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“Swan Huntley has captured the essence of the disaster queer, and the long, curved journey to finding out who you truly are.”


—Gaby Dunn, New York Times bestselling coauthor of I Hate Everyone But You


“There is no one, and I mean no one, like Swan Huntley. The fact that we get to consume this can’t-put-it-down gem of a novel is the greatest gift I can think of during what often feels like the end of times. Getting Clean with Stevie Green will have you asking, ‘How does she know I feel that way too?’ There’s no category for Swan Huntley, so don’t even try. Just find her and never let her go.”


—Jennifer Pastiloff, author of On Being Human


“The woman at the center of Swan Huntley’s delicious new novel specializes in helping her clients make their houses feel more like homes—so it’s maybe no surprise I found myself wanting to live inside the book. Getting Clean with Stevie Green is funny, sweet, sexy, and wise—as irresistible as Stevie herself. By the end of the first page I was already rooting for her to clean up her mess of a life. By the end of the book I was ready to hire her to clean up mine!”


—Robin Wasserman, author of Girls on Fire


“It’s refreshing to read a queer coming-of-age story that feels realistic about addiction, recovery, late-blooming, and the perpetual puzzle of figuring out who you are. I only put it down in between bouts of inspired decluttering and queer panic.”


—Arabelle Sicardi, author of Queer Heroes


“Swan Huntley is a master of the character-driven comedy; with sharp wit and a keen eye for detail, she’s written a book that is as funny as it is authentic. How do we understand ourselves if not by the objects—and people—with which we surround ourselves? Getting Clean with Stevie Green is a book that, with Huntley’s signature wry charm, asks the deep questions and delivers unexpected answers.”


—Jen Silverman, author of We Play Ourselves
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For my dad, Mark Huntley, who had such exuberance for life that he made hummingbirds look depressed.
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And for anyone who feels like a mess.











Visible mess helps distract us from the true source of the disorder.
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PART I yes











CHAPTER 1 stevie



It’s so hard to know who you are.


That’s why I’m constantly looking in the mirror.


Who am I?


Who am I now?


What about now?


I check myself out from various angles, trying to clock a change. That’s what people do in moments of transition, right?


If nothing else, I find the sight of my reflection soothing. In my head, I’m a mess, but in the mirror, I’m solid. I’m a woman who has her life in order. I dress well, I do my hair, I have an open, friendly face. You would ask me for directions. You would trust me with your children.


If I were a town, I would probably be my hometown. La Jolla, California, is a place with a winning exterior. It dresses well. It’s ordered. It’s warm. Its lucky placement on a breathtaking portion of the Southern California coastline means it’s never had to try too hard. An image of La Jolla is an image of an easy life.


Considering the fortunate circumstances under which I grew up, there should have been no reason for my easy life to turn into a trash fire.


Except for that it did.


Why?


Because of one incident. I would call this one the inciting indent.


Unfortunately, the inciting incident had been on my mind all the time since moving home six months earlier, but it also wasn’t the point.


“The point,” I said to myself in the rearview, “is about starting over now.”


The light turned green. It was another perfect, sunny day in La Jolla, and I was driving to the house of a new client, Lauren Strong. I liked to use my car time to practice my spiel, and this is what I did now.


First, I quelled any potential embarrassment with my usual reminder: If anyone sees me talking to myself, they’ll assume that I am on the phone.


I cleared my throat.


And then I began.


“Do you have a picture in your mind of the person you want to become? And a profound sense of how you’ll feel when you become that person? Are you almost there, but not quite yet? If so, then let me help you!


“The difference between a clean life and a clean enough life might look small from afar, but it’s actually the Grand Canyon. Yes, you can put on a show for people. Yes, you can lie. Yes, you can live in a palace and wear great clothes and say the right things, but if your closets are packed to the brim with stuff you don’t need, and if you also feel a little bit dead inside, then who cares how sparkly your life looks to other people? If it doesn’t feel clean to you, then it’s not.”


I was practicing my spiel for Lauren, of course, but I was also practicing for a more successful future, possibly one that included a TV spot or a book tour—some professional event that starred me, a woman who was mic’d and teeming with unbreakable confidence. There would be a newly waxed stage and a rapt audience and somewhere nearby, a poster that said, STEVIE GREEN, DECLUTTERING GURU.


