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Chapter 1

He’s standing across the street, waiting for the light to change, but I know it’s him even before he starts walking in my direction. I think: I’m not ready for this. Because my least favorite thing in the morning, besides waking up, is meeting people I know unexpectedly.

And it’s been nine years.

There are certain meetings in a person’s life that should be one hundred percent significant. They should define a moment, answer a burning question, or resolve something. Right now is a good example. I should have something to say to this man, something fairly significant. After all, we were once inseparable and in love.

But I don’t. Have anything to say, that is.

I just have this memory of him. We’re standing in front of the boathouse in Northhampton. His head is shaved. He’s wearing a beaded necklace and a ton of friendship bracelets on both wrists. His skateboard is tucked under his arm, and his eyes—light brown, big, intent—are watching my every move.

Jack.

Just last week someone was talking about him. It seems every week someone’s mentioning his name. Because Jack owns Sullivan Brewery in New England; Jack just bought a five-bedroom house on four acres of land.

I decide I’d rather not run into him.

I lower my head and take a drag from my cigarette, confident he’ll pass by without noticing me. But instead of walking past me, he walks toward the hotel’s entrance, which is adjacent to the employee entrance, where I’m standing. He stops, comes back, says my name. I look up and try to do my best impression of being shocked to see someone.

“Wow.” I flick my cigarette past him and smile. “Sullivan.”

I call him by his last name, the same way most of my ex-boyfriends call me “Stark” oh-so-casually when we run into each other somewhere. It’s a defense mechanism. It always makes me feel bad, like I’m not even worthy of a first name. I don’t know why I do it to Jack. I don’t want him to feel that way.

“How long has it been, Ken?” he asks.

He calls me “Ken,” short for Kendall, the way he used to. He makes it seem like nothing’s changed.

“Years, I guess.”

“Nine, I think,” he says softly.

We stare at each other awkwardly. He takes in my unkempt hair, ill-fitting cargo pants and white-socked feet stuffed into old Birkenstocks. Graciously, he remains expressionless and looks directly in my eyes.

“You look great,” he says. He was always good at lying.

“Same to you.”

I’m not lying. He’s actually more handsome than I thought he would turn out to be. His glasses are small, round and rim-less; he used to wear contacts. His hair has grown. His body, which has always been long, agile and thin like the body of a swimmer, is hidden underneath clothes straight out of an L.L. Bean catalog. He looks rugged and stronger and changed.

“I’m surprised to see you.” His tone is still soft, neither friendly nor mean.

“Been a while.” I nod, keeping my tone light. “You live in Maine, right?”

“Maine.”

“Nice,” I say. “And you still brew beer.”

“Yeah.” He tilts his head to the side. He wants to tell me everything I already know, but I guess he doesn’t want to brag because all he says is, “I still brew beer.”

“And you’re in New York.”

He nods, still staring at me. I try to read the expression on his face. And then there’s the slight shake of his head that I remember—like he’s trying to banish some thought from his brain—and the expression is gone. He points to the hotel. “I’m staying here.”

“Oh?” My voice almost gets caught in my throat. “This hotel?”

“Yeah.” He avoids my eyes.

“Business?”

“Yeah,” he says. “You live around here?”

“No.” There’s a silence. I try to catch his eye again, but he’s doing a good job of diverting his gaze. “I live in Brooklyn. With Gary.”

“Right.” As though he’s just remembering. “I think I heard that.”

“I work here,” I say. “At the hotel.”

“Oh.” Another silence. This one is longer. He glances at me but quickly looks away again. “That’s a coincidence.”

“Sure is,” I say. I replay the last fifty conversations I had with Gary and Nick this week—we were all in college together—but a mention of Jack actually coming to New York today doesn’t come to mind. “Have you talked to Gary and Nick? Do they know you’re in town?”

“No,” Jack says distantly. “I checked in late last night.”

“Nick mentioned he ran into you last August,” I say casually, as though Nick hasn’t mentioned it a hundred times. As though Nick doesn’t talk about how excellent Jack’s life is every time they exchange an e-mail. “He said you might be in New York, but he wasn’t sure when. I think he had the impression it would be sooner.”

“Family emergency,” Jack says. “I’ll call him.”

“I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear from you. He said he’s been e-mailing you a lot.”

Jack smiles, then he looks at the hotel entrance as though he’s ready to dart away.

“Well,” I say, giving him an out.

He swallows hard. “It’s good to see you.” I hear the involuntary emotion in this simple statement. “I mean that.”

I hug him suddenly, and I feel his body stiffen. When I let go he steps back.

“You smell like smoke,” he says disdainfully, and then he adds, “I quit.”

