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    The Problem with Lexie



    


    The problem wasn’t so much that Lexie had taken the Klonopin. And it wasn’t even really that she had stolen them. The theft of five pills (approximately one and a half down the gullet, three and a half in her purse) was less than two bucks. The problem, as Lexie saw it, was that she had fallen asleep atop the perfectly made bed of the owner of the Klonopin. And the owner of the Klonopin was the woman who happened to be the wife of her lover.


    “Miss James?” Jen Waite said. Her dyed hair was blonder than Lexie’s and her pale face looked prettier than Lexie remembered from their single meeting—brow furrowed now, head tilted with concern.


    Lexie sat up, her eyes wide open. She looked straight down at the white bedspread (at 33, she had yet to figure out how to make a bed this taut, this precise and military-like) and searched for the pill bottle. Yes, she remembered, she had put it back exactly in the spot in the medicine cabinet where she had found it, prescription label facing out.


    “Miss James, are you OK?” Dear God, Daniel was in the room. And he was calling her Miss as if they hadn’t spent two nights in a row together just last week. As if he hadn’t whispered I love you into her ear, her neck, and the hairless, opalescent insides of her thighs.


    Lexie was still in her high school counselor uniform; that is, she was wearing a sleek gray skirt, black tights, knee-high black boots, and a crisp white blouse. The outfit was a little hip for New Hampshire and certainly not preppy enough for the private boarding school where the beloved Waite son, Ethan, was one of a handful of students who had regular meetings with Lexie.


    “Ambien!” Lexie said. She had remembered an article she’d recently read about people taking the sleeping pill and then unknowingly eating all of the leftovers in their refrigerator or driving to an ex-wife’s house and trying on her underwear.


    “You need an Ambien?” Daniel asked. He was staring at her with a hard, distant look. There was no glint of recognition, no slyness of shared secrets, blended fluids, mixed scents.


    “I haven’t been sleeping lately and I took one tonight and I must have driven over here on it—WOW!” Lexie tried to act as stunned as one might be if this had actually happened. “WOW. Can you believe it?!” Lexie got off the bed and straightened her clothes. She brushed her hand across the bedspread as if fleas or crumbs or something had fallen off her and been left behind. “Wow.”


    “Wow,” Jen said. “That’s just crazy! Was the door unlocked?!” Jen looked at Daniel as if to accuse him, once again, of forgetting to lock the front door.


    “I guess it was unlocked.” Lexie looked down at her boots. “Whoa! I must have dressed myself, too!”


    “Don’t you live on campus?” Jen asked. She was still open-mouthed and wild-eyed. This would be a story for her next dinner party. Lexie hoped it would be the only story she’d tell involving her, Lexie. She didn’t want to be outed as that woman, the one who broke up a 20-year marriage by ruthlessly being the easy one in the husband’s life: the one who never asked him to stop at the drugstore and pick up vitamin C, never demanded that he not chew his cereal so loudly, never insisted that he refrain from making sexist jokes in front of company. No, Lexie knew her role in Daniel’s life, and she had stuck to it patiently, lovingly, devotedly. A girlfriend is so much more fun than a wife, and fun is exactly what Lexie had been giving Daniel for the past nine months.


    “I do, I do,” Lexie said. “But my parents live about three miles up Winters Road, so I’m familiar with the area, of course, and what a lucky coincidence that of all the houses around here, yours was the one where I landed!”




    The truth was this: Lexie had spent the beginning of the night slamming back tequila shots at some townie bar with Jane, her divorced friend. Later, when Jane and Lexie were both sponge-headed and antsy, Jane took off to visit her lover, who had been texting her all night, and Lexie took off to Frankton, one hour away, just to look at Daniel’s house. It was an act that seemed logical, even normal, at the time. This was the weekend of Daniel and Jen’s anniversary, and Daniel had told Lexie they would be at their Boston condo celebrating (Jen’s word, Daniel had said, not his).


    There had been no plan to go into the house, but once she sat there long enough, Lexie wanted more. Entering the house felt like a way to merge herself with Daniel. Since their first kiss, Lexie had wanted little else.


    She knew where the hidden key was (under a front-porch flowerpot, hardly what one would call hidden)—Daniel had shown it to her when the two of them rollicked in the house while Jen was in the city with friends for a museum weekend. Lexie had unlocked the door, returned the key, and entered.


