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CHAPTER 1

The first time Lily held my hand, she could only grasp my pinky and ring finger, and though she’d grown fast as knotweed over the years, at age nine she still gripped the same two fingers when we walked home from school together. Uncapped fire hydrants hosed down passing cars, making the September heat bearable as we sidestepped puddles and circumvented ladies carting sweet mangos sprinkled with Tajín. Lily wore a new tie-dye shirt we had made over the summer, though her skirt was beginning to fray around the hem. One thread in particular had unraveled enough to tickle her shin, and every couple of steps she would swat at it, as though it were a mosquito.

“Dad?” she said, her face turned up toward mine—inquisitive black eyes pinched down at the outer corners, giving her a serious look in line with her nature. I had been staring, perhaps too intently, at the thread, waving and dancing with each of her steps. I wanted to snip it or pull it, fix it, but instead I looked back to Lily with a smile.

“Yes, Moose?”

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Something about maps?”

“Yeah, Dad,” she said, with an exasperated emphasis on the word Dad that took me by surprise. For as long as I’d known Lily she’d been a perfect daughter—perceptive, obedient, and smart—but also, especially around me, overly polite and presentable as though I might run away if I realized she was capable of being upset. This made sense: I saw her only once a week, so she always wanted to present the best version of herself, as though auditioning for a more permanent role in my life. So I didn’t know whether to be delighted or distressed by her change in tone. “So, what I was saying,” she continued, “was that the teacher told me I would make, like, a great cartographer because I have patience, you know? Most little kids—not that I’m little anymore because I’m almost ten—but, like, most kids don’t have the patience to measure distances and make things to scale and that’s so important because you can’t have a toilet the same size as the kitchen!” I nodded along, wondering if I’d imagined the hitch in her voice earlier. After all, she still held on to my fingers, gripping a bit too tightly as she did whenever she was excited about an idea. It was this kind of involuntary earnestness that made me want to shield her from the evils of the world. But I could see the top of her head in closer detail every week as she shot up, and from this new vantage point it seemed only a matter of time before she saw the world not as I or her mother wanted her to, but as it really was.

We climbed the stairs of the eight-floor apartment building where Lily and her mother, Mari, lived. Their apartment was on the fifth floor and today, rather than playing the usual game of seeing how many steps she could skip at a time, Lily embarked on her new life as a cartographer. Last month it had been marine biology and we’d walked down to the Hudson River to peer disappointedly at the lifeless waters. It was a relief that a child’s enthusiasm for the world was not so easily worn out, not even by the murk of a river steeped in city scum.

“I bet I could, like, make a map of this place!” Lily said, fingers tracing the dents in the stairwell walls where the edges of other tenants’ tables and bed frames had dinged the plaster. “I don’t think anyone in the whole world has made a map of all the cool stuff we’ve got like Mr. Ruiz’s soup can collection and Henry’s action figures and maybe we can even see the super’s apartment in the basement, where he keeps his tools. What if there’s even, like, trap doors and hidden passageways here too!”

“Why don’t you start by mapping your room first?” I said, having had years of practice corralling peoples’ exuberance.

“Okay, yeah, great idea!”

Rather than spending the afternoon working on her multiplication homework, we painstakingly drew a map of Lily’s room, which was really just half of a bedroom, separated from her mother’s side by a wide bookshelf. Their bedroom was even smaller than the room I’d shared with my mother after moving to New York City from Los Angeles at age seventeen, nearly a decade ago. Lily and I created symbols representing books and clothes and papers, making sure to mark exactly where they lay on the floor. When I asked what would happen when someone moved the toys, Lily narrowed her eyes as though assessing whether I was kidding, or if I really lacked some basic knowledge. Maps, she informed me, were always changing.

“The best they can hope to achieve is, like, a simulacrum that’s useful and captures a moment in time. That’s why cartographers will always have jobs.”

I handed her a gray colored pencil to draw in the circle shape that represented Mr. Bunny, the single stuffed animal Lily owned. I’d gotten her the toy cat years ago as a Christmas present, when she was too young to understand the difference between bunnies and cats. Mari had reimbursed me for the gift later that evening.