“Congrats” is all I can think of to say. And for a second, I’m distracted by the way he’s looking at me. Like he’s trying to remember what he ever saw in this girl standing before him.

I try to imagine what he sees.

When he knew me, my hair was always neat and polished in a pageboy haircut. Now it’s messy, the front bits standing up in the air. My eyes have always been too close together though, and my eyebrows have always been too thick. But maybe he notices that I still lift weights and run when the mood hits me.

Strange, I think, that I care.

“Maybe I’ll see you around,” he says casually, moving away.

“Maybe,” I say.

“Dinner?” The casual front disappears, and he moves closer. “In a couple of days?”

I don’t know about dinner. There’s no way in hell I want to spend several hours with my ex, rehashing the past and how poorly I treated him. I tell him life is hectic, especially this week. He doesn’t believe me—weird how I can tell that he doesn’t—but it’s been too long between disagreements to suddenly have another one.

He watches me as I escape inside the employee entrance. I glance back, and I realize he looks disappointed.

It’s a look I remember.



Chapter 2

The last time I saw him—nine years ago—I was twenty-two, a senior at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. We’d been dating for over two years. And as I take the elevator down to C2, I think how unexpected it is to have this current image of him—this Adult Jack Image—in my brain.

Not that the odds of seeing Jack on a Manhattan sidewalk have ever been slim. Since Nick ran into him last year and they exchanged numbers and e-mails, Jack’s been threatening to visit. And the hotel is a very popular New York destination.

It’s just that I hadn’t planned to see him today. Or any other day ever again.

And New York is a big fucking city.

That’s not to say I’ve never run into some ex-boyfriend or ex-friend in front of the hotel’s employee entrance. Usually, though, the people I run into aren’t guests. They’re fans waiting outside the hotel for a glimpse of an actor or singer who is a guest. Clutching a movie poster tightly, waiting hopefully for the appearance of Denzel Washington or Brad Pitt. I’m never sure if they’re more embarrassed when they see me, or if I’m more embarrassed for them.

It’s times like this when I wonder if people are right when they say the world is a big place.

The operator next to me offers to buy coffee. Her name is Maria, and we never speak to each other, not even to say hello. But our supervisor, Kirk, hasn’t come in yet, and the morning operators are desperate to go outside. Even if that means buying coffee for coworkers they don’t like.

“Coffee makes me tense,” I tell her.

Maria stares at me dully.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I continue, “I can’t live without it. But it definitely robs me of … something. I only drink one cup a day.”

Maria raises an eyebrow. “So that means no.”

I nod and turn back to my switchboard. “Thanks, anyway,” I say.

Maria stands up and does that thing with her eyebrow again. This time it’s meant to mean no problem, I guess.

I always feel like I indulge myself too much when I talk to people in the office. An ounce of kindness from any of them and I’m spilling my guts. It’s pathetic.

I put my headset on and call my apartment. The phone rings three times, which means Gary, my roommate and best friend, isn’t home, and we have no messages. So, I call Gary at work, but the line’s engaged.

I have an urge to call Amy and tell her about Jack. Amy was also in college with us. Another one of my closest friends. But she’s on yet another sojourn to Los Angeles, looking for work in Hollywood. She’d probably just say something unkind and disappointing about him anyway—she and Jack didn’t get along—so it’s best that she isn’t in town. Instead, I type Jack’s name into my computer.

He has a room on the seventeenth floor.

Nice room.

High floor.

We’re not meant to check a guest’s history. Only Guest History is allowed to do that. But we all do it anyway because some of the stuff Guest History puts into a guest’s history is simply amazing: writes bad checks; drinks too much in bar after midnight; masturbates in sauna; having affair with costar, do NOT give wife key.

Jack’s guest history profile is blank. It’s his first visit.

I sit back in my chair and go over our conversation. I try to recapture a memory that’s only ten minutes old. But it’s all lost: the way he looked at me, the tone of his voice. What isn’t lost are the things I’ve tried hard not to remember over the years, these things that are all of a sudden rushing back. Like the way we kissed for hours and hours in his bedroom. Like the way he treated me like a real girl. Like the look on his face, which I’ve imagined a hundred times, when he woke up that morning and found me gone.

“Are we working?” Kirk’s looking over my shoulder. I hadn’t heard him come in. “Seven calls waiting!”

Maria sits down and curses under her breath. I watch Kirk take off his jacket and put his briefcase under his desk. Like he really needs a briefcase.

“Good morning Kendall,” he says when he notices me watching him.

Kirk’s from the West Coast, gay, thirty-eightish. In the two years—it feels longer—that I’ve worked here, I’ve grown tired and sick of the sound of his voice. Every day he complains about how angry, rude and aggressive New Yorkers are. I try to point out to him and all of the other nonnative New Yorkers in the office that the problem with New York is not New Yorkers. It’s the out-of-towners who move here and inflict out-of-town aggression. Most of the native New Yorkers I know never get anything we really want.