“Now you’re probably like, ‘Well, okay, I think my life could be cleaner, and why isn’t it already?’ ”


I paused here for dramatic effect.


“Because you don’t know what you want. And that’s okay. Not knowing what you want makes you like everyone else. It also really sucks, and you don’t need to live that way anymore.


“The solution is simple, but there are no shortcuts. Actually, we’re taking the long way to make sure we haven’t left anything out. In order to figure out what you really want, we’re going to start by getting rid of everything you don’t want. You know that guess-and-check thing you used to do in math class? Have you heard the song ‘The Long Way Around’? It’s like that. By saying goodbye to all the incorrect answers, we’ll land at the right one, and the right one is your clean and honest life.”


Out of habit, I opened the center console and counted the bottles of screw-top chardonnay with my hand. One, two, three. I didn’t want to drink them. That’s why I kept them close by: to remind myself. I’d imagine the taste of buttery wine and feel the hot prick at the back of my throat and think, No thanks. They were like a stress ball. They reduced my stress. Plus, they were tiny and taking up barely any room in my life, so who cared.


“Your stuff is holding you back and weighing you down! You’re drowning in it,” I said, slamming the center console shut. “But not anymore. It’s time to free yourself. It’s time to become who you are.”










CHAPTER 2 stevie



Lauren Strong was a stay-at-home mom whose shopping problems had led her to the brink of divorce. That’s how she’d put it in her message to me.


My husband’s nickname for me is Overkill. We’re on the brink of divorce.


The brink part might have had extra meaning for Lauren since she lived at the edge of a cliff. Her house was a modern marvel, four stories high, with an industrial, unfinished vibe. Basically it looked like some rectangles in a pile, set just slightly askew. Cement, wood, glass. The elements in their naked forms were easy to identify.


I turned off the engine and reminded myself that I wasn’t a see-through person.


If you believe in you, then she’ll believe in you.


Then I got out of the car, a brand-new Volvo station wagon that made me look like a higher earner than I was, and walked with gusto toward the wooden gate just in case anybody was watching. I often did things like this—with the understanding that somebody might be watching. It was good, because it made me try harder to be the person I wanted to be all the time. If my ex-friend/life destroyer Chris saw me right now, she’d see what I saw in the mirror: a woman who was solid, and on her way somewhere.


In the six months since moving home, I hadn’t seen Chris, not even once, but I was always expecting to see her. She’d been a central character in my head ever since we’d stopped talking.


From the sidewalk, Lauren’s architectural choices gave the impression that she was a minimalist, but she’d warned me about this in her message.


It’s not real!


When I opened the gate, I saw what she meant. Lauren’s suspiciously green lawn, which I’d realize in a second was Astroturf, was almost invisible underneath an ocean of Fisher-Price goods. The plastic primary colors shone with manufactured radiance under the sun-filled sky. It either looked like the wildest dreams of a child who watched a lot of commercials or a genetics lab for toys, because everything was multiplied. Those red cars with the yellow tops that every kid has? I quickly counted six of them.


And then I imagined lining them all up and putting the other repeat items together, because that was always the first step: ordering the mess so you could see it clearly, just as you would with a jigsaw puzzle. You’d put the like colors in a pile. Obvious. Well, it was obvious to me, but apparently it was not so obvious to other people, who were stuck in amateur hour gathering up the edges first: a total mistake, because then you had to hop all the other pieces over the edge later. Why do that? The acrobatics were unnecessary.


I quickly assessed that 75 percent of Lauren’s Fisher-Price goods needed to go, and further assessed that with caffeine in my system and my Hokas on my feet, I could get the job done myself within forty-five minutes. I felt a little bit high thinking about this, because that’s how much I enjoyed the act of making sense of a life, or at least of an area. I loved organizing for the same reason that I loved vacuuming: immediate, tangible results, which were so unlike the slow, mysterious shifts of the internal self.


Inconveniently, I wasn’t going to get the job done by myself, however, because the decluttering business doesn’t work that way. People want to hash things out first. People want to be heard. Sometimes they want to have long conversations about what a particular hat or brooch or dented-ass picture frame means to them, and mostly they want to make excuses for why they need things they don’t really need. I’m usually patient except for the times I want to wring a client’s neck and scream, Make a choice, sister!