“You know what simulacrum means?” I said.

Lily added Mr. Bunny to her legend, which had its own page sprouting twenty-odd items and counting (pencils, plastic bags, expired coupons, candy wrappers, loose photographs of Lily and Mari, a Danish cookie tin full of receipts, a first-aid kit, a hand-sewn potpourri bag that Lily made in the first grade, etc.). She tugged at a pigtail, a little embarrassed to be caught using a word she didn’t fully comprehend. “Not really,” she admitted. “My teacher said it today, but she didn’t really explain it. Do you know what it means?”

My experience with mapmaking was limited to the fourth grade when we spent weeks crayoning a map of the fifty states and then tried to hide our disappointment when the laminator bled the wax—Michigan’s red mitt reaching down into the entire Midwest while the Southern states puked rainbows into the Gulf of Mexico.

“Dictionary?” I suggested.

“Yeah!” said Lily, jumping up to pull the dictionary from the shelf. “ ‘Simulacrum,’ ” she read. “ ‘Noun, a superficial likeness or representation of something.’ ”

“Hmm,” I said.

“Hmm,” said Lily, scratching her cheek as well. “Like how Mr. Bunny isn’t a real cat.”

“Right,” I said. “Great example.”

Lily, who was accustomed to praise from teachers and adults, beamed.

Around the time Lily began mapping the kitchen, which was differentiated from the living room by miniature tile-work drawn more meticulously by a nine-year-old’s hand than had been laid down by the initial laborers, my phone buzzed. I ignored it until it buzzed again and again and again. I tried not to use my phone while with Lily, but worried that maybe Mari was caught up at work or that some other urgent issue had popped up, I snuck a quick glance.

The latest message, from the app and not from Mari, read, Are we still on for 9pm dinner??

Yes, I wrote back.

Don’t forget the ring.

Of course, I replied, and turned my attention back to Lily, who was standing on tiptoes to see what I was looking at on my phone. She wasn’t tall enough just yet.

“Is that Mom?” she asked.

“Sure is,” I said, smoothing down her flyaway baby hairs. “She says she misses you.”

“Let me see.”

I slipped my phone into my pocket. “No can do, kiddo, private.”

The Lily of two years ago wouldn’t have even thought to ask to see my texts, and the Lily of last year might have asked but would have taken her father’s response as absolute. Now, however, she seemed more aware of my little evasions. She crossed her arms, opening her mouth to say something but then biting down again—nervous, perhaps, to ask and find out that the answer would not be what she hoped. I took advantage of her hesitation by picking up a cream colored pencil. “I’ll color in the kitchen tiles. You need to do math homework.”

Lily gnawed on her lip a second longer and then silently plucked the cream-colored pencil from my fingers and handed me the burnt umber instead. For the rest of the afternoon, I scrubbed the kitchen floor with baking soda and vinegar until the tiles were ten shades lighter than burnt umber, though try as I might I couldn’t clean them to a cream.

At 5:30 p.m., there was no Mari at the door complaining of a long day’s work, beelining for the fridge to open a can of beer while trailing cigarette smoke. At 6 p.m., to distract Lily from her mother’s absence, instead of preparing the usual family dinner, I heated up Chef Boyardee (“Is this a special day?” asked Lily). We ate canned pasta while watching the evening news from the couch rather than at the dining table. The recession was getting worse, another variant of COVID and the flu were going around, and politicians kept politicking. It was a year like any other, and eventually, I put Lily to bed. By then Mari was almost one hour late and I was cutting it dangerously close to my dinner. I paced the cleaned but sour-smelling tiles of the small kitchen, watching the minutes flip by on the microwave. A gentle 2 revealing an agitated 3, a workable 9 tumbling into an overbearing 10. Where was she? Was there an accident on the train? A shooting? An ambiguous medical emergency? What would become of Lily if her mother never came home? She was so much younger than I was when I had to navigate the world on my own.

