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chapter one

Reasons for Leaving




Evelyn

I adjust the mirror to the side of the easel so I can see my naked back reflected in the one behind me. When I get the angles just right, I try to see myself objectively and fail do so, as usual. I can’t ignore the roll of pudge around my middle. At the same time, I admire the muscle definition in my shoulders—a testament to being able to do fifty straight-leg push-ups before my arms start to shake. I can’t help but smile.

I pick up my Gauloises Blonde cigarette and take a puff, smoking being one of the few nasty habits I’ve picked up after almost a year living and re-creating myself in Paris. I tap the ashes into the chipped teacup I found on my first excursion to the Porte de Clignancourt flea market so many months ago. When I’m ready, I shift a little so my spine curves to the right and the subtle shadows of my rib cage press against my skin. I can see the back of my head with my long dark hair in a messy bun held in place with a pair of small ivory knitting needles I found in Prague, my naked back, shoulders, and a healthy portion of rump, but not my face.

With the lit cigarette between the fingers of my right hand, I pick up the brush with my left and start painting.

Alexander

My mouth feels dry. I’m having a little trouble swallowing, but my heart rate is steady. I could be at home watching TV and thirsty, but too lazy to get up and grab a beer, not about to make one of the most important purchases of my life. I try to work some spit into my mouth. The only thing that’ll help is getting this over with. It’s moments like these when I realize nothing in life has taught me one useful thing about being a man—not my parents, all the women and girls I’ve dated, not my law degree or a year in Manhattan. I’m still as clueless about what I should do with my life as I ever was.

I take the ring between my fingers, hold it up to the light, pretending to admire it for what it means, not for what it costs. It’s a princess cut on a platinum band. Important to get it right because that’s what she wants. The saleslady, with her heavy perfume, assures me it is a near-flawless two-carat diamond. Also important, because the whole point is to get her the best, for people to be able to see how much she’s worth from across the room.

All I have to do is reach into my wallet, pull out my credit card, and it’s mine. I mean hers.

Evelyn

I hear the yelling in the courtyard before I actually register it has anything to do with me. I pull on my silk robe and walk to the window, massaging the cramp out of my lower back. I’ve been working in front of the canvas for a couple hours straight, putting the final touches on my version of a self-portrait.

I stick my head out the window to see the old woman who lives in the lower flat physically barring a chic, middle-aged Parisian wearing a structured black suit, towering high-heeled boots, and a red bag on her arm, from storming the doorway that leads up to my apartment.

“Madam Moreau? Va-tout très bien?” I call down to the old lady, hoping everything is okay, evidence to the contrary notwithstanding.

The two women (and all the neighbors watching from their windows) look up. The woman in the black suit points at me.

“There she is! Evelyn Morgan, the whore who is fucking my husband,” she says by way of a how do you do. “I am the wife of Laurent Baschet, you American alley cat!”

Except she screams in it French so all my neighbors can hear and understand, because she, of course, is French and, it seems, married to the man I’ve been involved with, who is also French and evidently very married.

“Evelyn. Perhaps it would be best to invite your guest inside,” Madam Moreau calmly suggests, as if a deliveryperson has knocked on the wrong door.

I slam the window shutters closed and for a moment want nothing more than to give in to the urge to melt into a puddle on the floor with a plate of dark chocolate–dipped madeleine cookies washed down with a glass of whole milk from the toothless dairy farmer who comes in once a week from the country to sell his wares at the market down the street. But even if I wanted to, there’s no way I could indulge. My body just won’t let me eat like I used to.

“Open up this door, slut!” She pounds on the door. For a moment I wonder how she could have sprinted up the stairs in those heels. “Husband thief! Show your face!”

I push myself away from the wall, cinch the sash on my robe a little tighter, and scamper barefoot to the door, desperate for her to just stop yelling. I rip it open, momentarily stunning her into blessed silence. She looks me up and down, then pushes past me and plants herself in the middle of my studio, daring me to do something other than stand there meekly. She’s already won, she knows it, but she’s not satisfied yet.

“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can think to say in my clipped, prep school French.

“Sorry! You’re sorry,” she spits, her face as red as her fingernails. “I’m disappointed in Laurent. The stupid chiennes he fucks usually have a little more spirit.”

“I didn’t know he was married,” I gasp. “He never…”

He. Laurent Baschet. My painting teacher, my mentor, my everything for most of the past year. We met at a reception given to introduce the new crop of students at the Parsons Paris art school to one another and the esteemed faculty who would be molding us into the artists of tomorrow, even if we were just expats with time and money to spare.

He kissed me on each cheek, held my hand, looked into my eyes, and said, “Evelyn Morgan. A beautiful name for such a beautiful girl, who has the hands of a true artist.”

Up until Laurent, I hadn’t considered myself anything but an overeducated, directionless former fat girl with a multidisciplinary degree from Brown, which I then supplemented with another B.A. in design and technology from Art Academy in San Francisco after I realized there wasn’t much I was qualified to do besides read eighteenth-century novels in French.

The plan was to develop my doodles into something that could be considered art while living in my much divorced aunt’s Left Bank apartment and posing as a struggling art student. It seemed romantic and, at times, even real to me.

At least it did up to just about now.

“Are you simpleminded, as well as a slut?” she rasps out in her husky smoker’s voice. I bet her brand is also Gauloises Blonde, the cigarette Laurent introduced me to.

“I swear to you, madam, he never told me he was married,” I say truthfully.

Of course, there were clues, but I chose not to see them. And I chose not to ask him. Why would I? I was in love with him, and the idea of the new reinvented me. Why ruin it with reality?

“What did he tell you? That he loved you? He’s never met anyone like you.” She laughs. “That’s what he tells all of them. You’re just another piece of ass to him, you stupid girl. Like all the others. But he always comes back to my bed. I’m his wife and the mother of his children!”

“I didn’t know! I swear…I didn’t. I never would have…I’m not that kind of person…” I trail off, unable to form the words through my sobs.

“My God. Laurent is getting complacent in his old age,” she says calmly with almost a tinge of pity in her voice. “I would have thought this husband of mine would like more of a challenge and a girl with spirit.”

“It’s over,” I cry, and wish she’d do the same or go back to screaming at me. I could stand either, but not her contempt. “It’s over.”