It was for this reason that I’d recently decided to implement a five-second rule. Lauren would be the first client to hear about it.


“You’re here!” Lauren called from the doorway with so much enthusiasm that I could tell she was lonely. It made me feel better. Lauren, barefoot, with her morning hair all tangled up, was vulnerable. She had issues, and she wasn’t trying to hide them. She was being her real, messy self.


“Hey, Lauren!”


I jogged up the steps like I meant it, because first impressions are everything.





Like many of my clients, Lauren Strong was a person who probably ate cereal in bed at odd hours while thinking about doing things rather than actually doing them. The inside of her house, like the outside, seemed, at first glance, like the work of an expert minimalist. “Because I have to hide my insanity,” she said, flopping her head to the side in a posture of defeat. “I’m a repeat offender. I buy something once, and then I keep buying it.”


Lauren had given me a pamplemousse LaCroix and invited me to sit on her modern couch, which had only half a backrest and was made of “recycled something-something, I forget what Todd said.” Todd was Lauren’s husband, a semi-well-known green architect who’d lived at an ashram when he was younger, so he didn’t like things, Lauren explained with an eye roll. “So I hide them. It’s bad. The yard is driving him insane. I can’t get a divorce over a freaking yard. Even though, I know! The yard isn’t the problem. I’m the problem. I just want Finny to have everything I never had. And I want to have everything I never had, too. I haven’t shown you my toys yet.”


Lauren, who weighed four pounds and moved around with the frantic energy of a small bird, sprang off the couch and grabbed my wrist and pulled me down the bare hallway while explaining that Finny, her one and only son, age five, had “a million friends who come over to play.” That was her defense for all his toys.


We arrived at a closed door. Lauren stopped, and sighed loudly, and put her hand on my waist, which was uncomfortable, but not surprising. Most people, it turns out, think it’s fine to touch you after they’ve hired you.


She winced, then said, “While I was potty training Finny, I’d give him a stuffed animal every time he dropped a deuce. That’s when Todd started calling me Overkill.”


She scooted her knotty bun to the side and looked up at me like she needed encouragement, so I gave her some.


“After this,” I said, “Todd’s not going to call you that anymore, don’t worry.”


She didn’t seem convinced. “I think Todd’s over me in general.”


I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just smiled in a way that said, I understand.


“When I open this door,” Lauren said, “you’re going to be disappointed.”


“I’m sure I’ve seen worse,” I said, wondering if it would be true.


“I grew up poor and now I’m making up for it. Did you grow up poor?”


“I’ve had many clients who want to give their kids everything they never had. It makes sense. And it’s all okay.”


“It’s all okay,” Lauren echoed, perking up. “I like you.”


Then she pushed the door open, revealing what must have been at least fifteen Vespa scooters in different colors.


“Eighteen,” she said.


“They’re beautiful,” I said. They were also very clean, and gleamed prettily under the fluorescent ceiling lights. “When was the last time you rode one?”


“It’s been a while.” Lauren bit her finger. “You’re going to make me get rid of all of them, aren’t you?”


“I’m not going to make you do anything,” I assured her. “Let’s go through the rest of the house. Then we’ll sit down and schedule your Freedom Day.”


“Freedom Day?” Lauren asked, her eyes like a kid’s. “I like the sound of that.”


“Everybody does. Because that’s all anybody wants, right? To feel free.”





I was sure the rest of Lauren’s house couldn’t possibly be as bad as the garage and the yard because it looked so tidy, but I was wrong. Her makeup collection took up six large drawers. She owned forty-one pairs of sneakers and seventeen tennis rackets even though she’d stopped playing tennis at age twenty-five, when a buff senior citizen—“bodybuilder buff, and I’m serious”—had smacked her in the face with a racket by accident.


She tipped her head back to show me. “See the hatch marks on my nose?”


“No,” I said, “but I believe you.”


The walk-in closet in the master bedroom was stuffed full of clothes, and 90 percent of them were Lauren’s. Todd owned almost nothing, and what he did own he had multiples of: jeans, white shirts, blazers, loafers. I respected a person in uniform because I’d recently become one myself, although I wasn’t quite as strict as Todd. I had multiple styles of tops and bottoms. From afar, they probably all looked the same, but they were not. Lauren, on the way up the stairs, had identified my personal style as “athleisure meets business,” which I thought was great and planned to say to somebody else later if it came up.