Mari finally walked through the door at four minutes to nine, red from hairline to yellowed collar, her department store uniform crumpled where the blouse slipped out from her worn slacks. She reeked of gin and sweat.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “The new boss wanted to go out for drinks and wouldn’t take no for an answer and my phone died and then the train was delayed because of, you know, typical MTA bullshit. Is Lily asleep already?”

I nodded. “She had a busy day.”

“I’ll pay for the overtime,” Mari said, lowering her voice and pulling out her phone.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, in a hurry to leave. “I’ll see you next week.”

Mari, cheeks flushed and graying baby hairs matted to her temples, shook her head. “No, no,” she said. “No way.” In all the years I’d known her, she had never been one to take charity despite sorely needing it. This brand of stubbornness reminded me of my mother, who believed asking someone else to do what you could do yourself was a sign of a useless human—a worthless sack of meat on earth.

“Here,” said Mari, producing two crumpled twenties from the pocket of her faded jeans. I knew this was not an argument I could win, and starting one would delay me even further. So despite the fact that forty dollars could have bought Lily two new skirts that weren’t unraveling, I accepted the money. It wasn’t up to me how Mari conducted her finances or whether or not Lily had presentable clothes.

“Leftover pasta’s in the fridge,” was the only thing I said before slipping out the door. I took the steps down the stairwell two at a time.






CHAPTER 2

Dinner was a straight shot down the 1 train to the Upper West Side, where I rushed into the nearest department store, grabbing the best suit I could find in under a minute. As the cashier scanned the tags, I fixed my hair in the reflection of the sneeze guard. I pretended not to notice her sneaking glances my way. At six foot one, well built, and with vaguely Eurasian features, I’d been told by several people that I was “actually good looking,” the “actually” undercutting the compliment as though it were an achievement for someone of my genetic makeup to be attractive. In the men’s restroom I slipped out of my red flannel shirt and jeans and into the suit, whose pants were a touch short. Rolling up the bottom suggested a modern look in combination with the utilitarian boots I had on. There was no time to pick up a new pair of shoes. This was the best I could do given the time constraints and, truthfully, it wasn’t half-bad. I shoved in any wayward tags and doused myself in Bvlgari Black on my way out.

The restaurant was standard New York City: unremarkably chic decor and a menu serving the melting pot of cultures we were told as kids we’d see in our neighborhoods but instead only found on overpriced plates. When I asked the hostess for Rachel Sherwin, she led me to the table where Rachel, in her late forties, wearing a powder-pink suit, her chestnut-colored hair styled in a tight chignon, sat fuming with great restraint.

“You’re late!” she said through her teeth, and then pressed her knuckle to her lips as though surprised by the tone of her own voice. She tapped her lips a few times more, a nervous tic that left smudges of red on her fingers.

“Yes, my apologies,” I said, resisting the urge to wipe the back of my neck with the cloth napkin. I tucked my feet away as she didn’t seem the type to appreciate an unconventional ensemble, but she barely looked at me. By the strain in her neck and the way her eyes kept darting to the right, I could tell she was resisting looking behind her. I noticed nothing around us but more diners tucking into their cocktails and small plates of edamame hummus. I cleared my throat. “I was making sure I had the perfect, hum, gift for the evening,” I said with a subtle wink and mischievous smile, a combination I’d practiced a hundred times to communicate just the right amount of we’reinthistogether-ness to someone you’d met for the first time ten seconds ago. This too she blew off as though I hadn’t said anything at all, commencing to bite her knuckle again. Her nerves were understandable. Rather than telling her to relax, a patronizing command that encouraged the opposite result, I used the tried-and-true trick of distracting her hands with something to do and her mind with an easy line of questioning.

“Is he here?” I asked, nudging her half-drunk lychee martini closer to her hand.

“Yes,” she said, snatching the glass by its stem and swirling the drink around. “In the corner by the orchids.” She tilted her head slightly back and to her right.

“Is she with him?”

“That’s her in the red. Gaudy.”

I leaned to my left to peek behind Rachel while simultaneously motioning to the waiter. There was, indeed, an older man at the back corner table, maybe in his fifties, tall with a slightly crooked nose, wearing a nondescript slate-blue button-up, sitting side by side with a woman who looked quite a bit younger, black hair in a pixie cut, sporting a red dress with a dark crimson bustier, modesty only slightly preserved by the sheer sheen of an opalescent blouse.