“Of course it is, my dear. When you see my husband, tell him his wife and children will be in the country for the rest of the week.” With one last withering look, she turns on her heel and walks out.

I let myself feel pathetic and betrayed for a minute, and then I make a dash for my phone, tripping over the rug and sprawling onto the floor. My robe is wrapped around my head, leaving me naked as the day I was born. Instead of getting up or even covering myself, I curl into a little ball and cry.

Alexander

I walk up and down the sidewalk in front of her favorite brunch place, ignoring the couples who look so in love or are hiding behind their early Sunday editions of The New York Times. I keep moving and try to work up the nerve to walk in, drop to one knee, and offer her the proposal she’s expecting.

Sigrid has a girls’ get-together every other Saturday because, as she says, “I hate women who get a boyfriend and then drop their friends just to hang on his every word. Don’t you hate women like that? Don’t you, Alexander? You don’t think I’m one of those women who plan their lives around their man? Do you, Alexander?”

I’ve learned to neither agree nor disagree with what Sigrid says. It makes life easier for the both of us. To make sure she doesn’t notice my lack of commitment, I distract her with gifts. Spur-of-the-moment trips to fancy spas and expensive bottles of rare wine to eat with Ritz crackers and peanut butter (her favorite snack). Money flows through my fingers like the imported vodka she likes mixed in novelty martini drinks that are ten dollars a pop.

With Sigrid, it’s one endless party, being seen in the right places with the right people, being the couple all our friends say they wish they could be. In private, we fight about something stupid and then make up just as loudly within a day or so.

I rub my hands over my head, feeling the short hair under my palms. Nowadays my haircuts set me back $160. I used to get the same short buzz at my neighborhood barbershop in San Francisco for $20, including tip. Aside from the nice head massage with a quarter cup of fancy shampoo and free glass of wine, I can’t tell much of a difference between the two buzz cuts except the price. But it makes Sigrid happy for me to go to the same person who cuts her hair. She likes to joke to her friends that we share everything, including a hairstylist.

With Sigrid, I can pretend to be a whole different person, one who doesn’t have to care that the busboy clearing tables or the guy washing the martini glasses in the kitchen is an undocumented Guatemalan living in a two-room apartment with ten other people who have to sleep in shifts. I’ve spent the past year pissing away whatever I’ve earned as an associate lawyer at the firm of Crook, Asshole, and Jerk on clothes I can’t afford (for the both of us), weekend trips to the Hamptons to get drunk with people I’d never call friends while sober, and loving every minute of it.

I’ve told Sigrid I love her even though I can go hours, days, without thinking about her. Why ask her to marry me? Simple. I’ve royally fucked up my career as a sharp Manhattan lawyer by asking too many questions about doing some pro bono work for those exploited Guatemalan bus boys, and pretty much signed my walking papers by talking to the cleaning staff about unionizing. On Friday, I was escorted out of the office and told not to show my face until I got my priories straight. Sigrid is all I have left.

One of the waiters comes outside to smoke a cigarette. He gestures with his lighter. “The place is full of estrogen; I don’t think you want to go in there without reinforcements.”

“My girlfriend likes to eat here,” I say stupidly, the small velvet box feeling like an anchor in my hip pocket.

“Everybody’s girlfriend likes to eat here, dude.” He flicks cigarette ashes onto the sidewalk. “What gets me is they order all this food and they don’t eat any of it. Why go out to a restaurant if you aren’t going to eat?”

“They eat it later, at home. Alone.” I lean up against the wall next to him. “I caught my girl doing that more than once. She told me she can’t eat in front of her friends because they spend most of their time talking.”

“Whacked.” He blows smoke rings and offers his pack of cigarettes at the same time. “I’ve said it once and I’ll say it until I die—chicks are whacked. Wickety whacked.”

“Thanks. I don’t smoke.” My parents schooled me all too well in the evils of Big Tobacco for me to consider ever taking it up as a hobby.

“Smart,” he says as he lights a new cigarette with the stub of the one he just finished. “So when’s your girl showing up? Better be soon. The kitchen’s running low on nonfat, no-cal pretend pancakes.”

“She’s already inside. The blonde.”

“Which one?” he asks as he flicks the still-smoking butt onto the sidewalk.

I take a look through the window and realize most of the women in there are various shades of blond. “She’s sitting under the painting with the circles in the bright colors.”

“Table six. They’ve ordered a pot of coffee but are holding off on ordering brunch.” He crushes the butt of his cigarette with the heel of his scuffed waiter shoes. “They have a bottle of champagne on ice but haven’t touched it. I guess they’re going to be celebrating something.”

Everything goes wavy, and I feel myself sway on my feet. I reach up and yank down on the collar of my shirt so I can get some air into my lungs before I pass out.

“Hey? You okay?” He takes a step forward and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m fine.” I breathe in and out.

“I gotta get back in.” He claps me on the shoulder, a worried look on his face. “If you want, I can talk to the hostess. She can squeeze you in if you’re dying for low-fat whole-wheat pancakes.”

“Thanks, but I think I’m already being squeezed.”

Evelyn

It’s dark outside when I finally convince myself I have no choice but to open my eyes. I shift around on the floor, trying to ease the pain in my hip and shoulder from lying on my side. Funny, it’s time likes these when I almost miss my old padding.

“Evelyn? Ouvre la porte, chérie.” Laurent has made an appearance. I sit up, closing my robe, as the noise that woke me gets louder. “Evelyn?”

“Go away, you lying bastard,” I mumble just loud enough for him to hear.

“Don’t be that way, chérie. Open the door.” He jiggles the knob. “This isn’t dignified.”

“Dignified!” That’s all it takes to snap me out of my stupor. I get up and stalk to the door, practically ripping it off its hinges. “Your wife—wife—calling me a whore—a whore—in front of my neighbors? That’s not dignified, Laurent.”

“Chérie, you’re overreacting.” Laurent tries to take me into his arms, but I sidestep him. “I see you are going to make this difficult.” He holds up his hands when he sees I’m about to launch myself at him. “As you should be! This unpleasantness could have been avoided, and I blame myself for it, Evelyn.”

“How big of you, Laurent, to take responsibility for being an adulterer and making one of me, too.” I turn my back to him, searching for my shoes.