Kirk sits down, types his password into his switchboard and starts taking calls. I try to ignore his voice, but I can’t. I can’t even stop staring at him. I hate when he answers phones. He watches his monitor, making sure we’re answering calls consistently and not lingering on one particular call too long. He’s like a really annoying high school teacher.

I don’t hate my job, though. If I had a choice, I would quit. But how many average people have a choice when it comes to work? Gary says we aren’t average, but he works overtime every chance he gets, so I know he knows that isn’t true.

I’m a PBX operator. Hotel Operator for short. You don’t get much more average than that. Or marginal. Some people have called my job, and me, marginal. Telephone operators are even on the lowest rung of the hotel caste system, believe it or not. Lower than Housekeeping.

I work with several other marginal people, nineteen to be exact, mostly women. There are six consoles in this stuffy, windowless office, and for every shift there’s five or six of us, phones plugged into our ears like mini Walkmans, answering call after call after boring call. I stay because the pay’s okay and there isn’t much to it.

I don’t like to be challenged in my work.

“Six calls holding,” Kirk announces.

Actually, the phone calls are the one unexpected perk about the job. Some of my coworkers say, hands down, the best perk is the free cafeteria, but I don’t agree. It’s definitely the calls.

Most people don’t think it’s an awful thing that my coworkers and I listen to hotel guests’ personal, private calls. They want information. Because the phone calls we listen to are better than daytime television, and it’s the best office gossip an office worker can get.

I try not to make telling people everything I hear a habit. Not only because I could lose my job, but spreading information about guests is a betrayal to everyone I work with. It’s like telling the office manager that a coworker is smoking in the bathroom instead of using it. It only messes things up for everyone.

Once, a housekeeper sold some information to a tabloid and was fired. Selling information is pretty stupid. For one thing, a tabloid couldn’t possibly pay enough to guarantee never having to work here again. And, really, there’s not much you can get away with. Every call is documented in the computer, and every room that’s cleaned is recorded in a housekeeping log.

Besides, the information we “obtain” is just to help us get through the day.

For a minute, I think about what it would be like to listen to the next phone call that comes in for Jack. I have a strict policy about listening to calls that come in for people I know: I don’t.

Not that anyone I’ve known has ever stayed here before.

Whenever a coworker calls in and asks for another coworker, or a guest, I never listen to the call. Some of the operators do, which is how I know the head of Housekeeping is sleeping with the assistant general manager, and the chef concierge sells marijuana to the entire kitchen staff, as well as a few loyal hotel guests. But that’s not my thing. At least I know I can come into work and look all of my coworkers in the eye.

“Fifteen calls holding,” Kirk says.

The minute I turn on my switchboard the name Judith Swenson flashes onto my screen. Judith Swenson is the CEO of a toy company in San Francisco who likes “heads to roll” if things don’t go her way. I can’t handle Judith this early in the morning because the first call usually sets precedence for the rest of the day. I still have seven hours and fifty minutes left. I pass the call.

“Uh, who just passed a call to me?” Trina, another operator, asks loudly.

“Seventeen calls!” Kirk sounds frustrated and frantic. He looks directly at me. “Did you pass that call?”

“Shit. I did it by accident,” I admit.

“Keep it clean, keep it clean,” Kirk scolds. Kirk is always scolding me. Apparently, I have the foulest mouth in the office. “And do not pass calls.”

Working at the hotel used to be overwhelming. All of these hugely successful people with enough money to buy an island can really get on an operator’s last nerve. Every request is a privilege, but guests treat them like life-or-death situations.

Do Not Disturb. Call Screening. Wake-up Call. Voice Mail. Room Change. Name Change. It never ends. And God forbid an operator makes a mistake. Some guests have gone as far as trying to get us fired.

Working at the hotel used to be infuriating. Especially when a celebrity or—for chrissakes—a designer becomes unhinged because a call is put through and a Do Not Disturb is broken. Some guy who makes ten thousand dollars before he even sits down for breakfast wants to take away some operator’s tendollar an-hour job because she broke his DND and put that call through from his mother. (She was crying!)

And then my anger wore off. Now I mostly feel numb.

“Is this a personal call?” I hear Kirk say into his phone.

Involuntarily, I lean back in my chair to witness his conversation.

“We don’t allow personal calls in this office,” he continues, looking at me. “She just started her shift. I suggest you call her at home.”

“What if it’s an emergency,” I shout, suddenly anxious to speak to someone from the outside, someone I can tell the story of meeting Jack to. Kirk rolls his eyes and disconnects the call. An operator on the other side of the room snickers.

