dick bunch; if you acted needy they’d want nothing to do with you. “How much bullshit are you going to throw at me?” he asked in his second interview. “If we like what you do,” the editor-in-chief had drawled, “we’re not going to fuck with you at all.”

Sure enough, they didn’t. He created a lifestyle section that was like nothing else out there. It wasn’t always useful—Tom hated the idea of service journalism (where to eat, what to buy), even if it was what he was supposed to be good at. Instead, he figured, these readers want to laugh, and they deserve it.Profit was a relentlessly smart magazine, but it wasn’t always an easy read. So he named the section, which ran at the end of each issue, “Dessert.” And he ran only stories that interested him, which meant no stories about cigars, or single-malt scotch, or golf clubs, or the latest in suits—in short, none of the things business lifestyle was supposed to be. Someday, he figured, he’d get to work at a magazine that actually related to his life.

“I can’t even dress the part,” he muttered as he opened his closet. “Now let’s see, what do I have going on today … better make sure I can get away with wearing a rugby shirt.” Talking to himself had become a problem, and he wondered—in conversations he had with himself, out loud—whether it would ruin his chances of ever having a boyfriend.

“Sam!” He’d totally forgotten that he was having dinner with Sam that night. “Hot damn!” Tom had only known Sam for a year, but she had already gained complete control over him. They met in one of those fluky New York ways. Tom was at a bachelorette party for a college friend. He hated being the only man at the bachelorette party, because you always had to explain that you’re gay, and even then some of the women really didn’t want you around. But you had to go, because the bride probably thought of you as one of her “fun” friends. White limousines, penis straws, silly dares—he could handle just about all of it, but he tried to draw the line at Hogs & Heifers, a rowdy bar in the Meatpacking District where bachelorettes tended to end up. He just didn’t have the nerve that night. He sat in the back, tugging on a Budweiser, trying to pass for straight—but not so straight that one of the women would take off her bra and throw it at him. (It was that kind of place.) Despite his best intentions, he turned to gape at a particularly hot man walking outside, and his left hand, somehow, ended up resting ever so perfectly on the breast of the woman at the next table.

It was Sam. She raised her eyebrows. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, and playfully slapped him. “If you’re going to feel me up, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t also cruise the passersby.”

Sam breezed over his explanation. “Whatever,” she said. “What in the hell are you doing here?” She was there on a tip that Cameron Diaz would be out carousing, and was about to give up. They got to talking, and he got to complaining about his job—in particular, having to always find merchandise to put in the magazine.

“Sweet Jesus!” she said. “If you’ll pay me to go shopping I’ll let you fondle me all night long.”

They met for lunch soon after, and Tom walked away from the restaurant shell-shocked. He could see how she got good stuff from celebrities—when she turned her sights on you, you felt incredibly important, and she seemed genuinely interested. And everything she was feeling was right there, on her face. He preferred to keep his emotions close to his chest until he was good and sure exactly what he was feeling. Even though he didn’t like mixing friendships with work—it always left him wondering if the friends were using him for freelance money—he assigned her a story anyway, she wrote it beautifully, and pretty much immediately they were the best of friends. Once, when introducing Tom to another editor friend of hers, she had said, “He’s one of us.” Tom hadn’t known until that point how much he’d wanted to be part of an us.

In a word, they were both picky. Clothes, restaurants, liquor, hotels—they cared deeply, probably too much, about making sure everything they did was worth it. Why bother otherwise? For Tom it was a job requirement: if you’re going to feature something in a magazine with a million readers, you better believe in it. They didn’t always agree, but that only made it more fun. It was his turn to pick the restaurant, so that afternoon, he gave her a call. SinceStar Face was owned by the same company asProfit, his name appeared on her phone.

“Baby!” she squealed.

“Are we still on?”

“God, yes. I need a drink! A really dirty martini. To go with all the stories you’re going to tell me.”

“Nothing dirty this time, I’m afraid,” Tom said. “Sorry to disappoint. Still want that drink?”

“Even more. What’s going on?”

“Justin.”

She sighed in reply.

“I know,” Tom said. “But we had a second date. And I’m miserable.”

“Okay, no dirty martinis. Macallan fifteen-year-old. We’ll sit at the bar and make like Sinatra. Tell me now about the date so I can come prepared.”

Where to start? He and Justin had gone out once, and Tom had talked nonstop. He wished he could have blamed it on the liquor, but Justin hadn’t ordered a drink, so neither did Tom. (Sam was appalled: “Major violation of first-date rules!”) Francisco had mentioned that Justin liked writers, so Tom had gone on and on about all the fabulous writers he had worked with when he was atHoliday, rarely pausing to ask a question. It was a personality fault of his: generally, he preferred people who, if they had something to say, just said it. Combined with Justin’s background as a lawyer—and proclivity to ask lots of questions—it made for a fairly one-sided date. Afterward, Tom said that he’d had a good time, that he’d like to do it again. “Guess what he said to that,” Tom said.

“Tell me tell me tell me!”

“ ‘Really.’ ”

“Yes, really! Tell me!”

“No, Sam. That’s what he said: ‘Really.’”

“Ouch. He’s a loser. Drop him.”

“Sam, it’s not that easy. I adore him. He’s whip-smart. He’s gorgeous. He has a huge nose. And he banters.”

“Ooh.” As a banterer herself, Sam could appreciate this last detail. It was rare to find someone who could keep up. “What else do you know about him?”

“Just moved to New York to work off his law school debt. Left freshly ex-boyfriend of four years back in Boston.”

“But you went out again?”

“Yeah. We had dinner, which went better—I asked questions this time—and then to a movie. But first we killed time at a newsstand, which was bad, bad news for me, as it brings out all my bitterness.”

“Magazines suck.”

“I know! I pointed out every magazine’s faults to him, then he insisted we look atProfit, and the current issue has a big story about cheese.” Sam and Tom were in complete agreement that good cheese is hugely important, and both were vigilantly opposed to the government’s outrageous attempts to stop the importing of unpasteurized cheeses. “But it made me look sort of silly. He’s into politics and wants to make the world a better place. I want to save the brie.”
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