By the time we got to Finny’s room on the fourth floor, I wasn’t surprised to find a stuffed animal zoo. “One animal for each letter of the alphabet,” Lauren said. “Ish.”


There must have been at least three hundred animals piled in a furry mess along the wall, so Lauren’s math was definitely off, but I didn’t tell her that. I told her that it was all fine and okay and that the important thing was that she’d reached out to me, and that’s when, on the way back down the floating stairs made of light blond wood and mysteriously held together by only two thin black metal columns, she revealed that it hadn’t exactly been her idea. “It was my lover’s idea. He doesn’t want me to get divorced because he says it will ruin our arrangement.”


Back on the couch, Lauren divulged more about their arrangement, which consisted of long beach walks while Todd was at work and also beach sex. “You know all the crevices between the cliffs down at Blacks? We like those when the tide’s low.”


“A nice place to hide,” I said.


“On a Mexican serape, usually,” Lauren finished, leaning into the half-backed couch that couldn’t really support her.


Then she told me more. Her lover’s name was Vincent. He drove a Beamer and wore James Perse shirts and listened to Nickelback and his feet were super clean. Oh, and he worked for his dad’s company, but, like, vaguely, because he didn’t ever go to the office? The company sold—well, whatever, Lauren couldn’t remember. But the point was that because Vincent was never at the office, he was always at a coffee shop with his laptop, and that’s where they’d met. “We were standing in line together at the Living Room and he told me I smelled nice. And he’s hot. And emotionally unavailable, which probably makes him hotter?”


Lauren knew it was a dead end, but she felt like her soul was at a dead end too, so it seemed to match.


“Sometimes I wonder if I want to get caught,” she said. “Like I’m subconsciously trying to blow up my life, you know what I mean?”


“I do,” I said.


“Or maybe I’m just bored.” She moaned, then covered her face with a small, firm pillow.


“I get it,” I said. “Your life looks perfect, but it’s not.”


Lauren whipped the pillow away from her face. “Yes! That’s it! My life looks so nice and it’s so much pressure! I feel like I’m not allowed to complain. People all over the world are starving. Icebergs are melting. And my brothers are totally broke. I can’t even talk to them. So what am I supposed to do? Get over it and book another facial? My face is falling off.”


Lauren pulled down hard on her cheeks, revealing the gross red parts underneath her eyeballs. I told myself not to look away.


“Because that’s what I’ve been doing. Facials and shopping. I used to make myself get dressed and go to the mall, like a real outing, but I don’t even do that anymore. I just sit in here all day and click Add to Cart, Add to Cart, Add to Cart. The only time I pretend to be productive is when the cleaning lady comes. And obviously I work out because I can’t be depressing and fat, oh my god.”


“Lauren,” I said calmly, “I hear you. And now I’m going to tell you what your real problem is. Are you ready?”


Lauren seemed shocked that I would speak to her with such authority, but I could tell she liked it, too. This is what people were paying me for: to tell them the truth. I delivered it in one clear sentence.


“You don’t know what you want.”


Lauren blinked hard, then shook her head out like she’d been smacked. “Whoa.”


“Right now, your life is full of a lot of things that are weighing you down. We’re going to get rid of those things. It’s time to become yourself.”


Lauren’s eyes were wide open now. “It’s like I was poor and then I got rich and I bought all this stuff, but it didn’t work. I’m not happy, and when I look around I’m like, Whose life is this? Who buys eighteen Vespa scooters?”


It was a good question, and one that was beyond my pay grade, so I didn’t answer it.


“Here’s how the process works. For every item, we ask the same question.”


I always paused here to make sure the client was paying attention.


“What is it?” Lauren asked.


I held out my right palm. “Yes.” And then my left. “Or no.”


Lauren pulled her chin back into her neck and gave me a side-eye. “That’s it?”


“That’s it. And you have five seconds to answer.”


“Five? What if I need to try something on?”


I maintained my authoritative demeanor, knowing that it mattered more than what I was actually saying. If you present information with total confidence, people buy into it. That is the nature of people. “You don’t,” I said.


“You’re intense,” Lauren said.


“I’m productive.”