“Ten calls!” Kirk announces, then looks at me again. “Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?”

I sigh.

Kirk and I go through something close to this nearly every day. I think he gets a perverse thrill out of harassing me. I can actually tell when he’s gotten laid the night before because he’ll walk into the office and not even look in my direction. I’ll say something that, on any other day, would really get him going, and he’ll just smile or nod or dismiss me with a wave of his hand.

Despite his threats to write me up, I rarely wear my uniform. It’s a form of protest. I hope it’ll catch on one day and the other operators will stop wearing them as well. Then management might agree to make wearing the uniforms optional.

“Put on your uniform,” Kirk commands.

“We’re in a basement,” I remind him. “I’m not wearing a uniform because wearing a uniform in a basement doesn’t make sense.”

“I second that,” Wanda shouts.

Kirk, always ready to prove he’s in charge, stands up and walks over to my console. He once told me if hotel operators didn’t have a union, I’d probably be the one to start it. I took it as a compliment.

“This is not a basement,” Kirk tells me. “This is Level C2.”

“Yes, sir.” I salute him with a conciliatory smile.

“Either change or clock out,” he demands, ignoring my smile.

“But no one can see me.”

“I can see you,” he says.

There’s a standoff for a couple of minutes. We stare at each other, not backing down. After a while, his bottom lip starts to quiver and there’s a hint of a blush seeping through his light brown skin. This strikes me and I feel for him.

I think about the time all of the Puerto Rican women in the office banded together and told Human Resources Kirk was a racist and favored the black telephone operators. A heinous lie. As someone who is on the other end of his wrath five days a week, I can vouch that isn’t true. Then there was the time he docked an hour off of Wanda’s pay because she was fifteen minutes late from lunch. She threatened to beat the hell out of him after work. Visibly shaken, Kirk went home early with a headache.

For some reason, I don’t want to be the person who sends Kirk home with a headache today. I think it has something to do with Jack, his close proximity, and the fact that I’m imagining his eyes on me, waiting to see what I’m going to do.

I take off my headset. “Okay. I’ll change.”

“Change at break,” he commands.

He retreats back to his desk and checks the monitor. “Fifteen calls holding,” he says. He almost catches me stick my tongue out at him.

When there’s a lull, Kirk starts to straighten his desk. All eyes focus on him. Waiting. Waiting for him to get up and leave. After an hour or so, he goes out, and there’s a collective sigh of relief. I call Sage.

“I’m taking my break in thirty minutes,” I say.

He’s busy checking someone in. He grunts and asks the guest for identification.

“Thirty minutes,” I say again and hang up.



Chapter 3

Sage is waiting for me in the locker room when I arrive. He’s straddling the bench in front of my locker, a joint in one hand and a can of Lysol in the other. I straddle the bench as well, refusing the joint when he offers it to me.

“She dumped him this morning,” he says.

“Oh?”

“She came down around nine and asked if she could have a room change,” he continues. “But she didn’t want to pay for his room as well, so we said no. Not unless he checked out or gave us a credit card. That was out of the question because she didn’t want to tell him she was leaving the room. So she flipped out on my manager and said she was going to The Mark.”

I nod.

Sage works at Front Desk. We used to date until he dropped me for the wife I didn’t know he had. And while he’s trying to get that part of his life together—to divorce or not to divorce—we still see each other.

I know it isn’t right, having sex with a man who will never be able to commit to me, but I actually don’t want a commitment. When I’m with him, I enjoy myself. That’s really all that matters. It wouldn’t happen if I didn’t get anything out of it.

“So he left about thirty minutes ago,” Sage says. “Said he’d be back. He’d get the studio to cover a new room. Do you know who I’m talking about?”

“Yes,” I say. “The Texan and his girlfriend.”

Right now, I’m following the unfolding drama between a twentysomething television studio executive and her aging lover; a married businessman with HIV and a penchant for male prostitutes; and the Texan.

The Texan is a young actor I’m madly in love with in a fan sort of way. He’s been in a couple of independent films and is about to be in Quest for Peace, an epic Hollywood flick about the life of Alfred Nobel. The operators announce his name when it flashes on their switchboard. If Kirk isn’t around, we switch seats so I can take the Texan’s calls. I do the same for them when, say, Antonio Banderas comes up on my screen.

Sage is also following the travails of the Texan and his man-ager/ lover. He depends on me for all the really juicy gossip he can’t get at Front Desk. He thinks the Texan’s life is better than every story line on The Young and the Restless.

I don’t watch The Young and the Restless, but I have to agree. The Texan’s life is definitely soap-opera worthy.