“Do they always sit side by side like that?” I asked.

“It was my idea originally,” said Rachel, sucking down her martini. “I told him that it could be fun if we sat next to each other and pretended like we were watching the theater of life. A dinner and a show every Thursday evening. I bet he uses that exact line on her.”

The restaurant was three-quarters full, and there was no theatricality, yet.

“Are we ready to order?” said the waiter.

“Sure,” I said. “The ravioli for me.”

“That’s what he does,” Rachel continued with a sniff.

“Anything else?” said the waiter.

“Not at the moment, thank you.”

“He takes credit for my brilliance.”

“And for the lady?”

“Uses everything I’ve taught him on her.”

“She’ll have the cod.”

“Very good, anything else to drink?”

The waiter lingered a moment longer and I could tell that he was an aspiring actor. He reminded me of the people my mother, an aspiring actress herself, had trained with: a little overeager for drama, attracted to the emotional epicenter of a room.

“Just water, thanks,” I said. Though not trained as an actor myself, I knew how to play a supporting role. I’d spent enough time practicing lines with my mother to know how to gauge the moods of a tempestuous talent—which was why I was so good at my job. Never the star of any scene, I supported my clients as they acted out the drama of their own lives. And so I was able to recognize that Rachel, the top-billed actress of the evening, didn’t care if I had anything to say. I was an emotional dartboard she could pin her confessions to. It was clear that she couldn’t vent to her friends or family about her romantic troubles, so I sank comfortably into the role that most people didn’t realize they truly wanted when they hired me—a nonjudgmental emotion receptacle: part therapist, part priest, part garbage bin. And indeed everything came up and out: the young woman by the man’s side was not a post-divorce girlfriend as I’d expected, but rather his baby-faced wife. And also, according to Rachel, a witch. “You don’t look like that in your early fifties without sacrificing something, if you catch my drift.” And then, after taking a small bite of her miso cod, “She’s a Gemini, so.” When she finally gave in and took a peek behind her, I locked eyes with the man for a second before he looked down and diligently attacked his steak with fork and knife.

By the time I finished my entrée of lobster ravioli smothered in a peri-peri-infused cream sauce, I had to ask the obvious.

“So why the ring?”

“Well,” she said, licking her teeth, “I’ve been thinking on this for a few months now, ever since our affair started.” Though most people were ashamed to use the word affair, Rachel emphasized it as though it were capitalized, and in the crook of her smile I saw that she took some pride in being the other woman. Perhaps it made her feel powerful. Because even though this man’s wife wasn’t the one spending long minutes studying her reflection in the mirror—smoothing out the wrinkles that had moved in over the years and settled permanently between her brows, lifting her cheeks and letting them fall, lift and fall—her husband still desired Rachel, who did bear the signs of aging. She patted down the sides of her chignon, though not a strand was out of place. “And I’ve come to the conclusion that he hasn’t decided to leave her yet because he feels no sense of urgency. Perhaps he thinks I’m too old for another man to marry. Or maybe he believes that I haven’t gotten over my late husband, bless his soul. But five years is ample time to grieve, wouldn’t you say?”

The extra button attached to the price tag of my suit itched my back and I shuffled a bit, which Rachel took as confirmation.

“So anyway, your proposal will show him that I’m in my prime and very marriable.”

“And you’ll prove that by marrying someone else?”

“No, by being proposed to by someone else, and turning them down.”

Rachel’s initial message about the job had mentioned a proposal, and I had faked enough of those that there wasn’t much to prepare—the only step necessary had been hitting up my ring resizer because her ring size was slightly smaller than the last person I’d proposed to. There hadn’t been any mention of a rejection.

“You’re turning me down?”