“I will take care of this. It’s how it is.” Laurent wanders over to the window, leans a hip on the sill, and lights up a cigarette. He waves the smoke away like he does my concerns. “It is expected for the wife to make a stand, chérie. Nothing but theatrics.”

“So I’m supposed to be okay with being your official mistress and get over being your clueless girlfriend?” I give up on the shoes and look for something heavy, settling on the flea market vase I purchased earlier this week.

“Well, yes.” He blows a steady stream of smoke out of his nose and smiles at me.

I light my own Gauloises, and flick my bangs out of my eyes so that he can see I’m serious. I recently let my hairdresser talk me into bangs. Yet, I have to admit, I like them. Since I can’t wear sunglasses indoors, it’s the next best thing to having something to hide behind.

“Well, yes?” I snap the fingers of my free hand. “Just like that?”

“Of course, things will have to change now that my wife is aware of our arrangement.” Laurent shrugs his shoulders under his perfectly cut blazer. “We will have to make some concessions.”

“What arrangement? What concessions? Do you mean we’ll have to sneak around more? Less? Forget it, Laurent. We’re over.” I brandish the vase at him, spilling water and flowers onto the floor. “Beyond over! Finished! Done!”

“Evelyn. You’re not one of those hopeless puritanical Americans with their empty moral crusades?” Laurent comes toward me, keeping his eyes on mine. “We can make this work. I want to make this work, chérie.”

“You lied to me.” I let him take the vase out of my hand as I crumple into him, hunching down, since at five ten I’m just as tall as he is.

“Not lied. I was, perhaps, less than forthcoming with some details about my life, chérie,” he murmurs into my hair. “You can understand why.”

I smile into his neck. If Laurent is guilty of editing details about himself, so am I. Maybe more so. He doesn’t even know my real name.

“Haven’t I always said I’d take care of you?” His hand wanders lower, down my spine to my hip, where it stays as he presses me closer to him.

“I don’t need you to take care of me, Laurent.”

“A feminist!” He laughs, pushing his pelvis into mine. “It’s time you leave this dreary studio. I can help you find a real apartment, chérie.”

“The thing is, Laurent, this isn’t where I live.” I gesture around me to the small room I’ve been using as my studio and supposed humble living quarters.

“I am not criticizing your choice in lodging, Evelyn.” From his tone and past reluctance to stay longer than a few minutes, we both know this makes him a liar as well as an adulterer. He reaches for me, and I take a step back. I want to see his face when I tell him.

“You did well finding a room on the Left Bank, Evelyn, but there is no need to be a martyr. I can offer you some financial assistance now that our situation has changed.”

“You’re not listening to me, Laurent.” I grab his hand and lead him downstairs, taking the key out of my robe pocket, and unlock the floor-to-ceiling double doors that lead into the apartment I’ve been sneaking into after he drops me off in front of the converted maid’s room upstairs. “This is where I live.”

Laurent steps into my aunt’s three-bedroom apartment, pausing by the StairMaster that sits impudently on the gleaming parquet floors by one of the windows with its breathtaking view of the Eiffel Tower. He makes his way into the American-style kitchen, weaving through the tastefully appointed furniture, all done in shades of ivory and chocolate.

“I don’t understand.” Laurent turns around and finally stops to face me. “You are watching this place for the owners?”

“No. It’s mine. Well, my aunt’s.” I twist the sash of my robe into a knot, trying to see past Laurent’s stunned expression to read what he really thinks. “She owns it, but she’s in New York with her current husband and…so it’s where I live…. Where I’ve been living all this time.”

Laurent is a moderately successful painter, augmenting his income with teaching and occasional art director work in movies. Though his family has a house in the country, so does every other Parisian. For all I know, it might be no more than a shabby cottage on a patch of land outside the city limits. I’ve never been invited, and now I know why.

“I don’t understand, Evelyn.” He sounds annoyed.

I walk into the kitchen and grab a box of tea sent to me by my mother in a care package every first day of the month. I hand it to Laurent and stand back.

“Tea?” He turns the box around in his hands, as if looking for some clue.

“You see the name there?” I point to the label. “Reed. I’m a Reed on my mother’s side.”

“Like the kiosks?” Laurent points toward the window, where we can see the glowing lights of one of the phone-booth-size contraptions.

Reed Coffees and Fine Teas have carefully populated three continents with more than ten thousand automatic coffee and tea kiosks. Choices are limited, quality assured, and the price is less than one would pay at, say, Starbucks. I’ve seen people wait in lines, in the rain, for their morning coffee or tea. Even here in Paris, where waiting in line is considered undignified.

“Do you see what’s next to it?” I grab his hand, maneuver him to the front window, and point down to the ATM, known as un guichet automatique de banque or GAB, tucked into the same vestibule between doorways.

“The GAB?” Laurent asks.

“Sinclair Partners. I’m a Sinclair, too. On my father’s side.”

“I don’t understand, Evelyn.” Laurent shakes his head. “You’re speaking in riddles.”

I take a deep breath. “My real name is Evelyn Morgan Reed-Sinclair. Morgan is my middle name, not my last. I’m not a struggling art student, I don’t work as a nanny and English tutor. I left home a year ago because…I needed time for the inside me to catch up with the outside me. Or maybe it’s been the other way around. Either way…The new me.”

“The new you?” Laurent asks, taking an abrupt seat on the couch behind him. He has that familiar sardonic look he gets when he finds my attitudes of the l’Américain typique variety.

“This”—I sweep my hand down my body—“is only half of what I used to be.”

“You are not making sense, Evelyn.” Laurent pats his pocket for cigarettes, ready to dismiss my confession. “Frankly, you sound insane.”

I walk over to my purse and reach inside. “You know those fat tourists you make fun of? I used to be one of those fat American dairy cows, as you call them.” I hand him a fresh pack of Gauloises and a laminated picture I always keep with me.

Laurent looks from me to the snapshot taken just eighteen months ago, right after the surgery in which I had a lap band put in to shrink my stomach and, therefore, how much I could eat. Somewhere buried in all that flesh, 250 pounds of it when the picture was taken, is me. Still me, despite the fact that I weigh 100 pounds less and moved thousands of miles away from home to try to escape myself. In some ways, I’m still the fat girl willing to make do with what life offers her because fat girls can’t be picky.