Sage and I originally became friends when we realized we were always turning up at the same clubs. We pretended not to notice each other until we met at Messy Tilda’s in Jersey City. Messy Tilda’s and Jersey City were hot scenes for a couple of weeks, and all of the celebrities staying at the hotel flocked there. Sage came over to me and asked what my deal was.

At the time, I was just getting used to the world of hotel operator eavesdropping and all the crazy things my fellow operators did when they got a juicy bit of information. Mainly we would hightail it over to the bar, club or restaurant our favorite celebrities were hightailing it over to. We’d call the club, claim to be from Concierge and have them put our names on the guest list. Then we would prowl.

Unlike my fellow operators, I’ve only slept with one hotel guest. He was young, single and not exactly famous. He’d had a small role in a major film with a major actress. I’d heard his call to a friend in California. Apparently, he’d had a crush on the actress the entire time they’d been filming, and he’d admitted his feelings to her during the wrap party. She’d rejected him in front of the key grip.

That night, he’d said he just wanted to go out and find some cute chick to have meaningless, mind-blowing sex with. Someone he’d never have to see again. Someone who wouldn’t get attached to him. He’d sounded like a bit of an egomaniac, but to be honest, most of them do. And I’d had a rough day. Little did he know, the cute chick who sent him drinks and flirted with him, the cute chick he was having meaningless, mind-blowing sex with in his very expensive hotel room was operator number five.

Anyway, the night Sage asked me what my deal was, I was lurking, looking for a television actor I was in lust with who was meeting a friend at Messy Tilda’s. I was also rethinking my whole life as a hotel operator who eavesdrops. Not the eavesdropping-on-celebrities bit. Just the showing-up-at-the-same-club-and-sleeping-with-them bit.

I was on my way to being drunk, and Sage didn’t have any trouble convincing me to admit how I’d ended up there. In return, he admitted that he got all of his information from a friend at Concierge. He would spend the entire night flirting with celebrities; it boosted his ego when some of them were actually receptive. And then he would use hotel guests’ car service identification numbers to get free rides home in town cars. It was all very thrilling to him. Like me, he wasn’t big on sleeping with hotel guests, though he admitted that he did if he was feeling especially lonely.

We have a lot in common, Sage and I. We find comfort in the strangers whose calls we listen to, whose lives we infiltrate. It’s like being addicted to a soap opera in a way. Tuning in every day to get the next dramatic installment of a life we know we’ll never have to live. Sharing a closeness with another human being without having to be close to them. Knowing their full stories without them knowing we know them.

“What’s up?” he says now in Spanish. “Why do you look like that?”

“Like what?” I ask, though I know I must look like I’ve seen a ghost or, more logically, like I’ve seen someone I haven’t seen in a long time. I think about telling him I saw Jack this morning. But Sage doesn’t know about Jack. And I don’t want to explain the past. I hear about Jack; I try not to talk about him.

“Mi corazón,” Sage says. “Where are you?”

I touch his knee. I can’t tell him where I am right now and he nods, like he understands. He tells me that my touch means more to him than any words. He understands that sometimes there are no words.

We’re quiet. He smokes. I draw invisible designs on the bench between us. After a long moment, he switches back to English. “She tipped me fifty bucks and told me to call her at The Mark.”

I smile at the bench. “Who?”

“The Texan’s girlfriend.”

“You keep the fifty?” I ask.

“Damn straight.”

Sage isn’t exactly good-looking, but he has sex appeal. Hotel guests—male and female—constantly offer to pay him for “dates.” Underneath his uniform everyone can tell he has a great body. His sexuality comes from the way he moves: a slight gangster-boy-hop with more sensuality than intimidation. But it’s the way his shaved head makes him look slightly dangerous, and the way his legs are spread wide, and the way his hand dangles at his crotch, that get me.

“You want me to?” he asks.

“What?”

“Call her.”

“I don’t care,” I say.

It’s the way he rolls his eyes heavenward, nods at me and says, “Come closer. I want to kiss you,” in Spanish when he can’t make me jealous.

I stay where I am and stare at him steadily. I don’t feel like being kissed by him right now.

“Seriously,” he says. “What’s up?”

“Seriously,” I say. “Nothing.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t let you stay last night,” he says. Sage lives on the Lower East Side. Alone. At least until his wife allows him to move back into her house in Queens. “My mother-in-law wanted to have dinner. You’re mad about that?”

“No. Really. I’m not mad.” I smile, and his face relaxes.

“You should move out,” he tells me. “Get your own place.”

“I like living with Gary.”

“But …” He doesn’t finish.

“What?”

He shrugs, stares down at the bench. “I don’t like you living with other guys.”

This is the part I hate.

“He’s gay,” I remind him. “Not to mention, my best friend. And it’s not like he watches me shower … and …” and aren’t you married?

“You make enough money,” Sage says. “You can give him a couple of weeks to find a new roommate …”

“I really can’t afford anything else.” And it makes me cringe when straight guys get all insecure about their girlfriends and gay men. I’m not even your girlfriend, which makes this worse.

“Yes, you can,” he says.

I think about the eleven thousand dollars I owe various credit card companies and how little I have to show for what I spent. An important course they forgot to teach in college was how to avoid debt. And I’d like to live on my own someday. Not because I want to nip Sage’s sick fantasies or nightmares of Gary and me having sex in the bud. But because I’m thirty-one and ready. Sage doesn’t realize how long it took me to get to a place where I could even afford to split rent with a friend.

“What are you doing later?” Sage wants to know.

“Why?”

“Let’s go for a drink.”

“I can’t,” I say.

He scoots closer to me. “Why not?”

“Just can’t.”

For a split second, he looks concerned. “Date?”

I shake my head.

“Then what?”

“I have to take care of something,” I say.

“Oh.” He looks rejected.

I feel guilty. But daily updates about my life weren’t in the cards from the beginning. I don’t ask him about his life outside of our world together, and he doesn’t offer any information.

He scoots backward, putting more space between us than there was before. He watches me. He says, “That’s my shirt.”

I unbutton the shirt and throw it at him playfully.

He continues, “Aren’t those my pants?”

I stand up, take them off and throw them at him. I stand in my underwear, grinning, watching him smoke.

The door opens. Sage sprays the Lysol. I’m leaning against my locker when a group of women from Housekeeping breeze in.

“Hey,” we all say in unison.

One of them wags a finger at Sage and says, “Sage, get the fuck out of here.”

Sage blows her a kiss and she giggles.

Front Desk is one of the most highly regarded departments in the hotel. It’s a notch above Concierge; a notch below Sales. Everyone respects you if you work at Front Desk, Concierge or in Sales. Sage is one of the only Front Desk agents who socializes outside of his department. I’m not unaware of the looks we get from people when we take lunch or leave the hotel together. I like to say we’re in an intercaste relationship.

I open my locker and stare inside. “Sage.”

“Yeah?” He pinches out the joint, sprays some more Lysol. When I don’t say anything for a while, he stops playing with his can of disinfectant and looks at me. “Yeah?”

“Nothing,” I say. “I’ll call you later.”

When he leaves, I take my uniform from the locker: a black, Quakerish skirt, off-white blouse and black vest. I sit on the bench again and sigh. One of the women, the one who recognized Sage earlier, winks at me on her way out.

“Hey, Kendall. How you feeling?”

I tell her I feel pretty good, and then I get dressed.

*   *   *

Leaving the hotel for the evening, I feel a mixture of anxiety and relief. The doorman, Ramon, is the only person standing outside. We wave at each other, and I tell him to have a nice evening.

“You do the same, sweetie,” Ramon says.

As I walk to the train I think embarrassment and disappointment have replaced my anxiety and relief. Disappointment because Jack wasn’t outside waiting for me. Embarrassment because some part of me thought he might be.



Chapter 4

There’s a dog at the front door of my apartment when I come up the stairs. It’s baring its teeth at me. I’ve never seen this dog before and I’m not wild about enormous Rottweilers without leashes. My first thought is that it looks dangerous and can’t possibly belong to anyone in the building. Because pets aren’t allowed.

The thing to do at times like this is lie on the floor and play dead, I think. Or maybe that’s the thing to do to prevent a bear attack. I can’t remember.

The dog’s growl is fierce, and I haven’t done anything. I haven’t even moved. What’s wrong with this picture? Don’t they write tragic news stories about this? Too bad there aren’t any witnesses. If the dog attacks, someone might say I provoked it.

A door upstairs opens, and a woman’s voice bellows, “Scruffy! Where are you?”

The dog’s ears perk up, but he doesn’t take his eyes off me, and he doesn’t stop growling. It’s pretty cool how he can growl and glare and perk up at the sound of his owner’s voice, as well as scare the living hell out of me, all at once.

The door above slams.

“There you are,” a woman’s voice says, followed by the sound of her patting her thighs. “Come here, baby. Come here.”

The dog trots up the stairs and I move tentatively to my door.

“Hello,” the woman says from the top of the stairs. I look up. She has long black hair that hangs limp and wet past her broad shoulders. She’s an unrefined version of Mimi Rogers.

I smile up at her. “How’s it going?”

She smiles too but doesn’t answer my question. The dog growls again. The key in my lock shakes a little.

I say, “Dogs aren’t allowed here.”

“Excuse me?” The voice is suddenly chilly.