She planted her hand on my shoulder. “You’re exactly who I need right now.”


I felt a wave of relief, which I didn’t let register on my face at all.


“Anything that’s not a yes is a no. ‘Maybe’ means no. ‘Later’ means no. ‘Sometimes,’ ‘sort of,’ ‘potentially’—no, no, no. When something truly belongs in your life, you know it in your gut immediately, no question.”


Lauren told me she understood the concept and appreciated it, but she didn’t like it very much either. “Because if I apply that advice to Vincent, then I should get rid of him. And I don’t know if Todd’s a hard yes either. So, if neither of them is a yes, where would that leave me? Alone?”


“For now, let’s only focus on tangible, store-bought items. The answers will come, I promise.”


“You have a soothing voice,” Lauren said. “You’d be, like, a really good narrator for a documentary or something.”


“Thank you,” I said, and of course I thought of Sigourney Weaver narrating Planet Earth, which I’d watched like it was my job while very hungover, but Lauren didn’t need to know that.


“Should Finny be here to go through his toys?” she asked.


“No. You’re the mother. You’re in charge.”


“Right. I’m in charge.”


“You’re in charge.”


“Honestly,” Lauren said, “I thought you were going to be… different? Like, I thought we were going to do a ceremony and light a candle and chant and stuff.”


“Waste of time.”


Lauren gazed at the top of my head in a way that made me wonder if my hair was sticking up. “How long have you been organizing?”


“Forever,” I told her. “I’ve always been very organized. And I started my business six months ago. I flew down from San Francisco to help my mom move and then I ended up staying.”


“Wait, how old are you?”


“Thirty-seven.”


“Me too!” Lauren bounced on the hard couch. “I’m a Scorpio.”


“Great,” I said.


“It means I’m diabolical, but really I’m not.” Lauren fluttered a hand. “Anyway, I want to know everything about you now! Do you have a husband? A boyfriend? Kids? You look really fit. Are you a runner?”


I smiled. Then I checked my watch. “Yes, I run,” I said warmly. “And no, I’m not dating anyone.”


“I hate running,” Lauren said. “But I love your hair.” She reached out to touch it like it was hers. “Where do you get it done?”


“Oh, there’s this place downtown,” I said. “I just cut it off. It used to be really long.”


“Wow,” Lauren said. “You’re brave. When did you cut it?”


“Six months ago.”


Lauren squinted at me like somebody who felt she possessed a deep well of wisdom within her. “A lot happened for you six months ago.”


Before I could agree, she asked me if I wanted a glass of wine. “I know it’s not even noon yet, but you only live once, right?” She giggled self-consciously.


“Oh, I’m on a cleanse,” I told her.


“Let me take a wild guess about when your cleanse started.” Lauren tapped her cheek with her finger. “Six months ago.”


I raised my eyebrows.


“Six months,” Lauren said again, but emptily this time. Her demeanor had shifted from overly peppy to completely still. “Listen. I have to tell you something.”


I thought she was going to fire me.


“I’ve been trying to stop drinking, but I can’t. How have you gone six whole months?”


“I’m just taking a break,” I said. “It’s not a big deal.”


“I can’t even go two days,” Lauren said, her face strangling itself in worry lines.


“You will,” I promised her. “When you’re ready, you’ll just stop.”


Lauren was unconvinced. “I hope so.”


“Now listen,” I said firmly. “After I leave, you’re going to take a shower, put on an outfit you like, and go for a walk, okay? It doesn’t matter how you feel. These are just the things you’re going to do.”


Lauren winced. “Do I have to?”


“Do you want to feel better?”


“Yes?”


“Don’t ask yes. Say it like you mean it. Do you want to feel better?”


“Yes!” Lauren screamed. “Yes!”


At the door, she gave me a tight hug and I said, “I’m going to leave you with a question. Are you ready?”


“No.”


“What would it feel like if you only had one of each thing? One scooter, one tennis racket, one man?”


“Oh god.”


“I know.”


“I hate that,” Lauren said. “But I kind of love it, too.”


“That’s how everyone feels about change,” I said. “You hate it until you love it.”


We said our goodbyes, and I walked steadily across the Astroturf, aware that she was probably watching. In the car, my hand, out of habit, opened the center console and counted the bottles—one, two, three—and as I muttered my own wisdom to myself—Change. You hate it until you love it—I wondered if it was true.










CHAPTER 3 stevie



At the Pannikin, I ordered two green juices and a cappuccino because now that I wasn’t drinking anymore, I deserved all the nonalcoholic beverages I wanted.


“That’s a lot of liquid,” the guy behind the register said, hitting the last grimy key on a pad that probably hadn’t been switched out since my high school years.


I rolled my lips together and said nothing at first. Then I rotated the tip jar so the word TEEPS was facing out. “You spelled ‘tips’ wrong. Also,” I said, stepping back to get a clearer view of the baked goods in disarray, “if you organized this display case better, I bet you’d sell more croissants.”


“Um,” the guy said, “I make minimum wage at this job, so.”


“Right.”


Feeling like a dick, I put a dollar in his misspelled tips jar, then took my beverages to a table behind a pillar so we wouldn’t have to look at each other.


It’s bold to sit at a café alone despite the fact that you are surrounded by young, hot couples and old, stable couples. And if I didn’t feel bold, then I could bury myself in my phone like everybody else. I’d also brought my iPad and two books in case I ran out of things to do, not that I would. I only had half an hour to kill before my next client visit with Stella Miller, a lawyer who lived down at Windansea.


I sucked my cappuccino down in three nonchalant gulps, then opened the Organizely app on my phone. As expected, my ranking hadn’t changed since that morning. I was still number two, and the number one spot still belonged to Ursula de Santis, a petite seventy-year-old who looked like Mrs. Claus. Ursula had been decluttering since before “decluttering” was even a word, and somehow, she was still churning at a robotically productive rate.


Lucky for me, the Organizely app had only been invented a few months earlier, and this meant that Ursula was beatable and that I was going to beat her.


You need to know that I wanted to be La Jolla’s number one decluttering guru very badly.


No, I needed to be number one very badly.


And if it didn’t happen—well, there was just no world in which it wasn’t going to happen.


I was going to fucking win.


Did I suspect that my intensity around this had something, if not everything, to do with the inciting incident? The incident that had taken me from the peak of Mount Everest to the bowels of the Mariana Trench? The incident that had lived underneath the surface of every thought I’d had and every word I’d spoken and every move I’d made for the last twenty years? The incident I wished that I could erase more than anything else?


Yes, I did.


Unfortunately, I was behind (4.6 with 42 reviews), and Ursula (4.8 with 69 reviews) showed no signs of slowing down.


I recognize that to the common onlooker, a gap of two-tenths of a point may not seem very wide.


But to me, it was the Grand Canyon.


I thumb-flicked the Organizely app away and moved on to Instagram. Midafternoon was when I did my daily post. My profile was simple.




Business name: Stevie Cleans.


Bio: Become who you are.





I had 608 followers so far, which I knew wasn’t great, and which I was trying to address by listening to a business podcast about brand building hosted by an Australian woman named Henrietta, who had a forceful yet caramel-sweet voice. I’d never Googled Henrietta because I didn’t want to smash my image of her as a wonderfully plump brunette with eyebrows that slanted up on the insides. People who have eyebrows like that are the nicest kinds of people.




Anyone in your life who isn’t behind you 100 percent can sod off!


You are the master of your ship!


A social media presence is an absolute must!





I hated it when Henrietta talked about social media, because technology had never been my jam. Before Stevie Cleans, I didn’t have social media. I used my laptop for Netflix and email, and sometimes I opened Word to make a list of the things I planned to change about myself.


Example:




Start meditating!!!


50 sit-ups/day


Read New York Times in morning


No more 3am burritos you are banned


Don’t drink tonight


Pluck your eyebrows better dude





Anyway, the point I’m trying to make is that I’d never been that into machines. I was an analog person, one who enjoyed the tactile experience of trying out a new pen at the stationery store. It took me years too long to figure out how to burn a CD, and by the time I finally did, it was too late.


“Thank you, but a CD, Stevie? I don’t even know what to do with this,” my techie friend Phil said once.


I was equally resistant to texting when that fad hit. I’d call people instead, which now seemed like an invasion of privacy.


The texting example gave me hope. It proved that I was capable of evolving. Maybe I’d become just as accustomed to Instagram as I now was to texting. I still didn’t like it, but thanks to Henrietta, I was getting out of my comfort zone, because that is where the growth lies!


I’d found a bunch of stock photos of tidy spaces online, and I had them all queued up. I chose one—a close-up of some bath products in a suction-cup basket—and wrote a caption that I hoped would appeal to a wide audience.




Make more space with a snazzy shower basket!





I awarded myself three points for using the word “snazzy”—and then I heard my name.


“Stevie?”


And a wave of nausea curdled through me, because somewhere deep inside, I knew who it was before I actually saw her—her good jeans and her gray blazer and her very white shirt, so white that it might have been brand-new, and the coffee in her hand, and her hair, which was shorter now, a man’s haircut, same as mine, and her mouth. It was a mouth I would have recognized as hers all these years later even if there hadn’t been a face attached to it because it was so uniquely designed—the two peaks of her upper lip like pointy cartoon mountains and her broad lower lip like the side of a canoe, half-submerged in water.


“Stevie,” Chris said again, her voice kind of hoarse. “Is that you?” She shifted her weight. “You cut your hair.”


“I didn’t know you came here,” I said, trying to match her casual tone. My armpits prickled. I wondered if she was reading into my haircut, even though there was nothing to read into. I was a minimalist; I wanted less of everything, including hair, end of story.


“I work across the street.” She motioned vaguely out the window. “Didn’t your mom tell you?”


“I don’t think so,” I said, although right after the words had left my mouth I wondered if they were true. Mom had told me that Chris was a therapist now, but she hadn’t told me where. Or at least I didn’t think she had.


“Yeah, my name’s on the sign,” Chris said, and pointed at the wooden sign in front of the office building that looked like a gingerbread house. It was rich brown with stark white trim and surrounded by a neatly groomed hedge. “I’m a therapist now.”


I sat up straighter, said the requisite “Good for you.” And because I was so ready, because I’d envisioned this moment so many times, it was as if, in a way, it had already happened.


So then it did.


“Chris,” I said, “I forgive you.”


If these four little words came out sounding practiced, that was because they had been—for many years. After I said them, my cheeks burned brighter and froze colder at the same time, and the moment dripped with awkwardness so thick that I might have been seeing double.


Chris didn’t blink for a long time, her big brown eyes doming out as far as they always had, and maybe slightly more. She was one of those people with eyes set at the precipice of their sockets, protruding like miniature balloons on the verge of escape. They were bulging one second and sensuous the next, and either way they gave the impression that Chris was both meditative and a risk-taker, a thoughtful being who lived comfortably on the edge.


The Pannikin was darkly lit, and especially shadowy in the corner I’d chosen, but the honey and amber rays that accentuated Chris’s brown eyes glimmered anyway, as if to suggest that somewhere above the clouds, the sky was always blue. In other words, they seemed to suggest that she was enlightened in a way that I was not.


She stared straight at me, not blinking once, and said in a flat voice, “I would never have done that to you.”


And I sank. I didn’t move, but inside, I sank. Because I wanted her to say something different now, and after all this time, I thought she would.


“It’s okay if you did,” I said, trying to nudge her toward the answer I wanted. I even chuckled, as if to show her that I didn’t really care that much. I wanted her to think that I’d let this whole thing go and that mentioning it now was just a formality, maybe one that spoke to my maturity. I was a fully formed adult person who tackled matters head-on rather than burying them under pleasantries.


Chris pushed her hands into the pockets of her good jeans, her eyes still on me. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. It was painful to watch.”


Then she took her wallet out of her pocket, a plain black leather wallet with no identifiable logo, and pulled a card from it, a simple white card that was thicker and heavier than most business cards, and even though I didn’t want to be impressed by this, I was.


“If you decide you’d like to get together at some point,” she said, “give me a call. Your mom told me about your new business. Congratulations. I’d love to hear more about it.”


She tilted her head and smiled, and then she was gone.


I wanted to watch her walk out the door and across the street, but of course I didn’t watch her at all. Eyes back on my phone, thumb scrolling on autopilot, I imagined it instead: Chris looking both ways before crossing, her coffee held a responsible distance from her body in case it spilled because she hadn’t put a lid on the cup, and the easy way she walked past her name on that wooden sign, which was in the upper right-hand corner and written in blue.
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