“This is not funny, Evelyn.” He shoves the cigarettes and picture at me. “And that? That is disgusting.”

Or maybe not.

“Out.” I point to the door. “You need to leave now.”

“I was indiscreet with my choice of words, Evelyn.” He’s trying to apologize but looks annoyed with me for having to do it. He moves toward the door. “I am willing to overlook your revelations. I should now go to my wife. She’s very upset. I will call you when you are more rational, Evelyn.”

“Don’t bother, Laurent. I never want to see you again.”

“Chérie,” he begins, sensing he’s pushed me a tad too far.

I pick up an ashtray and hurl it against the door so it disintegrates with a satisfying crash just behind him. “I swear, Laurent, if you say one more word, I’ll smash your fucking face in.”

After a few moments, I realize he’s walked out with my cigarettes. It doesn’t matter—I’ve just quit.

Alexander

From the velocity with which Sigrid tosses her purse (a tan leather sixteen-hundred-dollar Chloé I gave her to make amends after my stupid but truthful admission that I prefer brunettes) onto the table by the door, I can tell she’s annoyed. And when Sigrid is annoyed, the whole world can do no right by her.

“Hey, baby!” I wave the remote at her, taking my eyes off the program I’m halfway watching about the frozen tundra and the people who manage to scratch out a pretty happy living there. “What’s shaking?”

Sigrid stomps past me and slams the door to the bathroom without looking in my direction.

I grab hold of one of the stiff cushions she likes to keep on the couch and toss it up into the air, letting it spin, catch it, and then toss it up again. I listen as Sigrid runs the water in the sink, opens and closes the squeaky medicine cabinet door, and I wait for her to come out, not moving from the safety of the couch.

A little more than three months ago, I agreed with Sigrid’s suggestion that it would be best to move out of my West Harlem studio apartment into her more spacious Upper West Side one-bedroom for the sake of our relationship. Since then we’ve had less sex than we did when we lived apart, but shared a significant moment when we agreed that zebra-striped towels from Pottery Barn were a wise joint purchase.

I crack the tension in my neck by snapping my head a couple of times to each side, a habit I developed from years of swimming. My parents figured out it was the only sport that would shut me up, because I couldn’t talk without drowning myself. I swam through high school, into college, and came as close as anyone can to almost making the Olympic team. I had the speed, the build, and just enough height at six three to be a real contender, but in the end I came up just short, like I always have. Like I just have with my girlfriend.

Sigrid stomps out of the bathroom and turns off the TV. She turns around to face me, her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face that would freeze an Eskimo—sorry, Inuit—in his tracks.

“Hi, honey!” I pat the space next to me, making sure to set the pillow back in the precise spot where she likes to see it. “How was brunch? You bring back anything good?”

“No, Alexander”—she holds out her empty hands and bare fingers for me to inspect—“I didn’t come back with anything from brunch.”

An opening as wide as the Lincoln Tunnel, but I choose to take a side street down Bonehead Way. “You want to order something from the Chinese place down the street?”

“I’m not hungry,” Sigrid snaps. She’s still standing in front of the TV, so even if I was stupid enough to try to turn it back on, I couldn’t. “We need to talk.”

No guy likes to hear a woman say these words, even when he knows he deserves them.

“Okay. Let’s talk.”

I fix my face into an attentively blank but sincere look. One I perfected in the office of my high school guidance counselor when discussing my talent for fucking up. I’m sure he, Mr. Figgis, would have taken me out back and beaten the crap out of me if he could have. The only thing that kept him from doing it was the threat to his pension. We both knew I’d end up doing okay. I was a golden-brown boy, like my friends used to say. I got the grades, the girls, and the get-out-of-juvie-free card, and he hated me for it. Like Mr. Figgis always said, “You were born lucky, Mr. Velazquez. And the sad thing is your kind of luck will get you as far as you want to go. Now get the hell out of my office, and if I catch you under the bleachers again, I’m suspending your ass.”

I’m getting the feeling Sigrid is about to complete Mr. Figgis’s unfinished business.

“I can’t fucking believe you, Alexander.”

“Baby, what is it? Tell me what’s wrong and I’ll fix it.” I’m an asshole. There’s no way Sigrid can tell me I was supposed to propose to her without looking like the most needy and pathetic woman in Manhattan.

The phone rings. I look at it but don’t make a move until I’m confident my irate girlfriend won’t lob the TV at my head.

“Velazquez Bern residence. Alexander speaking.” I smile at Sigrid. She doesn’t smile back. The next moment a high-pitched squeak pierces my eardrum and I almost drop the phone. I hold it out to Sigrid, but I’m able to make out “Ecstatic! Part of the family! Summer wedding!”

“Siggy, I think it’s your mom.”

She snatches the phone out of my hand. “Not now, Mother.”

She tosses it, hard, and I have to duck out of the way so it doesn’t bean me. “You’re upset; I can see that, Sigrid. And all I can say is I’m sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t make it okay, Alexander.” She perches on the armchair, suddenly calm. “It doesn’t even begin to make it okay.”

I clear my throat, the primitive part of my brain kicking into high gear. She’s backing me into a corner, forcing me to make a decision we both thought was a foregone conclusion. I’m the one who dropped the ball. Didn’t come through for the team. Choked. With no other avenue of escape, I go on the offensive.

“The firm let me go on Friday.”

“What does that mean?” Even with the distance between us, I can see her pupils dilate with shock. “You got fired?”

“Yeah.” If she wants me to be her husband, there’s really no reason for me to sugarcoat the reality of it all. “They weren’t too happy with me doing that pro bono work on the side with the janitors.”

“The fucking janitors again? Why do you do this to me? To us?” She gets up, wringing her hands as she paces back and forth. “Never mind, I don’t want to hear it. We can fix this. I’ll call Patrick. He can get you an interview with his firm. Monday. I’ll have to call in a favor, but I’m sure he can find you a place there.”

“I don’t want your ex-boyfriend to get me a job, Siggy.” I stand up and take her by the shoulders. “Your ex-boyfriend isn’t much different than the assholes who fired me.”

“Who the fuck cares, Alexander? They’re janitors for a fucking reason. You have other responsibilities to me. To us. Not to some fucking no-English-speaking illegal immigrants.”