“I think … well, actually, I’m pretty sure dogs aren’t allowed in the building.” Normally I wouldn’t give a shit about people breaking trivial rules in this building, but I’m not wild about other people’s animals. And the last thing I need, or want, is to come home every day to that unleashed growling beast roaming the halls.

“Scruffy’s not my dog.” The voice is clipped, yet authoritative. I look up again to see that the woman’s face has transformed into a hard shell as she rubs the dog’s back and makes coo-cooing noises at him like he deserves to be rewarded for scaring me.

“Good,” I mumble.

“He’s visiting. Dogs are allowed to visit.” She scrutinizes me. Dark eyes daring me to contradict her.

“Okay,” I say. “That’s probably true.”

“It is true,” she says. Then, “Are you subletting?”

It’s my turn to say, “Excuse me?”

“You don’t own,” she states coldly. “You weren’t at the meeting.”

“No,” I say slowly. “We don’t own. We weren’t at the meeting.”

I think that’s a smile—tiny, yet triumphant—making an appearance on her face. “Nice to meet you,” she says. She straightens and walks back to her apartment. The dog lumbers after her obediently.

Inside, Gary’s chopping vegetables. He’s a welcome sight. These days, he’s rarely around. He spends most of his time at his boyfriend Nick’s house fifteen blocks away. He raises an eyebrow at me, half smiles. An indication that he’s heard my conversation with the stranger in the hallway.

“What the hell was that?” I say.

“Ah. So you’ve met The Bitch Upstairs,” he says evenly.

“Upstairs as in right above us, upstairs?”

He nods, eyebrow raised again.

I sigh, put my bag on the floor.

“And she has a kid.” He points up, and that’s when I hear it. The sound of a child running across wood floors.

“You’re kidding,” I groan.

Over a year of living under an empty apartment has ended. I wait for Gary to tell me it’s a joke.

“At least you missed the moving-in part,” he says. “It didn’t take long, but I couldn’t get any work done for at least four hours. I spent most of the day writing at Starbucks.”

“Damn. That hurts.”

He nods, confirming. “I can’t get rid of this caffeine headache.”

“Drink decaf.”

“Right.” He nods.

Gary’s thirty-one years old, a waiter pursuing a writing career. He’s currently working on a screenplay.

“She’s called Betty Blacksmith,” he adds with a smirk.

“Now you’re kidding.”

“Nope.” He punctuates that with a loud chop into a stalk of celery, which brings my attention back to the fact that he’s actually chopping celery. Gary never cooks. Yet now he’s chopping vegetables to the beat of the stomping girl upstairs: Doompdoomp doompdoomp … doomp … doomp … doomp.

“Gary,” I say.

“Wait a minute.” Gary brandishes the knife in the air. If Betty were actually in the apartment, she might be in serious trouble. “According to the guy on six, she’s owned that apartment the entire time it’s been empty.”

“Odd.”

“The bitch is odd,” Gary spits. “And I thought she looked familiar. The guy on six says she’s been to every board meeting.”

“I’ve never seen her,” I say.

“You know the guy down the hall? Jeff?”

I shake my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“The old president,” Gary continues. “Well, he just sold his place and illegally handed the presidency over to Betty.”

“Presidency of what?”

“The co-op board.”

I stare at him. “I didn’t even know we had a co-op board.”

He rolls his eyes. “Well, now you do. And she’s the president of it.”

“How did that happen?”

“Fuck if I know. I just know there’s something rotten in Denmark.”

“You’re no Macbeth,” I say with a smile.

“Good, because I was going for Hamlet.” He starts to chop the vegetables again, incensed. I watch. If Gary’s chopping veggies, not sitting in front of his computer working on his script, something big must be about to happen.

“Gary,” I say.

“How do people get away with it?” Gary asks. “Jeff nearly took my head off when you moved in because we didn’t ask the board for permission. But he can just transfer power to some woman without a meeting? Without a vote?”

I try to feel the rage that Gary feels about this injustice, but I can’t. “Let’s knock on her door and demand a vote,” I say lightly.

“I understand there are very few owners in the building now that Jeff ’s gone. But he could have transferred the presidency over to that woman on two. Yeah, she’s always soused, but what the fuck? And we can’t vote, sweetie.” The sweetie comes out like a sneer. “We’re plebeians who don’t own. We don’t have a voice.”

I shrug and point to the vegetables on the counter.

“Are we having company?” I ask.

“Oh,” he says casually. “Guess who’s stopping by to say hello?”

“Who?”

“An old friend,” he says.

“Does Nick know?” I grin. There was a time, not long ago, when Nick actually asked me to spy on Gary because he thought Gary was cheating on him. I didn’t do it. But it was one of the only times I’ve ever seen Nick out of control. He called me at least seven times a day to find out where Gary was, and if Gary had spent the entire night at home. It turned out Gary was working on a novel, not a lover.

“Nick’s bringing him.”

Gary watches me as I try to think of an old friend who would stop by to say hello. I toss out a few names of people Gary and Nick used to hang out with before they started dating.

“Your friend,” Gary says. “Not ours.”

He comes to mind the minute Gary says this. But I can’t believe it would be him. I hadn’t imagined I’d see him again so soon. Twice in one day? A record for seeing old boyfriends, I think.

“Jack?”

A mixture of surprise and disappointment clouds Gary’s face.

“Sorry I ruined your fun,” I say. “I bumped into him this morning. He didn’t say anything about stopping by, though. In fact, he didn’t even know where I live.”

“Where’d you bump into him?”

I sit at the kitchen table and stare at Gary intently. “You didn’t know?” I ask. “You swear?”

“Don’t insult me,” Gary says, insulted. “You know I would have told you if I knew she was going to be in New York.”

A hint of a smile from me. After all these years, there’s still the cat in Gary when it comes to Jack. Referring to Jack as a her has always been his Thing.

“She called Nick this afternoon to say she’s in the city,” Gary continues. “Then she offered to meet us in Brooklyn. Nick, of course, wants to show her the house and trade house buying stories, or whatever.”

“And how did that translate to us being here?”

Gary rolls his eyes dramatically. “You know this is because of you. She would never come to Brooklyn to see some house.”

“You think?”

“Let’s see.” Gary puts a finger to his lip and strikes a coy pose, as though he’s thinking. “She asked if you would be at Nick’s. I told Nick to say you have things to do at home. She said fine, they would stop here first to see the apartment. Little vixen. She thinks she’s subtle.”

I stare at the table, disturbed.

“Where’d you see him?” Gary asks.

“He’s staying at the hotel,” I say, looking at him again.

Gary’s left eyebrow rises. “Your hotel?”

“My hotel.”

Gary opens his mouth. He’s about to say something but changes his mind.

“What?” I say.

“Just a strange coincidence.” He shrugs, thinking. “It must have been …”

“Strange.” I nod. “It was. Very.”

Gary shakes his head, then shudders at the image of me running into Jack at the hotel. He’s never been wild about Jack.

In fact, none of my friends were. Because Jack was not good boyfriend material. In college, he was dark, angsty and dangerous. Not the kind of guy a girl like me should be with. I was all sun and light and goodness. B-Plus Girl. Girl in long Indian skirts and sandals, flowers in her hair, anklets and silver rings. Smiles and positive energy. Jack’s darkness, angst and danger were a turnoff to my friends.

When Nick and Jack bumped into each other in Boston last summer, they had drinks and caught up. According to Nick, Jack was different. In a good place. Meaning Jack owned a business, had a house, looked good and spent money freely. He was finally someone worth knowing.

I knew that Nick’s desire to keep in touch with Jack—even though they’d never liked each other—was fueled by his need to show Jack up a little bit. Nick used to call him sexy-dangerous cool guy in a condescending manner, but I could always tell there was a little envy involved. Who doesn’t want to be sexy, dangerous and cool in college? Who doesn’t want to lie back on the grassy campus and stare up at the sky while everyone else is in class? Who doesn’t want to have eyes that silence people with a single, intense glance?

I also suspected—privately and with some trepidation—that Jack kept in touch with Nick to find out some things about me. I didn’t suspect it because I have a huge ego, or because I think Jack still has feelings for me. In my wildest dreams, I would never imagine that. I just knew.

Now I stand up and head for the bathroom, slightly bothered by my own thoughts. Why does he want to be here? In the same room with me. With my friends.

“I hate company,” I say. “Can we call him at the hotel and ask him not to come over? I was hoping for a quiet evening.”

“Weren’t you just complaining that Amy is the only person who visits?” Gary calls after me.

The truth is, when I moved in I thought I’d see more of Gary and our friends. I imagined we’d have dinner parties every Saturday night and brunch every Sunday, and people like Amy and Nick, even Sage, would stop by at all hours just to hang out or say hi. Of course, the way to go about things is to actually invite people over if you want company. No one stops by just because you’ve willed them to.

It happens in college; friends show up with beer and chips and ideas of studying. But it doesn’t happen afterward—when you’re on the edge of adulthood—unless you sell drugs, or you’re Nick. Nick always has company. Just like in college. Every time I visit or call, some friend is laughing in the background, or another friend has just left. Gary tells me not to envy it. He wishes he could pull Nick’s phone cord out of the wall and have one night with him alone. He wishes Nick would come to our place and just watch television.

“I guess it’s a good thing Nick is coming over,” I say from the bathroom. “Even if Jack’s the reason for it. Now that I think of it, we should force him to have dinner here more often.”
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