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Sextet




    


    It was Carter who saw the story first. Actually, it was Mia who saw it first. But Mia, no fool, hid the magazine away and said nothing about it to anyone. So that part of their story of the story became that it was Carter who discovered it.


    When Mia answered the telephone Saturday afternoon, Carter, without saying hello, named the magazine in which the story had appeared. “You haven’t seen it,” he told her and expected her to agree. Mia, who meant to deny knowledge of the story if asked, blurted, “I have.” She began to explain that she’d been about to call him. Carter, preempted in delivering his bombshell, pushed on. He wanted to be the one to tell.


    “You’ve seen it!” Carter’s voice hissed through the ether like a teakettle. “We have to meet.”


    A clandestine meeting. Carter and Mia hadn’t met alone in more than a year. Though they lived in the same building, less than a dozen floors apart, by unspoken agreement they’d never met in either one’s apartment when their spouses weren’t at home. It was a mark of the extremity of the situation that they did so now.


    “‘Sextet.’” Carter paced Mia’s living room. “What a stupid title. What does it even mean?”


    “Six,” explained Mia, fetally curled into a corner of her voluminous sofa. “A group of six, a sixsome. Six instruments, six voices, a piece of music for six… ”


    “I know what it means!” snapped Carter. Affable Carter, yelling in Mia’s presence. Yelling at Mia. “What I mean is, which six does it refer to? The three couples?” He snorted. Of all the things Mia had imagined he might say about “Sextet,” complaints about its title hadn’t occurred to her. As if it were the title of the story, and not the fact that it exposed his intimate life and hers in the pages of a high-circulation magazine, that he objected to. “I don’t recall we’ve ever been much of a sextet with Leila and Rafael,” he added, a slight sneer in his voice.


    “I thought the six were the two couples—me and Lars, you and Britte, and the children,” Mia offered. Carter, about to retort, looked momentarily ill at ease.


     The short story in question, written by their neighbor Leila, was about a woman and her husband who become friendly with two other couples in their building. The other two couples are very close. Unnaturally close. The woman accidentally discovers that the wife in one of the couples has had an affair with the husband in the other. The wronged husband and wife are aware of the situation and tolerate it, for reasons that are unclear. No one actually talks about any of it.


    “How does she know all the things she knows? Things she couldn’t know…” Abruptly, Carter stopped pacing and squinted at Mia. It was a look he always hoped would make its object squirm. In reality, he squinted because he was nearsighted. “Unless you told her?”


    “Of course I didn’t tell her,” Mia said, sighing.


    “Tell her what?” he pounced. Playing courtroom drama.


    “Anything.”


    Carter threw up his hands. The story was a violation. Of his life. Their lives. His and Mia’s. That is, his and Britte’s, also Lars and Mia’s. If he had thought of his daughter, Ulrike, he would have considered her among the violated as well. But Carter never did think of Ulrike.


    “It’s identity theft,” Carter fumed.


    “Really? You think so?” Mia straightened her spine and very slightly widened her eyes, a characteristic pose he’d often witnessed across a dinner table. Her intellect was engaged. As if identity theft were a matter of abstract interest, not a crime of which they were victims. Or a disaster that was befalling them. “She’s not attempting to portray us,” she said slowly.


    “That’s exactly what she’s doing!”


    “Well, yes, she’s portraying us in the story. But she’s not attempting to be us, to steal our identities… “


    “She is! She is! That’s what writers do, they eat into people’s lives. The characters become the writer—the writer becomes the characters. The characters are the writer. I’m surprised you don’t know this, Mia.”


    Mia just stopped herself from rolling her eyes, an adolescent addiction that surfaced in moments of stress or amusement. Carter wasn’t used to expounding on literature, much less the process of creating it. He was a lawyer. It was his understanding that magazines included stories like Styrofoam packing popcorn, filling the crevices between pages, softening the impact of more important pieces of nonfiction.


    Mia felt a professional obligation to at least glance at stories that were prominently published. She was a book critic who specialized in fiction. “Book critic” and “specialized in fiction” were phrases Mia wouldn’t use about herself. “I write about books,” was the explanation she murmured, reluctantly, when it was necessary to say what work she did.


    “Listen,” she said. “What’s a short story anyway? No one reads short stories nowadays. It’s real life, real people everyone wants to read about.”


    “This story is real life. It is about real people.”


    Perhaps this wasn’t the best line of argument to placate Carter.


    “Not that I think anyone will believe these people are us,” Carter added.


    “Absolutely not,” Mia agreed at once.


    Both frowned. Everyone would believe it was them. Two couples with first names identical to theirs and their spouses’, constantly together. A lawyer married to a German biologist, a musicologist-cellist married to a book critic. All four living in the same Upper West Side building in Manhattan. Three American graduates of A-list schools, though not the ones the story had named.


    Then Carter spoke the words Mia had been dreading: “We’ll sue.”


    Could you sue someone for writing that fictional characters, recognizably you, had had an affair when you had in fact had an affair? When Mia asked this question of Carter, deferring to him as the legal expert, he was forced to agree that you could not.


    “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll have to kill her.”


    They both laughed pleasantly.


    “Why did they have to move in here?” Carter threw himself into an armchair across from Mia and pounded on its arms. “Mia, can’t you at least have Lars’s uncle evict them?” Lars’s uncle owned the building.


    “I don’t think so, Carter.” Mia spoke quietly and carefully. As if she meant to pacify an unreasonable child. “How could I explain to Lars’s uncle why I want Leila, Rafael, and their four children thrown onto the street?”


    “Leila is so unimaginative. All she can come up with is an affair.”


    Mia hesitated. Did he mean an affair was unimaginative because it was true? An affair was what they had come up with, she and Carter. Had it been imaginative or unimaginative of them? Affair wasn’t a word they’d ever used, then or now. Now it would seem too coarse. Though, at the start of their liaison, Mia had thought rape, or at least, seduction, unsure what to call a situation in which a person wakes up to find that she has unknowingly spent the night with her husband’s best friend.


    Mia had read the story with her heart thumping, standing up, flipping to it the moment Leila's name jumped out at her from the table of contents. By the end of the first sentence—One night, after dinner with Carter and Britte and Lars and Mia, it suddenly occurred to Leila: the two couples were characters in a fairy tale—Mia imagined that she might be on the verge of fainting. When she was done reading she had darted around the apartment searching for the best way to dispose of the magazine. If Lars didn’t see it, he wouldn’t miss it. After placing it in the kitchen wastebasket, Mia went to stare out her living room window. Then she came back to the kitchen and retrieved it. The magazine was like toxic waste. Simply throwing it away wasn’t enough. In the end, she tucked it under a pile of periodicals on her desk. Lars wouldn’t hunt for a magazine that wasn’t under his nose. If he did, the bottom of a stack of magazines was an innocent place for it to be.


    “Do you think you would have recognized yourself?” Mia asked Carter. “I mean, recognized us, if it weren’t for the names?”


    “Of course,” Carter snapped. “Well, no,” he amended. To say he recognized himself in the character named Carter that Leila had created was tantamount to acknowledging an affinity with a philandering, racist bore.


    “You don’t come off so badly,” Carter growled suddenly.
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