I blink a couple of times and then reach into my pocket and pull out the velvet box. She sucks in her breath at the sight of it.

She looks at it but doesn’t take it. She steps away, crossing her arms again. “I can’t marry you, Alexander. Not until you get your shit together.”

I smile at her, looking straight into her narrowed green eyes. “I don’t recall asking you to marry me, Sigrid.”







sunday…







chapter two

Missed Connections




Evelyn

“Miss Sinclair?” The flight attendant pauses to wait for some reaction from me. Her perfume, something floral, is carefully discreet. “We’re approaching JFK. You’ll need to put your seat up in a few minutes.”

I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder but don’t make a move to sit up or take off the eyeshade that’s hiding my red and swollen eyes. I relax as she moves off to another passenger. I know she won’t do much more than ask me to put my seat up, and if I don’t, I don’t. It’s one of the benefits of flying first class; you can be a major bitch or bastard (within reason) because the ticket price covers a certain amount of self-centeredness.

I showed up at Orly airport this morning with only a suitcase and a desperate need to leave Paris as quickly as possible. I took the first flight I could get, grateful for a ticket, even with a layover. And since there was no one to pretend for anymore, I booked myself a first-class ticket for both flights, spending more money in one swipe of my American Express card than I had all year living in my aunt’s apartment. It was worth it. At least in first class I had the relative privacy to cry in my fully reclining seat not squashed between tourists in coach, who surely would have wondered what the hell was wrong with me. Here, in first class, I could be left alone as long as I behaved myself.

I reach over and press the button to bring the seat back upright as the plane comes in for a smooth landing.

Instead of taking advantage of being let off first, I wait until everyone has filed out. I look around, noticing the emptiness of the plane. Even the pilots have deplaned. The flight attendants, on the other hand, are standing in a cluster of navy blue polyester a few rows away, whispering to one another other and gesturing toward me.

I stand up, keeping my eyes on the floor, and quickly dash past them before subjecting them (and myself) to any further embarrassment. From the terminal, I make my way to customs and go through the motions of pretending I’m a functioning adult.

The agent glances at my passport and ticket before he hands them back. “You’re almost home, Miss Sinclair. You’ll want to go on to the next terminal for your flight to San Francisco.”

“Thank you,” I answer automatically before walking over to the shuttle train.

I snake my way through security (even a first-class ticket doesn’t buy an exception for certain FAA rules and regulations), and once through, I ignore the path that’ll lead me to the safety of the first-class lounge, where I could wait out the two hours until my next flight in pampered comfort.

I stop by a bank of pay phones and consider calling James, my best friend and the only person who knows I’m on my way back to San Francisco and under what circumstances. I pick up the receiver and then put it down. Right now I just want to be anonymous, no backstory or drama.

I let myself be swallowed up among my fellow travelers and wander the terminal feeling the resigned excitement of those around me that comes with air travel these days, gradually letting my mind and body acclimate to being back in the States. It all seems so familiar but foreign to me at the same time. I veer toward a Starbucks, a little embarrassed at how quickly I’m willing to shed my carefully studied European sensibilities, and let the process of my re-Americanization begin.

“Can I start your order?” a guy behind the counter asks me as I edge up closer to the cash register.

“Yeah…I’ll have…” I stop and think. It’s been over a year since I’ve had anything remotely like the beverage I’m about to drink. A couple of years ago I’d have asked for something big, blended with nothing but empty calories, topped with whipped cream, and promising a few moments of pleasure. “A nonfat latte, tall. Please.”

I pay, stand off to the side waiting for my drink, smile at the person when he hands it to me, and then drop it into the nearest trash can.

I need something stronger than a latte.

Alexander

I pay the cabbie, adding a few extra bucks for the use of his cell phone to call my best friend, Pete, to tell him I’m on my way back to San Francisco. My own phone, along with the rest of all the nice crap I’ve accumulated, is at my ex-apartment with my ex-girlfriend.

I’m wearing yesterday’s khakis and button-down shirt, a couple days’ worth of stubble and have a hell of a headache from spending the night in the hallway, hoping Sigrid would soften her block-of-ice heart and let me in to get my toothbrush. When she didn’t and I wouldn’t leave, she called the cops, who bought me a cup of Reed coffee from the corner kiosk and advised me to come back later, with flowers, after she’d had a chance to cool down. Instead, I counted out the cash in my pocket, hailed a cab, and asked to be taken to JFK.

I get in line and make my way up to the ticket agent of the first airline I see. Once there, I hand over my credit card and ID. “Hi, I need to get to San Francisco as soon as possible. One way.”

“Any baggage to check?” she asks, using an unsharpened pencil to type instead of her fingers.

“I’ve got plenty, but today I’m traveling light. It’s just me and my wallet.”

She gives me a wide smile. It’s called charisma, and I have it in spades, or so I’ve been told.

“I have one seat left in first class, a few in coach for a flight that leaves in an hour and a half.” She looks from the monitor to me, waiting for my answer.

“Let’s do first.” I might as well fly home with my tail between my legs in style. “Why not?”

“First class it is.” She swipes my card, frowns, swipes it again, and then gives me an embarrassed look. “I’m sorry, Mr. Velazquez, but this card had been declined.”

“Okay.” I take the card back and hand her another. “Try this one.”

“Sure thing.” She swipes it and waits. “One more try…” Swipes again and waits some more before leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Um…There seems to be a bit of an issue with this card, too. Maybe you’d like to talk to your credit card’s customer service rep, Mr. Velazquez, and clear this up with them?”

“Okay.” I don’t have enough cash to get back into Manhattan anyway. She dials the number, speaks in low tones, then hands me the phone and lowers her eyes discreetly. “Hi, there’s a problem with my card?”

“Good day, Mr. Velazquez, my name is Rebecca and it is my pleasure to help you out today,” says Rebecca by way of some customer service call center deep in the heart of India.

“Thanks.” I wait and hear some typing and more Indian-inflected English in the background.

“Mr. Velazquez, it seems you are over your credit limit but can purchase a lesser priced coach ticket with no problem. Will that be satisfactory with you, sir? If so, please hand the phone back to the agent and we will conclude the transaction.”

“Yeah, thanks, Rebecca.” Now it’s my turn to lower my eyes in embarrassment. “She wants to talk to you.”