    For two hours, she’d wandered the three massive floors, examining the display of Daniel’s life. There was nothing about him that wasn’t interesting to her, including the rooms he inhabited and particularly the master bedroom which she purposely saved for last.


    Daniel claimed he hadn’t made love to his wife in three years, since she had hit menopause. If this were true, there’d have been nothing in the bedroom to indicate any sexual activity (unlike in Lexie’s bedroom, where a box beneath the bed contained three different clitoral-heating gels and a bubble gum prize-size ring vibrator that she had picked up at Target for less than six dollars). The top of Jen’s night table was as bland as Lexie had expected—a stack of three books and a pair of delicate gold reading glasses. (Lexie wondered why she hadn’t taken a book and glasses with her. Had she been planning to break the dry spell as an anniversary present?) But in the night table drawer, beside the lip balm and a spool of dental floss, there was a giant, rubber-coated vibrator shaped like an exclamation point.


    Lexie had sat on the bed and held up the vibrator. If Jen wasn’t interested in sex, why the appliance? The image of Daniel using the tool on his wife gave Lexie a swimming feeling in her stomach. She turned it on, listened to the gentle rumble, then shoved it up her skirt, forcing the round end against herself so she could feel it through her tights and underwear. Lexie’s stomach churned faster with the oncoming climax. And then, as she teetered on the edge of nausea, an orgasm shot through her body with a quick, biting fire that instantly died out.


    Since puberty, Lexie had habitually sniffed at anything that had touched her crotch, and that moment had been no different—although she didn’t let the vibrator alight on her nose and instead waved it in front of herself like a perfume sample. The scent was oatmealy and dank. Lexie shoved the thing into her purse. If Daniel and Jen wanted to have sex with an implement, they’d have to buy a new one.


    The medicine cabinet had been fascinating. Lexie opened the tubes and jars of Jen’s face creams and smeared a bit of everything on her cheeks, neck, and eyelids. Behind a firming cream, with the label facing out, was the generic Klonopin. Lexie had had a prescription herself during graduate school, when anxiety frequently crashed down on her like an iron frying pan against her skull. She had loved the way the drug dulled the raspy edges of her emotions, making her feel like pudding ran in her veins and clotted cream cushioned her brain. She’d opened the bottle, poured the contents into her hand, and dry-swallowed one and a half, sticking another three and a half in her skirt pocket. And then, with a blind impulsiveness, she licked around the outside of the bottle.


    At this time in her life, it was impossible for Lexie to explain herself even to herself. The best she could do was to imagine her brain as a blackboard where, until she met Daniel, she’d been chalking down directions, ideas, images of who she was and who she wanted to be. The man who had been her fiancé, Jeff, had been chalked onto that blackboard, too. He had been an ideal fit: the equation of Jeff plus the equation of Lexie added up to a perfectly logical number. Then Daniel entered, and it was like a wet rag had been smeared across the slate. In one single, swift motion, all the ideas and aspirations Lexie had for herself, her life, had been erased.


    One week she had loved Jeff. The next she felt that being with him was like being trapped in a very crowded box nailed deep into the New Hampshire earth. With Daniel, Lexie felt as if she was in the middle of an exhilarating flying dream. Here was a man who was part of the greater world—he brokered deals in London, went to Rio de Janeiro for vacation, and had been to Asia so many times he could recommend a restaurant in every major city of each major country on the continent. When they had sex, Lexie felt like she was doing it with a rock star.


    Yes, Lexie would have been comfortable enough with Jeff, but her life would have been as broad as four chinks in a chain. With Daniel, life felt limitless.


    Two weeks after Daniel kissed her, Lexie broke off her engagement, moved out of the home she shared with Jeff, and took an open apartment on campus. Jeff was crushed, but Lexie had barely been able to register his pain. She was still in her flying dream, and the only time she landed was when the idea of Jen entered the airspace.


    The night of her break-in, soon after taking Jen’s Klonopin, Lexie felt herself flattening into a loose sheet. She had to lie down, for just a minute, to gather the strength to search through Jen’s underwear drawer.




    “You should stay here tonight,” Jen said. “It doesn’t seem safe to drive with that stuff in your system.”


    “Short half-life,” Lexie said, waving her hand. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Lexie knew she was far from reaching the half-life of anything.
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