I had no problem being rejected; I knew better than to let personal feelings or ego get in the way of my work. In fact, many of my gigs were practice breakups or public rejections by people who wished to be seen as more desirable to those around them—I was thrown not by the notion of being turned down but by the logistical reality that rejection required more preparation on my end (a wig, a prosthetic nose, even glasses) to hide my identity. Humiliation, rather than celebration, was so much more gossip-worthy to strangers. Whereas a successful proposal was a story for diners to, at most, offhandedly tell their friends, a rejected proposal was a tragicomedy that could make the rounds on the internet, with my real face on display. My job required anonymity if I wanted future clients who wouldn’t take one look at me and ask if I wasn’t the guy whose proposal got rejected by the old woman in a power suit. I could not be made into a meme.

“Is that a problem?” Rachel asked.

“Dessert menu?” said the waiter. This man had caught wind of conflict in the air emanating from table twelve and was drawn to it, like a fruit fly to rot. It was both impressive and annoying.

“Sure…” I said, then turning back to Rachel, “and no. No problem at all, your happiness is my happiness.” If I had a motto, this would be it: your happiness is my happiness, my guiding principle, my mission statement.

I noticed a server approach the couple’s table and leave with the check holder, a hollowed-out book with the carved pages glued together to make a box. “I think they’re about to leave,” I said.

“Do it now!” Rachel said, biting her knuckle so hard I was afraid she’d draw blood.

“Excuse me,” I said to the waiter, who was still holding the dessert menus and seemed to have forgotten his job to pass them over. “Could you please stand over here?” I pointed to a spot on the floor that blocked the other diners’ view of my face. He, excited to be a part of something, and accustomed to stage direction, obliged. When I got down on one knee, Rachel stood stone-faced while the waiter squealed in delight, and I noticed the man and his wife at the corner table looking our way. The man, who had been rushing through his meal all evening to avoid a run-in with his mistress, looked miserable at this development while the wife beamed, saying something that I couldn’t quite make out about “theater.”

I cleared my throat, launching into a speech I’d given dozens of times though with a few modifications from Ms. Sherwin. “Ever since I first saw you, I knew you would be an incredible life partner. You are truly one in a million, and I would be foolish to let you go. Will you, Rachel Sherwin, make me the happiest man on earth?”

A flash came on nearby and I wedged myself further behind the waiter’s, luckily ample, thighs. I had a clear view of the man at the corner table, who was now whispering into his wife’s ear while rubbing his temple, no doubt trying to escape this third act, but his wife would have none of it. She was enthralled by romance, something that he, likely, was not providing her with enough of these days.

“Well?” prompted the waiter.

I nodded toward Rachel to indicate that yes, indeed, her lover had seen this mock proposal unfold.

“I can’t!” she said, a bit too loudly if anyone asked me, though, of course, no one would. “I’m in love with someone else.” At this, she turned around just in time to see the man slip away into the bathroom. His wife was busy either texting her friends or posting for internet denizens what she had just witnessed. I grabbed a dessert menu and sat down, hiding my face as the waiter murmured “I’m so sorry, man.” And with that, the charade was over as suddenly as though a director had called cut. I could sense the sidelong glances of other diners trying to rubberneck at my humiliation, no doubt satisfied that as poorly as their day was going, at least it was far better than mine. In this I was satisfied: not only was I able to perform for Rachel, I’d also offered the fine diners of this Upper West Side establishment a little bit of perspective on their lives. I propped the menu up as a divider, pretending to engage in a heated discussion with Rachel as she received a slew of texts that she seemed quite proud of.

“He’s livid!” she said.

“Wonderful.” My phone in my pocket buzzed, indicating that the allocated hour and a half was up. “Have my services been satisfactory?”

“Oh yes,” she said. “Perfect.”

“Perfect. Please leave a five-star review.”

“Oh sure,” she said, “why not.”

“Thank you.” I pretended to drop my napkin and bent down to slide on the face mask I always had on hand for a quick disguise like a reverse Clark Kent. It is amazing how unrecognizable one can become simply by obscuring the nose and mouth. “Enjoy the rest of your evening and thanks for using Rental Stranger.”

By 10:30 p.m., the department stores had already closed, so I would have to return my suit with its attached tags tomorrow. A payment from the app came through with a note that the client had given a five-star rating and a 25 percent tip. Happy that she was happy, I whistled a nameless tune as I rode the subway home. Years ago, when I first started in this business, I might have had moral qualms about helping someone meddle in another’s marriage, but I soon realized that differentiating between those who deceived and those who didn’t was futile. The latter didn’t exist. So who was I to judge these shades of moral gray? Who was I to say who deserved help in achieving happiness and who didn’t? As long as it was legal and as long as they paid me, I would do my job to the best of my ability.

Every Rental Stranger on the app had their own way of doing things; the company didn’t care how you conducted your business so long as you kept getting good reviews and didn’t land them in any legal trouble (and anyway, I was sure we had signed away all liability on their part). My rules were simple but absolute: I would (1) form no emotional attachments, (2) participate in no illegal activities, and (3) allow for no touching beyond a hug or holding hands. My high ratings on the app spoke for themselves.

On a bleak stretch of Canal Street, where more shop fronts were shuttered than open, I strolled up to my building entrance—an unmarked metal door that was only distinguishable by the small call box graffitied over with yellow paint. I wasn’t sure what this building was once used for, but even now it smelled like burnt rubber on hot days.

At the entrance, I fist-bumped a couple of the African immigrants who hung out on the street selling everything from Cucci bags to LSD. “Nice date?” asked the tall one with a ten-thousand-dollar watch (real, he assured me) on his wrist. I never asked his name and he never asked mine.

“Yeah,” I said. “Went well.”

He looked me over and tapped near his collarbone. “It’s about the peak lapels now though.”

“You know,” said one of the other guys, with a lazy eye, “I have a perfect watch to match your suit.”

“Or cuff links,” a third guy said, chewing on the end of a blunt.

“How’s business going?” I asked.

“Slow,” said the tall one. At night, the sidewalks all but emptied out. Even the Asian aunties hawking their designer-ish bags were gone. Only the chatter of these men, the occasional lost SoHo influencer, and cars rolling past on their way to Jersey City populated this corner of the city.

“Better luck tomorrow,” I said.

The tall guy tapped his chest again. “Peak lapels.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The narrow stairwell of my building allowed only one person to pass at a time, but oddly, in my near decade of living there, I’d never run into another tenant. I did, however, hear people walking by my door from time to time, and four years ago my elderly upstairs neighbor died in his bathtub and my walls wept with the overflowing water. Since then I no longer hung my hat collection on the wall and instead kept the hats on two hat racks, wigs in three large plastic bins, shoes in stacked cardboard boxes, clothes on several rolling racks, glasses and other accessories on a shelf, plus hamperfuls of scarves, belts, suspenders, bandannas, shirt stays, and socks. If anyone were to enter my apartment, their first thought would be “hoarder” and their second would be concocting an excuse to turn right around and head back down the narrow gullet of a stairwell. Luckily, no one ever visited my small studio, where walking paths were tight and convoluted as ant tunnels, and I had to move a stack of books back and forth to access either the refrigerator or the cupboard. Despite the mess, the apartment wasn’t dirty—my mother instilled in me a love of cleanliness worthy of zealots. It was an organized clutter, this space that was part storage room, part office, and part living area. As the proportions showed, I didn’t require much of the latter.

In front of my cracked bathroom mirror I brushed my teeth, seeing and not seeing my own reflection, checking it as one would a product. Did it need a shave? A haircut? Were there blemishes that I could prophylactically take care of? Did this smile still ooze charm and this furrowed brow indicate appropriate gravitas? After making sure everything was in order, I wiped down the sink and mirror, showered, and got into bed. Some days required practice or supplemental reading for a part, but now that I’d been working nearly a decade, most roles required little preparation and I could pack my day full of client work. I checked the app to see who I was meeting up with tomorrow, responded to a few new inquiries, and scrolled through the day’s news. I watched half a dozen videos on fixing loose threads and unraveling hems. No one asked me how my day was and no one wished me a good night. I closed my eyes and traced, in my mind, the metro lines and bus routes of the city until I fell asleep with the lights still on. I was, embarrassingly, afraid of the dark.






CHAPTER 3

In the mornings, diffuse natural sunlight filtered into my apartment through windows I’d papered with takeout menus (efficiently ensuring my privacy and also expediting the process of choosing what to eat). As always, my overhead light was on when I woke up to start my daily routine. First, a release of morning stiffness guided by my right hand, with a visual assist from the round ceiling light with the stud like a nipple in the middle. The focus of my libido over the years had become this tit of light; I tried not to psychoanalyze that one. Mostly it was quick and efficient and it cleared my head for the rest of the day. Next was grinding coffee and toasting a bagel from my freezer. The tiny kitchenette had two burners, which was one more than necessary for its singular purpose: boiling a small pot of water. Next came calisthenics (fifty push-ups, fifty crunches, fifty squats), then finally, the most important part of my morning: the bowel movement. Getting this out of the way at home was critical since I really couldn’t shit on my client’s dime, and fouling up someone else’s bathroom destroyed the illusion of a perfect husband, boyfriend, in-law, what have you. It was a tough job regulating your GI tract, but I was a compulsive perfectionist, just like my mother.

My first gig of the day was a coffee date in Williamsburg with a young woman who had requested a mid-thirties professor. I assumed she had the hots for a classics prof, so I spent my morning brushing up on phalanxes and declensions. Though in the end what she’d actually wanted was for someone to tell her that she’d made the right choice in entering her program, that she was talented, and that she should keep going, despite evidence to the contrary. I told her all of that and more, and in return received a handsome sum and a five-star review. In the afternoon I walked with a couple around Central Park and joined them for dinner, politely declining their invitation to drinks at their hotel afterward as it was not a part of the assignment. When evening fell, I made my way to Stone Street in the Financial District to join an aging banker who’d hired me to play an intern in my early twenties. This required a quick pit stop at my apartment (my backstage changing room in this city) as there had been a beauty to the art of shedding ten years over the course of a day: scruff and dark circles (eyeshadow) in the morning, and clean-shaven with acne (prosthetic) in the evening. Makeup, now a staple in my daily work, had been a tricky aspect for me for a long time. I couldn’t walk up to makeup counters and ask for assistance without receiving questioning looks from patrons and employees. Luckily, the internet was now overrun with makeup tutorials, and with a few months’ practice I could strobe and stipple like the best of them. It helped that I had inherited my mother’s smooth skin, strong bone structure, and eyes that refused to water. I assumed my wild brows, which I was constantly plucking, came from my father—but I’d never known the man.

On the intake form, the banker’s name was spelled Ajay, a quick YouTube search confirming that the proper pronunciation was akin to what one might say when spotting the blue bird of spring. But when he introduced himself it was as A.J., two harsh letters with no lilt. Truthfully, I could sympathize. My name was also abnormal and I imagined that ever since preschool, when his teacher looked at this configuration of letters and said “A.J.?” the tracks of his life shifted and his future as a finance bro was inevitable. But who could blame him for adopting an anglicized moniker? Back in his day there were no Mihirs, no Anushkas, no Rahuls, only Bens and Beckys. It wasn’t until later in life, when America began to embrace (or at least coolly shake hands with) the Jings and Josés of its national rosters, that Ajay ever encountered people pronouncing his name the way his parents did. By then, it must’ve sounded like an obnoxious hurdle in the frat-to-finance track he’d been barreling down his whole life. “It’s A.J.,” he would tell them, indignant and impatient as the clerk who’d taken down my mother’s birthplace at the DMV. “You mean HANGzhou?” they’d said, full of authority while strangling the Mandarin like a noose around the neck.

Ajay, wearing a fleece vest and long-sleeved dress shirt despite the warm weather, ordered beers for the both of us as we sat at a wooden picnic table on Stone Street beneath strings of Irish flags. “I’ve never done this before,” he said. “Paid for a dude’s company. Are you like the people in those movies?”
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“Kat Tang writes with care and clarity,
perception and perfect comedic timing
about what it means to love and be loved.”
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“Hilarious and touching.” — GARY SHTEYNGART, AUTHOR OF OUR COUNTRY FRIENODS
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