A few pokes with the pencil later, my coach ticket is spit out by the printer.

“Have a pleasant flight, Mr. Velazquez,” the ticket agent says as she waves the next person up to the counter.

I’m not surprised when I’m pulled aside at security. A single guy, kind of dark, with the makings of a beard, no luggage, and a one-way ticket would make me nervous. I’m thoroughly scanned, my shoes examined, and asked to wait for a supervisor.

“Hello, Mr. Velazquez.” A guy in a rent-a-cop uniform steps into the open holding pen where maybe dangerous people like me are kept until we can prove we have no intention of doing anything but going home or starting a vacation. “Can you answer a few questions for me about your travel plans?”

“I know how this looks, and I won’t even harp on the racial profiling or the sheer ineffectiveness of the whole process.” I hold my hand up to keep him from telling me I’m an asshole and in no position to criticize his job choice. “I’ll give it to you straight, sir. I haven’t brushed my teeth or changed my clothes since yesterday, so excuse me if I smell. I lost my job on Friday because I asked too many questions about why we weren’t doing more work for the common people who have plenty of legal problems and no access to lawyers. On top of that, I failed to ask my scary ex-girlfriend to marry me, and she kicked me out of our—really her—apartment. I barely was able to buy that ticket, and since I have no job, I have no idea how I’m going to pay the bill because I’m broke. Unless you know someone in the market for a $17,000 engagement ring? And even if I wanted to go back to the city and beg her to take me back, I can’t because I just used most of my cash to overtip a cabbie for letting me use his cell phone to call my best friend back in San Francisco, who tells me his wife just walked out on him for another man. All I could say was I was sorry, even though I knew all along he shouldn’t have married her but I didn’t have the balls to tell him when I should have. And if you let me get on the plane, sir, I’ll have to face my family, who think I’m a royal fuckup. The last thing on my mind is doing anything else stupid. I just want to go home, take a shower, and forget I ever set foot in Manhattan.”

He looks me up and down, reaches into his pocket for a packet of sugarless gum and a ten-dollar bill, and hands them to me along with my ID and ticket.

“No joke?”

“Have a nice flight home, Mr. Velazquez.”

I walk through the terminal and look for a bar where I can get something to drink while I wait for my flight.

Evelyn

I take a seat on one side of a mirrored pillar that bisects the horseshoe-shaped bar so I have something to lean my head against.

“What can I get you?” The bartender slides a cardboard drink coaster and a bowl of mixed nuts in front of me.

Tears well up in my eyes at this small act of kindness. “A glass of white wine, please.”

“You okay, miss?” he asks, adding a small pile of cocktail napkins.

“I’m fine, thank you, just a bit under the weather.”

I grab one of the napkins and blow my nose as discreetly as possible. When he steps away to pour the wine, my hand automatically reaches for the nuts before I remember I shouldn’t. To distract myself, I dig through my purse, pull out a fountain pen, and begin to doodle on the coaster to keep my hands busy.

I was always what our family doctor referred to as “stout,” his kind word for chubby. My mother, of course, wouldn’t hear of it, so I started my first diet before I could even spell the word. One of the tricks I picked up from the countless doctors, nutritionists, hypnotherapists, and quacks Mother dragged me to was to keep my hands busy, by either drawing or knitting.

I’m not surprised to find myself sketching the familiar sight of my own hands with knitting needles.

“That’s pretty good,” the bartender says as he sets the glass of wine on another coaster in front of me. “You an artist or something?”

“I like to think of myself as one.” I hiccup behind a napkin. I always get the hiccups when I’m upset. I hand him my credit card to pay for the drink, being devoid of U.S. currency at the moment. I look around as if I’m expecting to see someone I recognize.

“Are you waiting for someone?” he asks. “You can page them at the check-in counter.”

“There’s no one to page,” I say. Then the tears really start flowing. “Hey, you okay?”

“I’m fine, really. I just need to…” I nod and try to smile.

“Are you sure?” he asks, but is already turning away to tend to a new customer, who’s taken a seat on the other side of the pillar.

I get up, forcing myself to walk calmly to the bathroom, where I can cry in the privacy of a toilet stall.

Alexander

I take a seat at the bar, reaching across the mirrored pillar for a bowl of nuts, realizing not only do I want to get drunk but I’m starving.

“Hey! Miss!” the bartender calls out. “Your credit card?”

“You want me to go after her?” I offer, already standing up.

“Nah, she’ll be back. If not, I’ll have her paged. What can I get you, guy?” The bartender distractedly slides a cardboard coaster in front of me and wipes down the counter at the same time, working the rag around the bowls, watching for customers over my head.

“A beer, anything but domestic. In the bottle.” I may be broke, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to swill a Budweiser during my last minutes in New York. I can barely afford my coach ticket home, but I won’t compromise on the beer. “And a shot of tequila. Keep the change.”

I lay the ten-dollar bill on the counter so he knows to pick appropriately.

“Coming right up.”

While I’m waiting, I reach over and grab a few cocktail straws, twisting and knotting them so they look like a dog. It’s a habit that’s turned into something of a party trick. I can take anything from paper clips to restaurant receipts and fold them into just about anything. Flowers mostly. Girls love them.

The bartender sets a bottle of Dos Equis in front of me, pours a generous shot of decent tequila, and moves off as a group of people crowd around the other end of the bar.

I down the shot, grunting as it hits my empty stomach. I reach for a handful of nuts and chew while keeping my eyes on the bar. I sip at my beer, determined to make it last. To distract myself, I set the coaster on its side and spin it, watching it go round until it lands on its backside. Instead of being blank, someone has sketched on it a pair of hands, women’s hands from the look of the delicate fingers, that are knitting. I pick up the coaster to look at the drawing more carefully and am embarrassed to feel tears well up in my eyes.

All the women I’ve ever loved—my mother, my sister, my aunts, my grandmothers—have been knitters.

Sigrid wasn’t a knitter, and I didn’t love her any more than she loved me.

“Alexander Velazquez, please report to the check-in counter at gate sixteen. Alexander Velazquez, please report to the check-in counter at gate sixteen.”

I chug back most of my beer, sliding the coaster into my hip pocket. When I stand up, I feel a little woozy and can’t help wondering how much worse my weekend can get.

“Hi, you paged me?” I ask the motherly looking woman behind the counter at the gate. Her name tag reads PEGGY. The security guard to whom I told my life story is standing next to her. I tip my head toward him and try to look nonthreatening and sober. “I’m Alexander Velazquez.”

“We have you booked on our next flight to San Francisco, with no bags. I was talking to Ed here, and we have a seat open in first class if you don’t mind leaving right now, Mr. Velazquez.”

“You’re serious?”

“Not everyone from New York is a jerk, Mr. Velazquez,” Ed says.

I walk around the counter and hug Ed and then Peggy. “Thanks. Really.”

Peggy gives me a squeeze and pats my back. “You can go ahead and board now, sweetie.”

I take one last look around and then turn my back on New York.

Evelyn

Once in the stall, I can’t cry no matter how hard I try. I feel like too much of a fool. A giggle escapes me, and I try to cover it by coughing behind a wad of one-ply toilet paper.

Laurent isn’t going to come after me. He’s married, and his wife, no more than twenty-four hours ago, asked me to stop fucking her husband. She didn’t even bother to use the French term (baiser), although I’m fluent in the language and, obviously, the act. I double over laughing as quietly as I can. The other women around me must think there’s a nutcase loose in the terminal bathroom.

I get myself together, wash my face at the sink, and go through my purse for some lip balm, instead coming up with my “fat photo.” Laurent’s big thumbprint is smudged over my face. I wet a paper towel and rub it off. As I tuck it back into my wallet, I realize I’ve left my AmEx at the bar.

For a moment I consider ducking into the first-class lounge, using one of the phones to cancel it, and thus avoiding the embarrassment of having to show my blotchy face at the bar again. Instead, I smooth down my hair, square my shoulders, and head back.

It’s gotten a lot busier since I slunk off to the bathroom, and the bartender is at the other end trying to decipher the orders from a group of Japanese tourists. I spot my glass of wine, still sitting there waiting for me, but instead I stand by the spot next to it, right where an almost empty beer bottle and shot glass are sitting, but that’s not what catches my eye.

I pick up the little figure and hold it in the palm of my hand. It’s a dog. When I push the tail down with my finger, the head bobs.

“You’re looking better,” the bartender says and slides my card and bill toward me. He reaches over and sets the glass of wine in front of me.

“Thank you,” I say, realizing I’m smiling. “I do feel better.”

I take a few courtesy sips and then walk to the first-class lounge, slipping the little figure into my purse as I go.
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chapter three

Domestic Relations




Alexander

I stare up at the ceiling of my bedroom, listening to Pete moving around in the kitchen, brewing coffee and getting ready to leave for the office.

I roll over toward the window, expecting the comforting scent of warm dryer sheets coming up from the Laundromat downstairs. Nothing. I sit up and take a deep breath, getting a nose full of cold San Francisco morning air.

“What the fuck?” I hop out of bed, pulling on a pair of shorts I dug out of the hamper. Even though I haven’t been in my apartment for a year, there’s still dirty laundry I forgot to do before I left.

“What’s that?” Pete calls from the kitchen. He’s staying with me while Melissa, his soon-to-be ex-wife, moves her stuff out of their Nob Hill condo. “You say something, Alexander?”

I tear past him, barefoot and shirtless, down the stairs and stand in front of the locked gate of the Wish ’n’ Wash, which is supposed to be open at 6:00 A.M. according to the sign posted behind the grubby window.

“I hope you didn’t leave your stuff in there last night,” a woman walking by says. “The guy who runs it never opens up before noon, and then he closes whenever he wants to.”

“How long has this been going on?” I ask.

“God, I’d say for about a year now. I’d never set foot in that craphole, but wouldn’t you know, there isn’t anywhere else to do laundry around here. The guy who owns it is a real jerk, a rich yuppie who lives in Marin or something. He’s totally making all this money but can’t be bothered to even make sure the dryers work. What does he care, right?”

“Right,” I mutter. That rich yuppie would be me, and I don’t live in Marin. I live, as of last night, right above this craphole.

“Try again later,” she says, and waves as she walks on. “You might get lucky.”

A year before I left for New York, I landed a job as the in-house lawyer for a combo porn, sports, and stock website, and watched my personal net worth exceed my wildest dreams after some family-friendly media conglomerate bought us out. I had more money than I’d ever dreamed of. I flirted with the idea of either climbing Everest or getting really fat on some unnamed beach in Fiji for a couple of years.

Instead, I invested in a run-down two-story building (“Noe Valley adjacent!” my real estate agent exclaimed) with most of the bottom floor consisting of the only place to do laundry in a six-block area in either direction. When I was touring it, she raved about the proximity to the J-Church light-rail line, the great coffee shops to the left, and the taquerias to the right. She knew I was a man who could appreciate a four-dollar latte prepared by a tattooed and pierced bisexual just as much as a three-dollar shrimp taco made by an undocumented mother of three.

I put a fresh coat of paint on the walls, got all the machines up and running, changed the name from EZ Clean Laundreria to the Wish ’n’ Wash, and reopened for business. With that taken care of, I gutted the entire top floor, tearing out the rabbit-warren rooms, and turned it into an open-floor-plan, loftlike pad.

That I revitalized a former site of a crumbling, rat-infested home to drug dealers, users, and brave squatters didn’t buy me any goodwill with my new neighbors. Instead, I became a symbol of all that was wrong with San Francisco. I was an elitist, pushing the artsy and working-class folk out of an already overpriced housing market with a casual phone call to my money manager.

Right before I left for New York, I turned the Wish ’n’ Wash keys over to Reggie, the guy I’d hired to run the place for me. Now I find out people can’t even wash their clothes, and if I’d ever bothered to check in with Reggie besides just checking the bank account where he made the modest weekly deposits, I may have wondered why business was flat at best.

No wonder they hate me and think I live in Marin.

“What’s up, buddy?” Pete steps out of the doorway that leads up to my place. He’s holding two cups of hot coffee and my keys. I seem to have interrupted him in the middle of getting dressed, as he’s wearing dress socks and his black Wallabees with the cutoff sweatpants and faded FBI T-shirt he slept in, whose small print reads FEMALE BODY INSPECTOR. “Isn’t the Wish ’n’ Wash supposed to be open by now?”

“Yeah. It is.”

I push the grate open with a loud screech after jimmying the key in the rusted lock, push open the inner door, and step inside what was supposed to be a cash cow. The place is a mess. Most of the machines have hand-lettered out-of-service signs taped to them, where the floor isn’t chipped, it’s just plain grubby, and almost every surface is covered in graffiti.

“Jesus, Alexander, if people lived here, you’d be a slumlord,” Pete says.

“Thanks, man. Don’t you have to get to work?” I scratch my bare belly with the keys.

“So what are you going to do?” Pete asks, shoving one of the cups at me.

“Fire Reggie for one.” I take a sip. It’s hot, dark, and strong, just the way Pete likes it. I grimace at the bitter taste, having gotten used to the milder cup of Reed coffee I’d pick up from the kiosk on the way to work in New York.

“And then?” Pete knocks his back like it’s mother’s milk.

I look over at him. “I have no idea, my friend.”

Evelyn

I tiptoe across the floor into the bathroom, realizing I won’t be able to flush until my younger sister, Tannin, either falls asleep or leaves her flat below mine. We’ve shared the two-unit building in the Cole Valley part of the city since our late teens, when our parents reasoned it was time we lived on our own and provided us with a place, thrice-weekly maid service, and a credit card just for ordering in food.

I hear Tannin stumble around her place and realize she’s probably trying to fix herself some coffee. Envisioning yet another visit from the fire department, I slip on my sneakers and favorite ratty sweater and head downstairs using the staircase that connects our flats by way of the kitchens.

“What the fuck!” Tannin shrieks, dropping a metal mixing bowl to the floor with an awful clatter. She’s wearing a silver wrap dress, sky-high heels, and enough makeup to make a drag queen take a second look. “Evelyn! Is that you or a ghost?”

“It’s me.” I bend over to pick up the mess, trying to delay her getting a good look at me.

“You look…different.” Her eyes are as wide as saucers, and not just because she’s still a little high from her night out. “Love, love, love the bangs.”

“Thanks.” I reach up and smooth them, cringing at her words, not wanting her to notice that I do look a lot different and it’s not because of the bangs. “I got them cut by a hairstylist who claimed he used to trim Jane Birkin’s bangs.”

“Birkin? Like the purse?”

“Exactly.” I rinse out the teakettle and fill it with fresh water before setting it on the stove.

“Oh, my God! Do our parents know you’re back? Why are you back?” she asks as she throws her size-zero body against mine.

She’s about five inches shorter than I am, with long blond hair I envied as a girl. Whereas both our parents and Tannin are small in stature, fair-haired with perpetual golden tans, I’m tall (topping out at five ten when I was a painful fifteen), pale skinned, dark haired.

She settles her butt down on the counter. “Mother told me you were in Saint-Tropez with your mystery boyfriend.”

“No boyfriend. Not Saint-Tropez. Just me in Paris with my paintbrushes and knitting needles.” I walk to the fridge to see if she has any food in there but find a wall of Diet Coke. “New diet, Tannin?”

“It’s great! I just drink a can when I’m hungry and”—she snaps the fingers on both her hands—“just like that I’m not hungry anymore. I can go days, days, without eating real food. You should try it. But you don’t have to. You’re so skinny, Evelyn.”

“No, I’m not. I mean thanks.” I reach for a couple of mugs and go to sit at the small café table she keeps in the corner by the back window.

“Mother will spring such a boner when she hears you’re back.” Tannin takes a seat opposite me, a jangle of silver bracelets punctuating her every move. “She can throw together one of her famous dinner parties for your birthday on Wednesday.”

“I’d rather just lay low for a few days,” I say, knowing that if I wanted to keep my being back in town quiet, I should have checked into some tourist hotel downtown. I’ve never been inclined toward any of the family-sanctioned activities of dressing for dinner, mastering the art of polite but substance-free conversation, and continuing the tradition of marrying well.

“You can’t!” Tannin throws her skinny arms up into the air. On the inside of her left wrist are the various stamps from the nightclubs she visited last night. “You know how Mother gets off on these things. She lives to entertain, Evelyn. And you being back will take the heat off of me.”

“What’d you do?”

Tannin is always doing something to irk our mother, and until I left, it was my job to patch things up between them.

“I slipped some ecstasy into James’s crepe on Saturday at the House, and somehow the mayor’s wife, the cow, ended up eating it instead of him.”

“No, Tannin.” I drop my head into my hands, mostly to cover my smile.

“Well, yeah, I did it as a joke.”

“This is almost as bad as the cake covered in chocolate Ex-Lax shavings you brought to the Junior League recruitment brunch. Worse. Starting with possession of an illegal controlled substance.”

“It was only a little ecstasy. Either way, the mayor didn’t seem too upset about it.” Tannin shrugs so the shoulder of her dress slips off, something I’m sure it’s been doing all night. “If you ask me, I did them a favor. Put a little spice into their Saturday night tumble. Because in their prenup, according to that gossip cow Sissy, she had to get the lawyers to make him give her a good boning at least once a week.”

I look at Tannin for a moment, trying to digest what she just said. “Wouldn’t it have then been better for the mayor to get the ecstasy?”

“Not my problem.” Tannin crosses her eyes, annoyed with me for bringing up the small details. “I did my part, the rest is up to them.”

I reach over and pat her hand. “I’m sure they’ll be sending over flowers and a thank-you note any time now, along with the cops.”

“So…what happened, Evelyn? Is it that guy you were seeing?” Tannin’s voice is serious but tinged with curiosity.

My sister is the queen of spectacular relationship flameouts and a tad competitive in that department. She likes to date big and break up even bigger. I think being called a whore in Paris by my lover’s wife would rate pretty high up on her scale, but I’m not ready to go into specifics, since I know what I say to her will go straight to our mother. No one except James knows about Laurent. The few times Tannin or Mother came to Paris, I managed to be out of town to avoid the messy questions they were bound to ask about what was going on in my life and how I’d managed to lose a hundred pounds in the process. Questions that I can expect to be asked now and most likely will have to answer.

“Sorry?” I say, playing dumb.

“Well, whatever”—Tannin jumps into my lap, losing one of her stilettos—“you look great!”





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/co01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
More Than This

margo candela

ATouchstone Book
Published by Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY






