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Everybody asks how I did it. Women gather around me at parties, stop me in the halls at work, their eyes measuring my new body, their smiles tight with the long history of their failures.

Tell me, their eyes plead. Every one of them has a shelf full of diet books at home: low-carb, no-carb, Weight Watchers and Zone, South Beach, Dial-a-Meal, and hamster diets of lettuce and seeds. They’ve done Marnie and Jane and Beto, yoga and hip-hop, Tae Bo, Buns of Steel, and the Ab Lounge. They’ve hired personal trainers, had their stomachs stapled or their lipo sucked. Now they’re angry and ashamed. They feel like failures. But even more, they feel betrayed—all the books and commercials have lied to them. And let’s face it, they have lied to themselves. They come to me for the truth.

“There’s no secret,” I tell them. “Just diet and exercise.”

But that’s a lie, too. Every diet has a secret: vanity, wounded pride, rage. Or desire. “You have to want it,” I say, and they nod.

But the world is full of its. You need something stronger than crème brûlée, more seductive than chocolate, more powerful than hunger itself. And in the end, you learn that the it doesn’t matter. It’s the wanting that gets you to the gym in the morning, propels you past the bakery on your way to work, carries you back to the gym in the evening for the unforgiving cardio with the Lycra-clad gazelles from Ford and Elite. You have to hunger, not starve. You have to be driven to walk those twenty-four blocks to work, then turn left toward the stairs instead of joining the crowd at the elevators. Something has to be eating at you.

“Eva looks great,” the men say to my husband, and I see him smile. What man doesn’t want to be envied? What man doesn’t want to get his wife back at forty-four, finding—to his surprise—a younger woman emerging from under the weight of the years like a flower growing from a snowbank? They don’t say it aloud, but their eyes say, How did she do it? Can she teach my wife?

Sure, boys. But be careful what you wish for.
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When did the bathroom scale become the tyrant that rules my life? I used to laugh at women who weighed themselves every morning, back when I was a hot young thing: leather miniskirt, cup of coffee and a cigarette for breakfast, out the door. But the times, they are a changin’. Even Dylan probably owns a scale now and growls at it every morning when it breaks his heart.

“What time does Chloe’s plane leave?” David comes into the bathroom and reaches for his toothbrush. I step off the scale and quickly slide it under the shoe rack in the closet.

“Two thirty.” I slip my bathrobe on and step into my slippers. “And she’s not even close to packed yet.”

“She’s a junior in college. She’ll figure it out.” He glances at me in the mirror. “Might be time to get you a new robe.”

I look down at my no-allure velour, threads pulling at the seams, hem unraveling. “Chloe gave me this for Mother’s Day. When she was eight.”

“You’ll still be her mother, even if you get a new robe.”

I imagine silk, poured over lean curves. But I’d need a new body first. “Maybe she can get me one in Paris. Do they have Mother’s Day over there?”

David smiles. “I think the French have a different idea of motherhood.”

Slim and chic, probably. Audrey Hepburn wheeling a carriage along the banks of the Seine. Did Parisian women own bathroom scales?

“Do you have a busy day today?”

David shakes his head. “A meeting in the afternoon with Maribel Steinberg and her agent. I’ll have to get the contracts ready this morning.”

Maribel Steinberg. I’d spotted her new book in the stack of manuscripts on David’s bedside table: The Be-True-to-Yourself Diet. I’d picked it up and flipped through it while David got ready for bed. The agent’s letter described it as “a diet book for women who don’t believe in dieting.”

“Isn’t that like selling guns to Quakers?”

David glanced over at me. “What do you mean?”

“Well, you may not like guns, but if you buy one, you want it to work.”

He shrugged. “Our marketing people like it. They’ve got a whole publicity campaign ready to go. Straight talk about weight loss. Manage your weight without self-hate.”

“Catchy.”

But the numbers don’t lie. Three weeks of positive self-concept, moderate exercise, and goal-oriented self-reward, and I’ve lost a grand total of two pounds. True, my daughter is flying off to Paris for a year, and the magazine I write for is going through a major redesign to revive its sagging circulation, both substantial “stress factors,” according to Maribel Steinberg, that can lead to “destructive self-modeling.” But two pounds?

“Mom, I can’t find my passport!”

David looks up at me, his mouth full of toothpaste. It’s a look that says, She called for you. The same look he used to give me when she was three, crying out in the middle of the night. His hair (what remains of it) and beard are silvered now, and he’s heavier around the middle, but there are still moments when I catch a glimpse of the twenty-six-year-old grad student, with his passion for poetry and social justice, hidden beneath the middle-aged editor.

Does he think the same when he looks at me?

Chloe sits on the floor of her room, piles of clothing and open suitcases scattered around her. She’s got her purse on her lap, her wallet in one hand. “I can’t find my passport,” she says again, plaintively. “I had it in my purse when we went to the bank yesterday, but it’s not there now.”

“You want me to look?”

She gives me an impatient look. For a moment, she’s fourteen again, wearied by her mother’s inability to comprehend the complexities of a teenager’s life.

“Where’d you put your traveler’s checks?”

She opens her purse, takes out an envelope. When she opens the envelope, she finds her passport tucked inside among the packets of checks. “Oh, for God’s sake.” She slips it into the inside pocket of her purse, where she keeps her cell phone, then stuffs the envelope of checks back into her purse. I notice a condom packet lying next to the hairbrush in her purse and look away quickly. At least she’s being safe.

“And you’ve got your ticket?”

She rolls her eyes in exasperation. “Yes, I’ve got my ticket.” She shoves her wallet back into her purse, zips it closed. “I’m not a child.”

I leave her there among her luggage. It’s her story now. David and I are just the parents she comes home to for a few weeks in the summer, the unchanging background against which the changes in her own life can be accurately measured. For her, the future’s all possibility: college, Paris, career, and yes, sex. We’re what she has to leave behind. We’ve made our choices, and now she wants us to get out of the way so she can make hers.

David’s in the shower now, steaming up the mirrors. I sit on the bed listening to the traffic on Riverside Drive. Is the story really over at forty-four? If you’re basically happy and successful—good jobs, nice apartment, a child in college—what else would you really wish for? It’s hard to think that the story now might be simply more of the same or, even worse, a slow decline, like dust settling in an empty house. When did life stop being about hope?

But even in the midst of that thought, I can’t help reaching for a scrap of paper, scribbling down Old houses as easy metaphor for our lives. Is that why we love them? One of the pleasures of my job as an editor at House & Home magazine, among the endless photo tours of overdecorated celebrity homes and stories on refinishing hardwood floors, is my monthly column. At times, it’s hard not to laugh at the idea of someone who’s spent the last twenty years living in apartments on the Upper West Side of Manhattan writing a monthly meditation on what architecture means to our lives, for a readership of wealthy professionals blessed with the luxury of restoring Victorian homes. My publisher had his doubts when I first proposed the column, but it proved surprisingly popular with readers, and I’ve even received invitations to appear at home shows and on a public television program devoted to restoring old houses. Invitations I’ve politely declined, not wanting to reveal my fraudulence. Writing a sex-advice column for single women in their twenties, or tips for surgeons performing open heart surgery, would be almost as unlikely as what I’m doing now.

David’s out of the shower now, humming to himself as he towels off. It’s my turn now, but it’s a small bathroom, and I find myself feeling strangely self-conscious (the numbers don’t lie), so I go into the kitchen and eat a cup of nonfat yogurt standing at the sink.

Sex advice for single women. Enjoy it while you can, honey. You won’t have that body forever. I’d carried condoms in my own purse once, merrily fucked my way through college and then half the pubs on the Upper West Side in my first year in the city. Shouting, “I’m looking for a job in publishing!” over the Eurythmics while the guy waved frantically at the waitress for more margaritas, like a soldier terrified of running out of bullets in the middle of the battle. The results were predictable enough: I’d studied my share of ceilings, taken my share of early morning taxi rides, and in the end, I’d met David—just a few weeks too late to fuck my way into an editorial assistant’s position at a big publishing house, since I’d just taken a job at House & Home that might actually pay my rent. (An old joke there, which one of David’s male colleagues had once told at a Christmas party: “She took an editorial assistant’s position.” Bent over the copy machine, apparently, with her panties around her ankles.)

But now it’s all joists and tuck pointing. Home, after all, being where the heart is.

David comes into the kitchen as I’m throwing away my empty yogurt cup. “So, you can run Chloe out to the airport?”

It’s the third time he’s asked me this question since yesterday, when we agreed that I’d take her because of his meeting. As always at these moments, I’m faced with three choices: (1) scream; (2) murder; or (3) reassure him that he shouldn’t feel guilty for not seeing her off.

“Liz is picking us up at ten,” I tell him.

“You think that’s early enough?”

I look at him. “To get to LaGuardia? Yeah, I think we’ll make it.”

“Provided Liz doesn’t get you lost on the way out there.”

“I’ll navigate.”

Liz is my oldest friend in New York, and as long as I’ve known her, she’s always gotten lost. She could be driving around the block looking for a parking space, and she’d make a wrong turn and find herself in the Jersey Pine Barrens. David’s theory is that it’s a single woman’s cry for help. But the truth is much simpler: she gets to talking and loses track of where she’s going. When she wants to make an important point, she likes to emphasize it with a change of direction. And since she can talk passionately on almost any subject—especially the untrust-worthiness of men—any trip in her car includes abrupt lane changes and sudden turns.

Still, she’s offered to drive Chloe to the airport, excited to see her off on her Parisian adventure. “With French men, at least you know where you stand,” she assures my daughter as we head out of Manhattan. She jerks the wheel hard, cutting off a transit bus. “When you aren’t lying down, that is. It’s impossible to believe anything a man says in bed.”

Chloe nods. She’s got one hand on the dashboard, the other clutching her seat belt, looking terrified. Is it Liz’s driving, or her romantic advice? What twenty-year-old wants to listen to a jaded single woman in her forties on the topic of love? It’s like getting medical advice from an undertaker.

To make it worse, the car’s full of cat hair, which is playing hell with my allergies. Liz got two Siamese when she turned forty, saying, “If I’m not going to have kids, I need something else to torture.” She named them Touchy and Surly, and likes to hand-feed them bits of raw liver from the butcher at the Food Emporium on Broadway. “I’m training them,” she tells me. “The next guy who lies to me, I’m going to cut out his liver and feed it to my cats.”

My streaming eyes and the hairball forming in my throat are the only reasons I can ride with Liz without terror. Five minutes in her car, and I don’t even notice the trail of rage and destruction we leave in our wake: the cab driver screaming at us from the shoulder, where we’ve forced him off the road, the pimped-out Caddie that pursues us for ten blocks with the driver waving a gun from his window. By the time we arrive at the airport, any terror Chloe had about her flight or the prospect of life in another country is gone. She happily yanks her suitcases out of the car’s trunk and leads us through the terminal at a trot, saying, “Really, Mom, you don’t have to wait.”

But it’s my job to sit there, the worry building inside me until I say something so exasperating that my daughter rolls her eyes then leaps up to join the line for security like she’s trying to force her way onto the last chopper out of Saigon. One last hug, and then Liz and I stand beyond the Plexiglas, watching as Chloe moves slowly through the line, slips off her shoes to put them through the scanner, then waits to be waved through the metal detector. On the other side she gathers up her things, pauses to give us a last jaunty wave, and she’s gone.

“Well, that’s done,” Liz says, as we walk back to the car. “I think you handled it very well.”

I’m sobbing. My baby’s gone forever, and I forgot to remind her to write. She’ll return like Sabrina, full of elegance and soufflés, a confident woman with a string of French lovers to her credit and strong ideas about accessories. I’ll look like a frump next to her when we walk down Broadway, just another Upper West Side hausfrau out with her lovely daughter.

“Let’s go get you drunk,” Liz suggests.

The ride back to the city is a blur of screeching brakes and sickening thuds, through which we pass on a steady current of Liz’s chatter, like a comet through fiery skies. We arrive at her building’s garage without a scratch, although insurance companies from here to Boston stagger and fail under the carnage. She takes me upstairs, makes martinis in her kitchen, and we sit beside an open window, where I can breathe the sooty Manhattan air as her cats prowl the entryway, lying in wait for unsuspecting men.

“I should call the office,” I sigh after the first martini. I’ve taken the day off, but you never know what can come up in your absence. Someone might have invented a new spackling compound. Track lighting might have made an unexpected comeback. After the second martini, I say, “Where did the years go?” By the time we finish the third, the subject is blowjobs. Why so many? And to so little effect?

By six I have to be poured into a taxi for the bleary ride back home to hearth and husband. I’m a middle aged mother who’s just sent her only child off to be ravished by God knows how many odiferous Frenchmen, but for some reason, I can’t stop giggling. Earlier, Liz had gone to the kitchen for more drinks, and after a moment I heard her bellowing, “No! Stop that! No!”

Her cats came tearing out of the kitchen, tails high, but they slowed to a languid walk as soon as they’d left her behind. One of them walked a cautious circle around the other one, sniffed at the base of his raised tail, and then casually mounted him.

Liz came back into the living room at that moment carrying our drinks, and she stamped her foot and shouted, “No! Stop it!”

As the cats vanished down the hall, Liz stood staring after them in despair. “As if it wasn’t bad enough that there are no straight men left in this town, I end up with gay cats.” She handed me my drink. “I caught them fucking on my bed last week.” She glared at me. “Stop laughing. It’s my bed, not some furry little Fire Island. You think I want to sleep in that? Anyway, I should be the one fucking in it.”

Only Liz, I hear David saying. And, Who can blame them? She’s probably had that effect on lots of men.

I giggled. “Maybe you shouldn’t have gotten two males,” I told her.

“They’re brothers. That’s what makes it so gross. How was I supposed to know they’d spend all their time humping each other?”

The cab’s two blocks from my building, and now I’m giggling again. David will be appalled when he sees me, and that thought alone makes it impossible to stop. I force myself to take a deep breath, tighten my jaw, and gaze out the window at the blur of Broadway. It all looks so…lurid. Is this really where I live? How did that happen?

But it turns out David isn’t even home. There’s a message from him on the machine. He’s taking Maribel Steinberg and her agent to Michael’s for dinner to celebrate the contract. Walking the author, he calls it, showing her off to all the other editors. What will she order? Will she be true to herself, or just pick at a salad?

I peer at the leftovers in the refrigerator. There’s a box of two-day-old mu shu calling to me with all the seductive power of three martinis. I sit at the kitchen table and eat it cold, straight from the box. It’s oddly pleasant to sit here in an empty apartment, no one to feed. Chloe’s winging her way across the Atlantic at this moment. She likes the shades down on the window during a night flight, preferring the faint womblike light of the enclosed cabin to that expanse of darkness beyond the glass. She’ll read, then sleep. And when she wakes up, she’ll see the red roofs of Paris. What could be more pleasant?

I leave the empty takeout box in the sink, stagger into the bedroom, and crawl beneath the covers. The light’s on above me, but I lie there dreamily, eyes closed, imagining my daughter’s excitement. It’s oddly arousing. Hope. Change. French food. French men. It’s the opposite of marriage, motherhood, and middle-age. It’s the hollow feeling in your belly that tells you anything is possible at this moment. You’re open to the world, just waiting for it to sweep you off your feet. Terrifying, but also breathless and thrilling.

The light’s still on, but I can’t make myself get up to turn it out. I’m too tired, and the room’s spinning slightly—just a pleasant whirl, like waltzing with a count in a Russian novel. Snowdrifts and candlelight. Pale girls in furs.

David will turn the light out when he gets home.
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How can any girl be true to herself in this world? They bring in pastries at my office when we’re on deadline. If you’re not careful, you can get mauled by a bearclaw before you know it. My column’s late, and I’m hung over from Liz’s martinis, and this morning David asked me, “Don’t you think those pants are a little tight?”

Seriously. Like he was trying to help me. I was standing in front of the mirror putting on my makeup—trying to create a convincing illusion that my eyes were really open—and he comes up behind me, stands there for a moment with this expression like he’s giving the problem serious thought, then he says it.

“Don’t you think…” (a pause here, thoughtful, then a slight nod of the head toward my barely contained hips) “those pants are a little…” (his voice going up slightly here, like the word is almost too tiny to say) “tight?”

Spear thrust, right in the heart.

I blame Maribel Steinberg, the bitch. She ordered a salad, then spent the evening telling him that it’s a myth that women naturally gain weight in their forties. If you’re true to yourself, to your inner woman, then your husband will never have to ask you if your pants are just a little…

The thing is, he’s right, damn it. I can barely move in these pants. At the time, I was too hungover to get into a fight and too humiliated to change. “No,” I told him, “I don’t think these pants are too tight.” I gave him what passes for a withering look when you can’t get your eyes more than half open, snapped my makeup case closed, and stalked off to the kitchen. Breakfast was out of the question now, and I couldn’t picture myself sitting over a cup of coffee while he told me about his lovely evening with the charming and svelte Maribel Steinberg (the skinny bitch).

I stood at the sink just long enough to drink a glass of water, which promptly set the room spinning again. I knew this once, in college. Liquor dehydrates. Water rehydrates. If you drink a glass of water the morning after, it wakes up the alcohol lurking in your system. Better to stick to coffee and cigarettes. Only, I gave up smoking years ago, which is why my ass is now so big that my pants don’t fit. That, and Chloe. Maribel Steinberg is probably childless. And a smoker. That’s why Liz is still thin. Of course, she’s also bitter, single, and running a home for gay cats.

Some women have all the fun.

I left my glass in the sink, next to the empty takeout box, which David hadn’t bothered to throw out when he got home. Chloe was gone for one night, and things were going to hell. It would have taken me a second to put the glass in the dishwasher and throw the box in the garbage can under the sink, but the message for David seemed clearer this way. He was still getting dressed when I left.

I got in line at the Starbucks at the corner, then had to juggle the cup on the subway all the way to Fifty-ninth Street. By the time I got to the office, my knuckles had burns on them and there was a coffee stain on my left shoe, but I’d made my point. When was the last time I’d left the apartment without breakfast? David would know I was angry.

Meanwhile, I was starving. And there were pastries on the conference table for our ten o’clock staff meeting. My fate was sealed.

House & Home, my publisher likes to remind us, has two kinds of subscribers: the gay couple who’ve bought in a changing neighborhood, and dentists. The average gay couple subscribes on a blow-in card after their first trip to Home Depot, where our magazine is strategically placed on a rack near the cash registers. (“They’re urban homesteaders,” Ron likes to say, “so they buy us instead of House & Garden. We don’t do gardens.”) Dentists keep us in their waiting rooms.

Actually, Ron’s exaggerating on both counts. We’re a prestige publication for suburban coffee tables, and a form of pornography for urban bathrooms. We market a fantasy of wood, tile, and beveled glass. “Reality has nothing to do with it,” Ron likes to point out at our monthly staff meetings. “We’re selling dreams, just like Hollywood. Only the dreams we sell come with hardwood floors.”

Ron Nunberg was born in the Bronx and grew up in a three-room apartment on the Grand Concourse. His father worked in a hardware store, so when Ron was in high school, he spent his summers stocking shelves with decorative hinges, window locks, and copper pipe. “That’s where I learned my business,” he reminds us. “Our readers are the people who like to wander through hardware stores because they’re fascinated by all the stuff. What we offer them is a dream of order. Perfect objects for a perfectible world.”

Now he owns a Victorian farmhouse in Katonah, which he visits one weekend a month to supervise its restoration. The rest of the time, he lives in a cluttered apartment on Park and Sixty-sixth, with stacks of old magazines piled up on every surface. Architecture magazines, fashion rags, celebrity tabloids. One look at those stacks and you realize that the house is just an excuse for the magazine, and in this respect, he’s not so different from our readers. Everybody needs an ideal to live up to, an aspirational image. It’s what gets us out of bed in the morning.

That’s the theory, anyway. This morning, getting out of bed seems to lead only to pastry and a confrontation with my personal failings. My pants are too tight, my deadline’s approaching, and my column’s just a vague scrawl on a scrap of paper that I’ve left on my bedside table. Something about old houses as a metaphor for our lives. Except that houses rarely get bigger as they age.

Or do they? Chloe goes to college in a tiny New England village where it’s all the rage to buy up lovely old houses and then double their size with modern great rooms and in-law apartments. The result, the owners seem to believe, will give them all the charm of an old farmhouse and all the space of a suburban McMansion.

Frankenhouse, I scrawl on my pad. Preservation or abomination?

We’re seated around a glass conference table strewn with page proofs, photographs, and the wreckage of our diets. Ron’s collecting the latest disaster reports: the photo shoot that ended badly, an architect stalking off his own project when the photographer refused to work with only natural lighting, the manufacturer of roofing shingles who threatened a lawsuit if we went ahead with a consumer report on his products. I’d slipped into the room early, as always, to grab the seat on Ron’s right. He always goes around the table from left to right, which gives me forty-five extra minutes to come up with a subject for my column.

Do our houses expand, I scribble, along with our waistlines?

It’s not much, but beggars can’t be choosers. Anyway, everybody’s looking down at their own pads, consumed in their own disasters. Would anyone notice if I grabbed another bearclaw?

Morris, our designer, is ending his report, and before Ron can say something scathing, Morris looks up brightly and asks, “Oh, and did anyone see that Michael Foresman won the Pritzker Prize? They announced it this morning.”

It’s a brilliant strategy. Everyone looks up from their pads, interested, and Ron sits back, raises his eyebrows. “You’re kidding. The Madman of Santa Monica won the biggest prize in architecture?” With no warning, his gaze lands on me. “You know him, don’t you, Eva?”

“We’ve met,” I say tightly, and look down at my pad in a way that I hope will signal that the topic is closed.

But Ron is enthroned at the head of his conference table, with his subjects gathered before him. He’s here to dispense wisdom and, when necessary, justice. And let’s face it, all is not well in The Kingdom of Ron this morning. The upcoming issue of House & Home, according to its editors’ glum reports, will have no photo spread of the latest pop diva’s Malibu love nest, no scathing exposé of the roofing tile industry, and (although he doesn’t know it yet) no witty column on the latest fashion in home design. I should have known he wouldn’t let it drop.

“You’ve met.” He considers this. “Met how? Met like ‘Hi, my name is…’ or met like ‘Please pass the condoms?’”

My face reddens. I force myself to look up at him reproachfully. “There were no condoms involved.” (It was twenty-three years ago, and I was stupid then.)

He shrugs, raises both hands as if in surrender. “Okay, sorry. Just wondered if we had a connection there that was worth pursuing.”

We move on, and when my turn comes, I describe my Frankenhouse idea. He nods, but I can see he’s got his doubts.

“You don’t think that’ll offend our readers?” our circulation director asks. “It’s not like they’re all restoring houses to original condition. Lots of them put on additions.” He glances over at the advertising director. “You might catch some flak from advertisers, also. Those additions sell a lot of building supplies.”

The marketing director has been gazing longingly at the pastries, but she perks up at this. “I’d have some concerns about that. They’re already angry about your column on replacement windows.”

Ron winces visibly at the memory. “Maybe you should think of something else,” he says to me. So much for freedom of the press.

Later, Ron appears at my office door. “Sorry if I put you on the spot this morning.” He closes the door discreetly, making everybody on the floor look over to see what’s going on. Ron takes a seat opposite me, then sighs deeply as if the weight of the world has been heaved onto his weary shoulders.

My impulse, as always, is to apologize for causing him such anguish. But I bite my tongue. I know this trick; he uses it every year during salary negotiations. I fold my hands in my lap and look at him with earnest attention.

“I’m just a little thrown by this Michael Foresman thing,” he says, gazing thoughtfully out my window at the brick wall across the alley. “You remember he wrote that article in Architecture a few years ago called ‘Against Beauty?’ Now with this prize thing, he’s going to be in all the newspapers. He’s the flavor of the week. For our readers, it’s going to feel like the devil’s been elected pope.”

“Ron, since when do we care who wins the architecture prizes? You can’t even get on the short list for those things unless your latest project looks like a pile of cardboard boxes your kid kicked over. It’s like fashion shows: everybody gets excited by the stuff nobody would actually wear. And that article he wrote was just a way of getting attention. Nobody thinks you’re important in that profession unless you make somebody mad, like in the art world.”

He nods. “Yeah, I know. I’m just thinking about our readers. They’re going to be expecting us to say something about this guy. I mean, this is the guy who said he doesn’t believe in houses. He thinks everybody should live in apartment buildings.”

I can’t conceal my surprise. “He said that?”

“In an interview last year.” Ron takes a piece of paper from his pocket and slides it across my desk to me. “He also said that renovating old buildings is like eating somebody else’s leftovers. Architecture should be the art of the new.”

I take the photocopy of a magazine article, look down at a photograph of Michael gazing at the camera with a serious expression. He’s older now, with some gray in his swept-back hair, but it’s still the same face that once brought a hollow feeling into my stomach, as if just meeting that intense gaze might feel like a kiss, a caress, a wave that could sweep you away.

“He likes to be provocative,” I say, passing the paper back to Ron. “I guess he likes buildings that do the same thing.”

“You know him well enough to get an interview?”

His words send a rush of blood to my face. “He’s probably doing interviews with Newsweek and CNN. Why would he bother with us?”

He gives me a cagey look. “We’ve got a personal connection.”



That’s one way to put it. Michael Foresman and I spent most of a week in a personal connection the summer after my sophomore year in college. A girl whose parents had a place in Palm Beach had invited Liz (who promptly invited me) to come down right after exams to lie on the beach, drink margaritas, and take long, casual walks past the Kennedy compound. The bars were full every night, and Liz proved to be an expert at getting men we’d just met to buy us drinks. Among those men was a group of architecture students down from Harvard.

“You’re all studying to be architects?” Liz looked like she’d just struck oil. They nodded. “And you’re all at Harvard?” More nods. She sat back, sighed with pleasure. “Okay, so which one of you wants to marry me?”

She looked them over carefully, settling on one with dark, restless eyes and an impatient way of gazing off across the room when one of the others came out with something he thought was stupid. The other four men had crowded around us, one of them leaning across the bar to catch the bartender as he passed, anxious to get more drinks into us. But the dark-eyed guy remained silent, watchful.

“And what’s your name?” Liz asked him, leaning past the others to rest her hand on his forearm.

“Michael.”

“And you’re the challenge in this group?”

He gave a smile. “That’s me.”

“I like a challenge.”

It never would have occurred to me to talk to a man that way, and I couldn’t help envying her. She came across as wicked and free. She called it, “celebrating her inner slut.” Meanwhile, I sat in silence, watching.

He must have felt my gaze, because he looked over at me. Our eyes met, and I quickly looked away. One of the other guys was talking to me, and I smiled as if he’d said something smart and funny, but inside I was feeling slightly nauseated.

Eye contact. It’s the rolled R of sex. (“Flirrrr-tation,” Liz says, with Sadean delight.) Either you can do it, or you can’t. In love, I flew blind, sending out faint shrieks like a bat, trying not to crash into trees.

Later, when the margaritas had wrought their usual havoc, we staggered out onto the beach to look at the moonlight or the ocean or some other part of the tourist brochure, and one of the architects—the one who’d been working so hard to make me smile—leaned over and threw up onto the sand.

“Who’s for a swim?” Liz demanded. Then she reached down, unbuttoned her skirt, and let it fall to the ground. We stood there, watching her strip off her clothes and then run down into the surf. Several of the architects started pulling off their clothes. Liz’s friend Andrea looked at me. “Are you going?”

I shook my head. She hesitated, then gave a laugh. “Then watch our clothes, okay?” She started unbuttoning her shirt.

I sat on the sand beside the pile of clothes. The guy who’d thrown up lay a short distance away, sleeping. I looked around and saw that Michael had turned, standing with his back to the ocean, looking at the row of hotels that faced the beach. I could hear Liz laughing over the sound of the waves. After a moment, Michael came over and sat beside me.

“I hate Florida,” he said. “It’s mindless.”

I rested my chin on my knees. “What would you build here?”

“Nothing. Anything you built here would be overwhelmed by the site. It would be too dependent on its context to mean anything. I’d rather build in a city, where you’ve got all the other buildings to interact with yours.” He was silent for a moment, looking out at the water. “Beaches limit your imagination. Think about what you see on beachfronts: houses or hotels with lots of glass facing the water. I’d put a solid wall facing the ocean and make all the windows face the land.”

“What’s the point in that?”

“To make people question their expectations.”

I looked over at him. “What if they want to look at the ocean?”

“Then they should go stand in a different building.” He looked back at the row of hotels behind us. “They’ve got lots of choices.”

We were both silent for a while. I looked at the pile of clothes beside us. Liz had borrowed a silk shirt from me when we were getting ready to go out. (We wore the same size then.) Now it lay in a heap in the sand. I resisted an impulse to shake it out.

“So why’d you come here if you don’t like Florida?” I asked.

“I’m interning with a firm in New York. They’re building a performing arts center down here.”

“Which way do the windows face?”

He smiled. “It’s a couple miles from the water.” Then he looked out at the bodies splashing in the surf. “So how long do you think they expect us to watch their clothes?”



“Tell me you didn’t fuck him,” Liz demanded the next morning.

“I didn’t fuck him,” I lied.

We were in the kitchen of Andrea’s parents’ house, Liz slumped at the table while I searched through the cabinets looking for Tylenol. I was wearing the fluffy bathrobe Andrea had loaned me, having snuck in twenty minutes earlier only to find the house empty. I’d just had time to make a pot of coffee and settle at the table with a bowl of Wheat Chex when Liz turned up, wearing her tiny skirt and my now-ruined silk shirt. Andrea still hadn’t come home.

“Well, that’s a relief,” she said. “When we came out of the water and found you gone, I thought, ‘The clever little bitch! She plays the quiet type while I’m off frolicking in the surf, and she makes off with the man I’m going to marry.’ I thought I’d have to shoot myself in despair.”

Instead, she’d gone home with one of the other architects and spent the rest of the night having athletic sex with him in the swimming pool of the apartment complex where he was staying. “We’re going sailing later.” She raised her head to look at me with concern. “You don’t mind if I slip away, do you? I’d invite you, but apparently it’s a small boat.”

“That’s fine,” I told her. “I’m kind of tired today, anyway. I’m just going to hang out by the pool.”

And that’s how it went for four days. Every morning, Liz would apologize, but one of the architects simply had to teach her how to Jet Ski after he got off work. And I’d smile, assure her that I was perfectly capable of entertaining myself, then slip off to spend the evening in bed with Michael. It was never really clear why we kept it secret. Liz stopped sighing about him after a few days, once she’d fucked all his friends and it became apparent that they all thought he was arrogant. But the idea of hiding it from my friends somehow made it all the more exciting.

When the week came to an end, Michael wanted to take the morning off so he could come with me to the airport, but I shook my head. “I don’t want to upset Liz. I’ll call you when I get home. Maybe I can come up to Boston when you get back.”

We talked on the phone a few more times that summer, and in the fall we spent a weekend on the Cape, never leaving our motel room. “What’s there to see?” he said. “Just more sand and water. I’d rather look at you.”

But even as he said it, I could tell his mind was elsewhere. It was his final year in grad school, and he had a job offer out in California. “It’s an exciting firm. Lots of energy, and they’re not afraid to take risks. I think it’s a good match for me.”

What about me? I wanted to ask. Am I a good match for you? But the weekend quickly ended, and that was it. There were a few more phone calls during the fall, but he was busy with his final projects, and he was flying out to Los Angeles over the holidays to look for a place to live. That spring, I took a class on the history of modern architecture and wrote my final paper on the tyranny of the view in American beachfront design. Very provocative, the professor wrote on the final page, A?. I called to tell Michael, but he wasn’t home, so I left a message on his machine. That was the last time I ever spoke to him.



“I think you’re overestimating my relationship with him,” I tell Ron now. “He probably won’t even remember who I am.”

Ron heaves himself out of the chair. “Can’t hurt to try, right?”
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Dear Michael…

I’m stuck. All morning, the email has been on my computer screen, unwritten. From time to time, I pull it up, stare at it for a while, then get disgusted with myself and click the button to send it scurrying back to the bottom of my screen, like a rat vanishing into its hole. This is stupid, I think angrily. I’ve got more important things to do.

I let two days go by, hoping it might slip Ron’s mind, but this morning he stopped me in the hall and asked, “Any luck on the Foresman interview?”

“Working on it,” I assured him. “I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.”

So unless I was happy to be a total liar, I actually had to try. I went back to my office, pulled up the website for Michael’s firm, and found an email address. With iron determination, I hit the Compose key, typed in the address and a subject line that read Congratulations! Before I could have second thoughts, I typed Dear Michael, hit the Return key, and paused.

And that’s where things stand.

I read somewhere that the late-night email to an old boyfriend is so common now that it’s the flip side of the Dear John letter in the modern woman’s gallery of self-inflicted wounds.

Dear John. How’s everything? My life sucks. And by the way, what went wrong?


Like drinking and dialing, it never leads to good. They should pass a law that all email servers shut down after 2:00 a.m. If you can’t send it in the cold morning light, you’ve got no business sending it at all.

But how do you write something like this sitting in your office at eleven o’clock on a Thursday morning? I need Liz, with her gay cats and her martini shaker, to inspire this act of self-abasement; she’s always been my muse in that department. Who else would take me shopping for clothes on my fortieth birthday, helping me to the realization that not only was I old and overweight, but helplessly uncool as well. We started out in the nose-ring and anorexia boutiques south of Houston and, when that didn’t work, tried our luck at Prada, which lasted until I got a look at the price tags. By the end of the day, we were in Saks.

“Look at this stuff,” she said, her voice dripping with fashionista disdain. “They ought to call it Sacks with a ck.”

I tried to hush her, but the sales clerk gave us a dirty look. And I’d just found something I wanted to try on.

But how could I explain to Liz that I was writing to a man I’d stolen from under her nose, then hadn’t had the brains to hang onto until he became a celebrity? It was hard to know which she’d find more offensive.

So I’m on my own. Where are the pastries when you need them?


Dear Michael,

I don’t know if you’ll remember me, but I wanted to send you my congratulations on the Pritzker Prize. I’ve followed your success with pleasure over recent years, and…



Oh God, am I really going to tell him how much he deserved the award? It seems like the obvious thing to say, but does he really need to hear it from some girl he slept with more than twenty years ago?

Not that any of this really matters. I’ll write the email and send it, and that’ll be the end of it. He probably has an assistant to screen his email, some pretty young thing with a degree from Yale to decorate his outer office with her brisk, effortless beauty. She’ll look at it for thirty seconds, just to make sure it isn’t from somebody important, then delete it along with the rest of the day’s flood of congratulations.

…I was delighted to see your work recognized in such a public manner.

Time for something personal, to remind him who you are.

No beachfront properties, I notice. I’m glad to see you’ve stuck to your guns. (Too casual? Too vague, maybe. He could have made that speech to lots of people. Young girls he wanted to impress. Still, there’s your hook.) Forgive the cliché… (Brief reprieve, while I go searching for the accent mark), but it really does seem like only yesterday that we were sitting on the beach in Florida… (Pause. Too vague. Block, delete.) …in Palm Beach… (Pause. Too many beaches now, too close together. Block, delete.) …in Florida, and you were designing buildings that turn their backs on the sea.

Okay, that’s not bad. A hint of humor, and the buildings are personified, which makes it easier for him to picture us sitting there on the sand. Should I hint at what followed?

I’m glad you didn’t turn your back on me…

Ugh! (Block, delete.) Anyway, he had. Never returned my call, the heartless bastard.

I was impressed by the clarity of your vision that night… (among other things) …and I’m glad to see you’ve stayed true to that vision throughout your career.

Flattery, but with a judicious tone. Like you share his high standards, or even that you’ve been watching to see if he can meet your expectations. You’re not begging for his attention, like other journalists. After all, you’ve seen him naked.

Anyone passing my office would see me smiling—Mona Lisa, alone with her filthy thoughts.

My phone rings. It’s David, naturally. Are we free on the twenty-fourth? He’s trying to schedule a book party. I check my calendar. Yes, we’re free. Great. Your day going okay? Sure, fine. Yours? Busy.

We hang up and I sit staring at my computer screen, feeling oddly guilty. Ridiculous, really. It’s just memory. Like David doesn’t think about girls he slept with when he was single?

The cursor blinks its reproach: get to the point.

As it happens, I work for an architectural magazine… (No, much too direct. Block, delete. Just renew the acquaintance for now, then you can ask about the interview when the moment’s right.)

I’m sure you must be terribly busy right now, but if you ever get a minute, I’d love to hear how you’re doing. (Swilling champagne and being toasted by the world press. Thanks for asking.)

Something personal to end it?

I’ve thought about you often over the years.

Not true, really. I’ve thought about him occasionally, as one does with old boyfriends, but who wants to hear that? This implies sighs and longing. And a hint of enticement? Just a hint that he could have seconds, if he’s still hungry.

It makes me feel slightly naughty, which is rather pleasant. I probably won’t get a response, but let him think about that girl in Palm Beach for a day or two. Wasn’t she worth the whistle?

I sign my name, add (from 1982, Palm Beach) just to make it clear, and then in a sudden burst of daring, I hit Send.

I regret it immediately. Why would he want to hear from that girl in Palm Beach after so many years? And even if he did, what’s left of that girl after twenty-three years of marriage, motherhood, and middle-aged spread? I wince. Would he even recognize me now?

I’ve seen him, in the newspapers, on his firm’s website, being interviewed on PBS after one of his more radical designs won a competition for a new museum in Berlin. By this evening he’ll be on cable news. He still looks good. Sexy, in that windblown California way, like a man who’s worked hard but also lived well. I could picture him on a sailboat, if he didn’t hate the ocean. I can picture him walking his construction sites in a hardhat and a leather jacket, checking to make sure that every nail is driven according to his vision.

He looked like he hadn’t gained a pound in twenty-three years—just wisdom, success, and public acclaim. That pretty young thing in his office, with her great legs and cool glasses and her degree from Yale, surely has a crush on her boss. He’s just the kind of man she imagines herself marrying.

So maybe your email will make her jealous.

Fat chance. She’ll glance at it, hit Delete, and that’ll be the end of it. At least I can tell Ron I tried.

I spend the afternoon copyediting an article entitled “Kitchens to Fry For!” By the time I’m finished, I’ve got an irresistible craving for fried clams from some waterfront shack on City Island. I’m such a fraud. My idea of a perfect kitchen is one that comes with a waitress and a cocktail bar. I know my convection ovens and I can name the stovetop with the highest consumer satisfaction rating, but I’m the reigning queen of Chinese takeout: I know the phone numbers by heart, and which place to call for Hunan beef, the best kung pao shrimp, or a mu shu pork that will make your heart race.

When Chloe first left for college, David and I stopped eating at home altogether, unless you count pizza lifted straight from the box. We’d work until six, then spend ten minutes on the phone deciding where to meet for dinner. If the weather was lousy we’d sit on our couch with our feet up, eating takeout pot stickers while watching old movies on television with a feeling of sinful decadence. It was like being newly married again, and when we’d eaten all we could hold, we’d put the leftovers in the refrigerator, toss the empty boxes in the garbage, and stagger off to bed to make love like two whales in heat. For a few months it was glorious.

Then David read a manuscript entitled The Myth of Middle Age, which argued that men who exercise regularly and eat a low-fat diet after forty have higher levels of testosterone than men who allow their sluttish wives to tempt them with takeout. After that he began stopping at the health club in the evenings, while I miserably shopped for chicken breasts and prepackaged salads to serve for dinner.

What’s he need all that testosterone for? I couldn’t help wondering. Certainly not for me. With all that working out, he’d crawl off to bed shortly after dinner, leaving me to wash up the dishes and entertain myself for the rest of the evening. Old movies aren’t nearly as much fun when you watch them alone. For a while, I exchanged emails with Chloe at school almost every night, until she started staying late at the library to study for midterms. (That’s what she said, anyway.) After that, I surfed the Web, where it’s always the soul’s deep midnight, and the lonely discover how much they have in common. I searched for old boyfriends (including, I confess, Michael Foresman), then college classmates. Nobody had won the Nobel Prize, thank God, but there was enough success—books published, doctorates completed, even a federal judgeship—to leave me feeling depressed for days.

“It’s not that I mind David going to bed early,” I told Liz one night when we went out for drinks. “I mean, he looks great, and he says he has lots more energy during the day. I just wish we could spend more time together.”

Liz looked at me over her martini. “You mean you’re not getting laid.”

I shook my head. “I’m not talking about sex. We’ve always gone through phases when we had lots of sex and other times when one of us seemed to lose interest for a while. It’s part of the cycle of a marriage.”

“Bullshit.” She lifted the olives out of her glass and popped one into her mouth. “You’re upset because you thought you married a fun guy, and now you’ve ended up with a fungi. It’s the classic situation, only before you always blamed it on Chloe.”

“I never blamed it on Chloe!”

“I’m not saying that you blamed her, just that you always figured this was part of being parents. So now she’s gone and you thought you’d get your husband back, but he’s too busy hanging out at the gym.” She shrugged. “So go fuck the doorman. That’s what I do.”

I stared at her in horror. “You didn’t. Harold?” Harold the Doorman was her building’s version of a gargoyle, except that he was too fat to be hoisted to the roof, so they kept him at street level where he could scowl at deliverymen and single women.

“Please,” she said, shuddering. “Not Harold. The kid who replaced him during his vacation last summer. The surfer.”

“With all the teeth?”

“Mmmm.” She smiled, as if savoring the memory. “He wants to be an actor. I can certainly vouch for his performance.” And she proceeded to do so, in great detail, and in a voice just a bit too loud for privacy. By the time she finished, the stockbrokers sitting at the table next to us looked pale.

I drained my drink. “Well,” I said, “I guess that solves the problem of tipping at Christmas.”

She raised her glass. “Service with a smile.”

But my building doesn’t have a doorman, so Liz’s advice was of no immediate use. David continued to go to the gym every evening, and diet books began to show up in the stack of manuscripts on his night table. A food scale appeared on our kitchen counter, and he began to measure out his portions with scientific care.

“Have you considered that he might be having an affair?” Liz raised an eyebrow. “He’s got midlife crisis written all over him.”

I sighed. “Last night he mentioned that he’s always dreamed of buying a Harley and riding it out to California.”

“There you are: he’s feeling his age.” She gave a wicked smile. “Maybe he needs to fuck the doorman.”

So there I am up to my ample ass in kitchen design, and all I can think about is fucking the doorman. Is this a common practice among New Yorkers? It must make it awkward when you bring home a date, or even when you go out for a newspaper. One of the delights of marriage was not running into people who’ve seen you howling in passion when you’re buying groceries or picking up your dry cleaning.

Your husband doesn’t count, of course, because you see him every day, and you’ve made an unspoken agreement not to smirk about it, unless seduction is in the air. Marriage is an institution based on a shared delusion of privacy: you won’t notice that I hide cookies under the dish towels if I don’t notice that you pick your nose. And neither will share the other’s secrets with outsiders, ever.

Men seem particularly sensitive on this subject, perhaps because they fear that women are comparing notes behind their backs. And they’re right, of course. Most women, I’ve found, marry only for the pleasure of complaining to their girlfriends about their husbands’ failings. It’s like bragging in reverse, a competition to determine who’s pledged her life and eternal fidelity to the most loathsome jerk. (But just let the other women hint that your husband is loathsome, and you’ve got a fight on your hands.) It seems to be an expectation, one of the structural beams of female friendship. Liz is always complaining that I don’t find more to loathe in David. As a married friend, I’m a disappointment. Where’s the blood? Where are the steaming entrails for her to feast upon?

But I prefer privacy. It’s like the takeout food of romance: easy, convenient, and you don’t have to worry about cleaning up the mess.

If my mind keeps wandering, I’ll never finish this article: vent hoods, power burners, splatter guards, all important for fried food. (And marriage?) David’s lowfat obsession faded after a few months, and by the time Chloe came home from her first year at college, we were back to pizza and Chinese takeout. He still went to the gym several times a week after work, but he’d come home hungry, so it wasn’t like living with a Spartan warrior. Chloe had put on some weight on the college’s meal plan, so he got a family membership at the health club and the two of them would meet there in the evenings and work out together.

“At least you know he’s not having an affair with some gym rat,” Liz observed with her usual discretion.

I went with them a few times, but I found the whole thing embarrassing. What’s the pleasure in sweating among strangers? Being in a room with people so focused on their bodies made me self-conscious, and don’t even get me started on the clothing! My gym bag, with its hazardous cargo of Lycra and unwashed towels, lies under my desk at work, a daily indictment. But David and Chloe seemed to enjoy the time they spent working out together. They often came home laughing, practically snapping towels at each other like kids after gym class. My job was to make sure there was food ready when they came through the door, and as long as it didn’t involve chicken breasts and prepackaged salad, I was happy to comply. My kitchen may not have had power burners and splatter guards, but it had a telephone and a drawerful of takeout menus. And who needs a vent hood when the food arrives trailing such delicious smells?

I finish the copyediting at last, drop the article in Ron’s box, then go back to my office and call David to ask when was the last time we went out for fried clams. But he’s away from his desk, and I get voice mail. “Hi, it’s me. Just thinking of you.” (A lie, but it doesn’t seem fair to tell him that he’s playing second fiddle to a plate of fried clams.) “Give me a call when you get a chance.”

I check my email, but there’s nothing from Michael Foresman, or anyone else for that matter. I try calling Liz, but her assistant tells me she’s out with a client. Liz runs a very successful interior design business. She’s developed a highly profitable niche market helping newly divorced women spend their ex-husbands’ money decorating their new Park Avenue apartments—the designer of choice for angry women with a taste for the fabulous.

I try Chloe’s cell, but she doesn’t pick up. It’s the café hour in Paris. She’s probably out with some pale existentialist, letting her phone ring in her purse while she gazes deeply into his soulful eyes.

I’ve left messages everywhere, but the afternoon passes and nobody calls me back. I’m the forgotten woman. I spend the long, lonely hours in copyediting hell. Two freelance articles with not a decent verb between them. Where do we find these people? Ron’s girlfriends, no doubt. He’s always turning up some recent liberal arts graduate with lovely tits and a degree in English who’s looking to get some freelance writing. The better the tits, the worse the writing. And it’s up to me to sort out the mess, making sure the magazine’s current issue has enough active verbs in it to qualify, under current legal statutes, as English.

But Ron’s outdone himself this time. I can only hope that he’s getting what he paid for, because by four o’clock my head is throbbing, the pages are dripping with red ink, and it’s still not clear to me that we’ve got an issue worth publishing. Outside it’s raining, but I decide to dash down the block to Cupola before I start hacking at my wrists with a letter opener. Late afternoon is a bad time to hit the coffee bar. Everybody in there has a haunted look, like the day has finally turned on them, snarling with dripping fangs. We’re all ready for alcohol, but there’s still work to be done, so we stand blankly before the counter, gazing up at the list of mochas and lattes like refugees driven before the storm.

“Nonfat latte,” I tell the girl, “with a shot of sugar-free almond syrup.” There’s a pastry case, but I force myself not to look. I’m a repeat offender: one more almond dream bar, and they’ll send me up for life.

When I get back to my desk, the light on my phone is flashing. Chloe got my message, and everything’s fine. David’s going to be on the phone with an author, but he’ll try me when he gets done. Liz is back from lunch with her client and ready to dish. It seems I’m not a pariah, after all. Or maybe they were all waiting until I’d been fully caffeinated and my wits restored.

To my surprise, there’s email too. FORESMANM, says the first entry in my in-box.

My cursor hovers over his name for a moment, gathering its courage, and then clicks.

Dear Eva. Thanks for your kind note. Of course I remember you! I’ve avoided beachfront projects all these years for fear of disappointing you.


I pause, read that last sentence a second time. My heart gives a flutter.

This whole business with the prize is a little embarrassing. In fact, it’s proved impossible to get any work done since Monday. But one real pleasure has been hearing from old friends.


Now my heart sinks. I’m just one of many. Probably lots of old girlfriends have written to him. He’s acknowledging the gesture, politely.

I was in such a hurry as a young man, so anxious to prove something to myself and to the world, that I didn’t always give my friends their due.


Interesting. You wouldn’t expect such a reflective tone from a man who’s just won his profession’s highest honor. But maybe success allows for a chance to measure the cost.

In most cases, I was simply selfish. I didn’t see the real value in my friends, and now I find myself wanting to apologize.


Uh oh, getting a little maudlin. Too much champagne?

But there are other cases where I know it was my loss. I’ve thought about you often over the years…


I’ve stopped breathing. My eyes can’t seem to move beyond this phrase. Can he really be saying this?

…and I’ve often wondered what might have happened if we’d stayed in touch.


In a flash, twenty-three years are gone. I’m young, thin, living in California with my architect boyfriend. The thought is both exciting and strangely sad. What would my life have been?

I hope you’ve had a good life…


I have. David, Chloe, a job I mostly enjoy.

…and I’d love to hear about it when you get the chance. Until then, thanks again for your kind note, and for still thinking of me after all these years.



Best wishes,

Michael.



I’m still staring at the screen in amazement when the phone rings. My hand lifts it automatically, brings it to my ear. “Hello?” I say absently.

A pause, and then David says, “Eva?”

Guilt floods through me. I’ve been in California with another man, walking on sunlit beaches, where all the movie stars’ houses turn their backs on the sea.

“David! Sorry, my mind was on other things.” I usually answer my office phone, “Eva Cassady,” with a slight lift in tone on the final syllable, not quite a question but an openness to be engaged. Only at home do I answer the phone with a dull “Hello,” and then only when I’ve been sleeping.

“Busy day, huh?”

“Yeah, lots of copyediting. More of Ron’s writer girls.” I click the button to diminish Michael’s email, as if David might catch a glimpse of it over the phone.

“I got your message, but I’ve been on the phone for the last three hours. Everything okay?”

“Yeah—just needed to talk to somebody who knows what an active verb is. I tried Chloe and Liz, but I guess their verbs are too active.”

“So what does that say about me?”

“That you’re in publishing.” I can hear his keyboard tapping in the background. Multitasking his wife.

“I’m not sure I like thinking of Chloe and Liz in the same category.”

“Single girls. Get used to it.” I click the button to bring up Michael’s email again. Two can play at this game. I’ve thought about you often over the years…

“That’s it? Nothing else on your mind?”

“Fried clams,” I tell him. “When was the last time we went out to City Island?”

“Two summers ago?”

“I think we’re due.”

He’s silent for a moment.

“Still there?”

“Yeah, I got distracted. We can go out there if you want fried clams. But not tonight, okay? You know Edie, in my office? She’s trying to grab some manuscripts away from me again, so I’ve got to catch up on my reading. How about this weekend?”

“It’s a deal.” We hang up, and I read Michael’s email again. Suddenly I have no interest in fried clams. Just the thought of all that grease makes me feel slightly nauseated.

…I’d love to hear about it when you get the chance.

Is it too soon to answer? If I fire off a reply, it might seem like I have nothing better to do. But, really, what’s wrong with an honest expression of pleasure at his sweet words? And anyway, Ron wants an interview for the next issue.

I hit Reply.


Dear Michael.

What a lovely message! You always knew how to warm a girl’s heart.



Too flirtatious? Probably, but I want to say it.

And you certainly can’t blame yourself for not giving me my due.


Okay, that’s definitely going too far. But I can’t bring myself to delete it. Let’s face it, he did me, and why pretend it’s not a pleasant memory? It was more than twenty years ago. There’s nothing wrong with a playful wink after so long, right?

My life is good, if not quite as exciting as yours. I’m living in Manhattan, and I’ve got a daughter incollege who’s off in Paris this year, boning up on… (block, delete)…studying French, or at least French men. Her name’s Chloe, so I’m picturing an Eric Rohmer film.


Interesting that I didn’t mention David. That seems dishonest. After some hesitation, I reluctantly go back and change the sentence to I’m living in Manhattan, married, with a daughter in college… Honesty’s always the best policy.

How about you? Any kids to inherit all that talent?


I can’t ask about a wife, although I’m dying to know. There’s nothing in the newspaper stories or on his firm’s website to suggest one, but that doesn’t mean one doesn’t exist. Tall, blond, and lean, probably. An elegant woman, with a drawerful of French underwear to keep the sexy young assistant at bay. If she’s smart she’s already befriended the girl, taken her to lunch and shopping in Beverly Hills, showing her she doesn’t stand a chance against all that elegance. Maybe pause in a store to let her try your perfume, so she’ll show up at the office smelling like his wife.

But wait. If there’s an elegant wife, why all the regret in his email? He sounds more like a man who’s recently divorced. Probably a workaholic who put his career before his family. Now he’s achieved success, and there’s nobody with whom he can share it. His ex-wife’s dating her divorce attorney, and he sees his kids only on weekends. Even the sexy young assistant has a boyfriend, a surgical resident at Cedars-Sinai. What’s left but flirting with old girlfriends by email?

I consider deleting my reply, but what kind of heartless bitch would I be to abandon the poor guy now? I’m all he has! My eyes fill with tears, and I’m just reaching for a tissue when my phone rings. “Hello?”

Liz says, “You sound like you’ve been crying.”

“I think I’m allergic to something.”

“That explains the swelling.”

Ouch. What law is it that single women over a certain age get a free pass for bitchiness? I blame Eve Arden.

“Did you call only to insult me, or was there something else on your mind?”

Liz sighs. “You called me, honey. Remember? You were bored with your life and you needed me to brighten your day. So you left a message with my assistant, and I called you back like a good girl, but now you’ve got something interesting going on, so you don’t need me anymore. I’ll die alone and unwanted, and my gay cats will feed on my rotting corpse.”

“And that justifies calling me fat?”

“You’re right—I’m a bitch. It’s my hormones. I’d be much better if somebody made me moan like a whore.”

Liz could do standup, but she’s rarely on her feet that long. “Do you ever hear from old boyfriends?” I ask.

“Are we counting restraining orders?”

“Seriously.”

“Well, one guy invited me to his wedding. I sent back the response card saying, ‘No thanks. I’m holding out for the funeral.’” Her voice takes on a conspiratorial tone. “This is an interesting topic. What’s up?”

“Actually nothing,” I say, too quickly. “I was looking at a magazine at lunch, and there was an article that said the latest trend in relationships was old boyfriends coming back for seconds. You know, the late-night email—‘How’s everything? I miss you. Want to get together for coffee?’ I just wondered if I was the only one who doesn’t get those.”

“You’re a lousy liar, Eva,” she says. “And I’m bitterly disappointed that you’d think you can put me off that easily.”

“Seriously, I was just feeling insecure. I get that way when I read magazines. Everybody else seems to have a more interesting life.”

“That’s how you sell magazines, honey. Can you hang on a second?” She puts me on hold then comes back a moment later, saying, “Anyway, would you really want to hear from one of those guys? Personally, if they’re not feeding me, fucking me, or paying my rent, I lose interest.”

“What about James?”

“That’s different. James is gay. We can go shopping and talk about what shits men are. He’s much better as a gay friend than he ever was as a boyfriend.”

“That’s what you get for dating a guy you met in the dunes at Fire Island.”

“He was having sexuality panic. I wanted to help.” She sighs. “Apparently I was a big help with the whole ‘women aren’t my thing’ question.”

“You could start a service. Put up signs in the Ramble.”

“Don’t think I haven’t considered it. Lots of cute guys, a couple of dates each, and no expectations. That would have to be an improvement on my current love life.”

After twenty-five years, I’ve learned that nobody can sniff out a lie like Liz. But I’ve also learned that it’s easy to put her off the scent. Just get her talking about her romantic disappointments, and you’re home free. We spent the rest of the call discussing why women can’t simply date gay men, with whom they have so much more in common.

I checked my email, but there was no reply from Michael. I’d probably put him off by flirting too openly. Or with the reference to my marriage—that combination could be confusing. That’s the problem with email: what seems playful when you write it arrives with no irony attached. Once, in an exchange with an editor at another magazine, I joked that the quality of the freelance work we were getting was so bad I was ready to open my office window and crawl out on the ledge. Ten minutes later, I got a call from building security. She’d phoned them in a panic, saying that a woman in their building might be suicidal.

Maybe I’m just not funny, but I prefer to blame the medium. What other form of writing comes equipped with little pictures to show you when to smile? I’ve always hated those little;) winking at me like the village idiot, and don’t get me started on LOL! People depend on hearing your voice to know when you’re joking.

I spend the rest of the afternoon on the phone with our printer, arguing about photo reproduction. There are young people, I remind myself, who would kill for my job.

At five-thirty I’m still on the phone with the printer, or rather, I’m on hold while he talks to somebody on his production staff. As I wait, I casually check my email. Okay, I confess that my heart leapt slightly when I saw his reply. Three emails in one day! Didn’t he have more important things to do than write to me? Interviews with the international media, congratulatory phone calls from wealthy clients, design groupies throwing themselves at his feet…

For a moment, I’m tempted to call David and crow. Don’t go taking your old wife for granted, Jacko! She’s got an old boyfriend writing to her three times in one day. On further consideration, I decide against it. Better to say nothing; just smile with quiet satisfaction like the intriguing and mysterious woman I am.

I click on his email. Wife, it says. Child. House. Dog. The usual collection. I’m happy in all the ways that matter.

My heart sinks. Of course he’s happy. Not that I’d want him to be anything else, but…



I start to read the rest, and of course the printer picks that moment to get back on the phone, talking about pixel counts and digital resolution. We argue for twenty more minutes. By that time I’m thoroughly depressed with my life, and I turn back to Michael’s email with something approaching dread. What blissful scenes will he choose to share with me? Some sunbaked California joy, no doubt. And I’ll bet his wife doesn’t spend her day arguing with printers. But she won’t be the expensive bauble I’d imagined, either. She’ll be a cancer researcher or a civil rights attorney. They’re vegetarians, active in politics. She grows organic produce and somehow fits yoga into her busy day.

I take a deep breath and turn back to the computer screen. Wife Mari, daughter Emma. Mari? Not what I’d expected. She could still be elegant and wear French underwear, but there’s also a hint of affectation. Mary with its nose in the air. I’ll bet she spends her life telling people how to pronounce it.

The dog’s name, I regret to say, is Walter Gropius.

I can’t help feeling relieved. His idea or hers? It was supposed to be cute, but the poor dog!

Sorry if I sounded a little melancholy in my last message. This prize thing has proved a little unsettling. You know how something nice can happen and you should be celebrating, but all you can think about is what it cost you?


Actually, no. I haven’t won any major prizes lately. But I’ll take your word for it.

I did three television interviews this morning, and I’m afraid I came off like a pompous jerk. But maybe I am a pompous jerk. I’m sitting there in the TV studio, all made up like some kind of eighteenth-century courtier, and the morning show hosts are chatting away about the latest celebrity divorce, then they suddenly turn to me and start talking about my work in this incredulous tone, as if I’d built all these ridiculous buildings just to get attention. It’s nothing personal; I can see the woman reading off the cue cards. But suddenly I have to defend my life’s work to America, as if I’m desperate for public approval. I felt like a whore. And they flash up pictures of my projects, and my work suddenly looks so self-important, like it’s taking itself way too seriously. I came back from the studio feeling deeply depressed. So I open up my email, and there among all the fake congratulations from people who feel they need to suck up to me now, and the requests for interviews from reporters who don’t have a clue what I’m trying to do in my work but think they can amuse their readers by making fun of it, I find you!


Okay, so I’m feeling a little guilty, not having mentioned that I’m one of those people looking for an interview. But when was the last time somebody thought I was worth an exclamation point? I read on, quickly.

You may not realize it, but you had a powerful effect on me. I wanted to impress you, and all those things I said to you were the things I wanted to be true, both about me and about my work. I’ve thought about you a lot over the years, and in a way, you’ve come to embody those aspirations in my mind. Whenever I wasn’t sure about a design, I always imagined that I was showing it to you, and I could always tell if it wasn’t working by how hard I was trying to explain it. It’s a little embarrassing to confess this, but in a sense, you’ve been my muse, Eva. You’re the beautiful girl on the beach who asked me why my buildings all turned their backs on the sea.


I’m crying now, because his words are so sweet and because they seem so undeserved. What would he think if he could see me now, a forty-four-year-old woman sitting in her tiny office at House & Home magazine, struggling to get through the day without resorting to pastries or electroshock? It’s not me he’s been thinking about all these years, any more than it was me he made love to during our week in Palm Beach. It was some girl from his dreams, wise and clear-eyed, who would bring out the best in him.

I can’t tell you how many times I started to call you during my first years out here in California. I wrote several letters, but never worked up the courage to mail them. I wanted to wait until I had something I could be proud to show you, and by the time that happened, it all seemed so long ago that I figured you’d forgotten all about me.


One of the secretaries walks past my office, stops, and comes to the door. “Eva? Are you okay?”

I nod, sniffling. “I’m sorry,” I say, embarrassed. “It’s nothing, really. Just a note from an old friend.”

She looks at me with something close to pity. “Can I get you something?”

“Thanks, I’m fine.” Just a little humiliated. After she’s gone, I get up and close my office door.


Anyway, no more interviews. They’re bad for the soul. I’m just going to get back to work and do my best to ignore this circus that’s erupted around me. I envy you living in New York. At moments like this, I’d love to be able to go out and walk up Broadway or Fifth, letting the crowds carry me along. L.A. can be too much like a television that stays on all day and night, even though there’s nothing on.

What do you do, besides musing?

Michael



Panic! How do I tell him now? The disappointment will be shattering. I stare at the screen for a few minutes, trying to think of a way to get out of answering the question, but I can’t stop my eyes from straying back to his words. You’ve been my muse, Eva. My pulse starts to race every time I read them, and I have to get up and walk around my office, rubbing my hands together to keep them from trembling. It’s late. I should just shut the computer down and go home; anything I write in this state of mind will be stupid and ruin everything.

But I can’t go home to David like this, either. I’m a bundle of raw nerves.

I circle my tiny office twice before I notice the gym bag under my desk. If there was ever a moment to strap myself to a treadmill, it’s now.

I call home and leave a message for David on the machine. “Hi, there. What a day I’ve had! I’m going to stop at the gym and see if I can sweat off some of this printer’s ink before I get home. Won’t be long. Bye!”

I shut down the computer and grab the gym bag, trying to picture the look on David’s face when he gets my message. I must have sounded like a cheerleader in the last stages of dementia, just before she grabs the axe.

Ron’s waiting at the elevator. He eyes my gym bag. “You look virtuous.”

I smile. I spent the whole day flirting with an old boyfriend on company time, and all I have to do is pick up a gym bag to get a reputation for virtue.

“It’s a competitive business,” I say. “We’ve got to keep our edge.” Then an inspiration takes me, and I glance down the hall. “As a matter of fact, I think I’ll take the stairs.”

He stares after me in surprise as I walk away. What can I say? It’s a big responsibility, being somebody’s muse.
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(and in serious pain)



I’m an idiot. I don’t know if it was the elliptical machine, the stair climber, the weight machines, or the sex, but I can barely crawl out of bed this morning. Every muscle hurts. David’s in the bathroom whistling like it’s the first day of spring, and here I am creeping down the hall for Advil like somebody beat me with a stick.

How do people do it? At the gym, they tear along on their machines like it’s the most natural thing in the world. “I’m on my hamster wheel,” Liz always says when I call her cell and catch her at the gym. It doesn’t stop her from chatting; I just hear her breathing hard as she pounds along on her treadmill.

I left my phone in the gym bag, which I shoved into a locker. There’s a row of treadmills in front of the window that looks down on Broadway, and I had to wait in line for a few minutes until one became available. The young woman who was getting off glanced over at me as she wiped the machine down. She looked like a marathon runner, and there was no mercy in her eyes.

Keep sweating, honey, I thought to myself. Maybe someday, if you’re real lucky, some guy will tell you you’re his muse.

For once I felt immune to the scales in their eyes. Let ’em look, I thought as I stepped onto the machine. All they’ve got is their bodies. I’ve got a past.

I’ve always wanted to be the kind of woman Marlene Dietrich would play, with smoky eyes that have seen their share of broken hearts, but still ready to kick off her shoes and walk out into the desert after the man she loves. For a while I followed that distant column of men into the sunset, walking steadily over the burning sands, but I kept getting distracted by the woman next to me who was striding along at an astonishing rate. If the treadmill were suddenly to have stopped, she looked like she might shoot out through the window, landing in the middle of Broadway. Her legs and arms were going furiously, and I found myself gradually picking up my pace to match hers, until I started gasping for breath and had to slow way down, clinging to the sidebars to keep from shooting off the back. I glanced at the digital clock on the control panel: I’d been on the machine for eight minutes. The woman beside me strode on, her eyes fiercely fixed in front of her, as if she were in pursuit of some prey that could not escape her, no matter how far or fast it ran.

That’s the secret, I realized. You have to keep your eyes fixed on the road, never allowing the person working out beside you to enter your consciousness. Tortoise or hare, it’s not a race you can win. The young women may stride along as fierce as Spartans, but they’ll always end up in the same place as you, trudging along through the desert of middle age. Better to follow Marlene’s example and chase that man vanishing on the horizon. Just keep your eyes on him, and you’ll get where you’re going.

It’s a little embarrassing to confess this, but in a sense, you’ve been my muse, Eva…

I spent twenty minutes on the treadmill, then twenty more on the stair climber, gasping like an asthmatic Sherpa hauling his load up the long final ascent. You’re the beautiful girl on the beach who asked me why my buildings all turned their backs on the sea…

I should have stopped there, but as I cooled down at the water fountain, I saw a woman twenty years older than me set to work on the Nautilus machine. She carefully reset the weights to the lowest level, settled herself on the bench, and without a bit of self-consciousness began to slowly raise and lower the weights while the Arnolds and Buffies around her heaved the world up onto their straining backs. Thin and frail-looking, she went about her workout with all the solemnity of someone perfecting the human form. Watching her, I suddenly felt that what we were all doing was more than just a cultural obsession with youth and beauty. There was something almost Apollonian about it all, a striving for physical perfection through slow, grinding labor, as if one could approach those ancient gods only through suffering. Don’t ask me why that thought struck me so clearly, watching her. It would have made more sense to think that about the young gay man in the corner, perfecting his already perfect body by doing situps on a steeply sloping board, or the movie-star-beautiful young woman practicing her kickboxing moves. But for me, it was watching that frail woman slowly raising and lowering her tiny portion of the world’s weight that made it all seem beautiful, something expected of us by older gods than ours.

I stood there by the watercooler, towel draped around my neck, sipping my water and watching her. When she finished with the first station on the machine, I tossed my cup in the trash and went over to take her place. If I could follow her, then I wouldn’t feel self-conscious. She seemed so completely serene, so unconcerned about the looks she got as she moved slowly from one piece of equipment to the next.

I found that I could lift her weights too easily, so I studied the way the weights were set, then moved the pin down a few notches. That seemed more challenging. Not difficult, but I was aware of the weight now. It was kind of pleasant to realize I wasn’t the weakest person in the room. I allowed myself to go slowly, matching my pace to that of the older woman beside me. She gave me a smile as we got up to move from one station to the next.

“It’s a good idea to go easy,” she said. “Especially the first time.”

I smiled, nodding my agreement. Maybe we weren’t Atlas, carrying the world on his shoulders, but we were doing our share. By the time we finished, I realized that the crowd had changed. I glanced at my watch, surprised. It was nearly eight o’clock. I’d been there almost two hours, long enough for the after-work regulars to finish and head out for dinner, replaced by people coming from restaurants, ready to work off their meals.

I changed quickly, then walked up Broadway with a feeling of accomplishment. That wasn’t so bad, really. A little awkward at first, but like anything new, you just needed to find your feet.

“Well, I was starting to wonder,” David said, glancing at his watch when I came in. He was stretched out on the couch with a manuscript. “I thought maybe you’d run off with a weight lifter.”

“Took me a while to figure out how to use everything.” I dropped my gym bag in the entryway beside the coat closet, where I wouldn’t forget it in the morning. “But I can see why you like it down there. Lots of young lovelies.”

“And the girls aren’t bad, either. Especially if you like ’em sweaty.” He tossed his manuscript aside and sat up. “Have you eaten?”

“No, and I’m starving. How about you?”

“I made some chicken. It’s in the refrigerator.”

I could have eaten cardboard at that point.

David brought his manuscript into the kitchen and sat with me while I ate. “Did you know that the average married couple spends almost twice as much time each day commuting as they do talking to each other?”

“Another uplifting study of the American marriage?”

“Cultural history of the freeway.”

“That sounds exciting.”

He shrugged. “It’s got its moments. He makes a good case that the building of freeways was what most shaped postwar American life.”

“Hasn’t that book been written already?”

“Several times. But that’s never stopped us before.” He laid the manuscript aside. “Edie Boyarski is trying to dump this on me. She wants to trade me for Great Sex the Kabbalah Way. Apparently she knows somebody who knows somebody who can get it in front of Madonna. That’s what they call marketing, these days.”

After dinner, I stood in the shower for twenty minutes. First hot, to soothe my muscles, then cooler, like a warm rain. Is the rain warm in California? That’s how I’d always imagined it. Falling gently across the parched hills and the eucalyptus groves, making the air moist and fragrant. Long days of rain that make the desert bloom. Until the ground slowly softens and begins to slide, carrying houses away, sending whole hillsides crashing into neighborhoods and sweeping beach houses out to sea…

I shut off the shower abruptly. Was it Noah’s wife who caused the flood, fantasizing about some shepherd boy?

David was sitting up in bed, reading the newspaper. “Here’s an interesting bit of information,” he called out as I toweled off. “A recent survey of the bedtime habits of more than fifteen hundred adults found that eighty-seven percent usually watch TV in the hour before going to bed, forty-seven percent usually have sex, and sixty-four percent read.” He lowered the paper. “As a publisher, I’m encouraged. We’re doing better than sex.”

“Well, they’re not doing math.”

“What do you mean?”

“Their numbers don’t add up. Shouldn’t the total come out at one hundred percent?”

He looked down at the newspaper. “I guess you could choose more than one.”

That would be nice. We usually read. David with his manuscripts, while I usually picked up whatever caught my eye on the “Our Staff Recommends” shelves at Barnes and Noble, or something Liz had bought and gotten bored with after a few chapters. One year, she bought the collected works of Jane Austen after reading an article in a women’s magazine entitled “Jane Austen’s Tips for the Single Girl.” After a few weeks, she’d handed me the whole set, saying, “I’ll rent the movies.”

It was odd, reading Jane Austen in bed with my husband beside me. Men are evasive in those books. Always dancing away at parties or riding off to see to their estates just when the heroine is expecting a proposal. And the ones who aren’t evasive are absurd. A bird in the hand, Jane reminds her reader, is never better than one in the bush. So what should you feel about the husband dozing off beside you? No estates to see to, sadly, and the dances you know never carry him away.

When I came to bed, David laid his newspaper aside. “Feel like making love?”

Later, when I got up to go to the bathroom, I found I could barely straighten up. The muscles in my lower back felt like a coil of twitching snakes. And suddenly I knew it was my punishment: I’d been thinking of Michael while David made love to me. My mind kept going back to those nights I’d spent in his bed in Palm Beach, and on the Cape, our bodies still young and fierce in their arousal. When I closed my eyes, it was Michael’s hands that touched me, Michael who strained toward his own pleasure above me. I’d come three times in quick succession, feeling each time like I’d tumbled down a flight of stairs. And each time, there he was, waiting at the bottom, ready to lead me back up.

“You okay?” David asked sleepily as I made my way back to bed.

“I think I did something to my back.”

“While we were making love?”

“I guess.”

“You need a heating pad?”

“Maybe just an Advil.”

He sighed, got out of bed, and went out to the kitchen. I eased under the covers gingerly, hearing him opening and closing cabinets. He came back with an Advil and a glass of water, stood beside me while I put the pill in my mouth and reached carefully for the glass.

“I feel terrible,” he said.

I looked up at him as I swallowed the pill. “No, you don’t. You’re proud of yourself.” I handed him the glass and lowered myself carefully down into the bed. “Isn’t that a basic male fantasy? Leaving a woman so worn out she can’t move?”

“Maybe when you’re twelve.” He set the glass down and got into bed. “When you’re in your forties, it’s a little harder to see back pain as an erotic experience.”



This morning it’s not my back. It’s everything. And somewhere in the back of my mind, I realize it wasn’t David who did this to me.

He comes into the kitchen and finds me leaning against the counter, unable to move. “Still in pain, huh?”

I give him a look that suggests he’s unlikely to get bonus points for that question, and suddenly he’s all concern. He helps me to a chair, lowers me into it like I’ve suddenly turned into his aged mother.

“Maybe we should get you to a doctor.”

Ladies, let’s face it, this is what marriage is. Not the romantic weekend in Paris, but the five days you spend in bed with the flu. Your husband, for all his faults, is the guy who brings you tea and toast, when all those glamorous career girls with their fabulous legs and flirtatious charm can only weep into their lonely pillows or call their mothers in Iowa for comfort. Your husband, bless him, is the guy who says, “You want me to call Ron, tell him you won’t be in today?”

I spend the day in bed. Once the Advil kicks in, it’s actually kind of pleasant. In fact, once I accept the idea that I don’t have to get up, it’s almost a guilty pleasure. I flip through the TV channels, feeling the muscle pain slowly ease like a tide flowing out until I’m left in a state of mild soreness and low energy. The bottle of painkillers is on the bedside table now, along with a large glass of water. I’m allowed to take more every four to six hours, and in the meantime, there are old movies, lurid soaps, and a surprising number of exercise shows. Most prove to be extended commercials, selling the latest piece of equipment to work your abs, buns, and thighs—“a complete workout in one!” I watch in fascination as a model shows us her daily routine, using every one of the machine’s surprising features. It’s actually kind of delicious to lie here watching her work her perfect body. She glistens; she glows. All she needs is a scoop of vanilla ice cream melting on her rippling abs.

Later, there’s a workout show filmed on a Caribbean beach. Three svelte young women and a beefy male bodybuilder chatter gaily through a sundrenched morning of weights, aerobics, and stretching as sailboats glide past on the ocean behind them. They seem not to notice the beauty around them, completely absorbed in their own perfection.

Like Michael’s buildings, I think. And the thought of Michael catches me up short. God, I haven’t answered his email.

I get out of bed slowly and creep down the hall to David’s study, where I switch on his computer and, as it warms up, lower myself carefully into his chair. What can I possibly say? It’s embarrassing, like having to make conversation with someone after a one-night stand.

I open my email. There’s a pile of new work stuff, but David’s made me promise not to do any work today, so I scroll down until I get to Michael’s last message, then hit Reply.

Dear Michael,


There’s so much I’d like to say to him, but none of it seems right. So why not the truth?

I’m home sick today. Actually, not sick. I think I pulled something in my back at the gym last night.


Okay, so it’s not the whole truth, but close enough. And at least I don’t come off sounding like the total idiot I really am. I’m tempted to go back and add lifting weights, but that seems to be pushing it too far. Let him use his imagination.

Not very “a-musing,” I’m afraid, but then I’m still getting used to this new role you’ve given me. What sweet things you said!


Now I’m starting to feel guilty. Don’t I owe him something for all those sweet words? Some truth, maybe?

I wish I could be that girl on the beach who inspired you. I’m so flattered that you were able to see me that way, even if I didn’t deserve it. The truth is…


And there I pause. Does he really want the truth? Would it even be fair to shatter this image that he’s clung to all these years? What’s it matter who I really am? He’s built amazing buildings thinking about some girl from his past. Wouldn’t it be selfish of me to insist that he see me as I am?

Okay, so I’m just another journalist trying to use him to boost circulation. But would he really need to know that, if I never ask him for the interview? I could tell him anything: I’m a teacher or a lawyer. After we’ve exchanged a few emails, he could go back to his buildings and his elegant wife with his dreams intact. And I’d go back to being that girl on the beach, turning my back on the sea.


The truth is, everything you’ve accomplished you owe to your own talent. Believe me when I say that any “amusement” I was able to give you was its own reward. And it’s nice to think I had a role in your work, however small.

Eva



I feel selfless as I hit Send, and watch the screen vanish. I haven’t asked him for anything, not even a reply. He can write back or not; it’s his decision. No flirtation. (Or at least not much. That line about “amusing” him being its own reward could probably be read as a little flirtatious.) Ron will have to live without his interview. Or let one of his writer girls flirt with Michael if he wants the interview so badly. Should be right up their alley.

I make my way back to bed. It’s strange to be home alone in the middle of the day; the apartment is so silent, I almost feel like a stranger who’s broken in to spy on our lives. I’m rarely alone these days. Either I’m at work, surrounded by people, or I’m spending time at home with David and Chloe. And even when they’re out, I’m doing things for them: running laundry, making dinner, shopping for groceries, straightening up. For a woman, having a family means not having a life of your own. It’s worth it, of course, but there’s something luxurious about all this silence. I leave the TV off and just lie there, feeling the silence surround me. It feels like sleeping on silk sheets.

But that’s a dangerous thought.

I reach for the phone. Liz is out of the office this morning. David’s in a meeting. Chloe’s in class with her phone shut off, so it rings straight through to her voicemail. Her message is in French now. “Bonjour, c’est Chloe…”

“Bonjour,” I say. “C’est your mother. You take off that beret this instant, young lady! And call your mère.”

How pathetic is it that I’m calling her at this moment? I vow to myself that when she calls, I won’t mention my sore back. I’ll just tell her I took a mental health day so I could get some things done around the apartment.

I suddenly realize that I haven’t eaten anything since last night. I’m famished, but it seems a shame to ruin such a good start on the day, so I go into the bathroom and run a tub full of steaming water and, gasping, lower myself into it for a soak. Once I’ve settled back, I realize that this is what I’ve needed all along. Forget food, forget phone calls, even forget old boyfriends. All I need was a tub full of hot water for my pains to dissolve.

The phone rings and I hear Liz’s voice on the answering machine. “Well, that’s just perfect. I get this message that you’re home sick and I call up, ready with my most sympathetic voice, and you’re not there! So where are you? Out playing hooky? Should I start calling the hospitals? And all this time I thought you were the stable one.” There’s a pause, and then she says, “Seriously, call me, okay?”

I close my eyes, letting my sore arms float on the surface of the water like kelp. I can almost forget my body, spreading out below the surface of the water in a way that must look strangely childlike. When I was a girl I always imagined women’s bodies as thin, defined by curves and contrasts. My body looks like a baby’s to me now, pudgy and undefined, ready to protect me against hunger and cold. If we lived in water, weight wouldn’t be an issue. In fact, we might prefer to be fat, with its buoyancy and warmth, slick as seals in our dense coats of blubber.

An hour later, I climb out of the tub feeling much improved. I wrap myself in a towel, go into the kitchen, and eat a cup of yogurt. It’s become a lovely day; what a shame to spend it moping around the apartment. It’s too late to meet Liz for lunch, and I have no interest in shopping. But when was the last time I just spent the day walking?

When I was young and broke, I’d wake up on a Saturday morning and head out into the city to explore. Some days, I walked almost the whole length of Manhattan, straight down Broadway from my apartment near Columbia, until I hit the Village, where I’d spend a morning wandering. If nothing caught my attention, I’d keep going, down to Battery Park to stand looking out across the harbor, feeling like some windswept movie heroine, watching for her lover to come sailing in. Then up the East Side from bagels and a schmear to five hundred-dollar sandals to wear at your beach house in the Hamptons.

In those days the city seemed like a huge battery that made the light burn brightly within me. Sometimes, in the excitement of that wandering, I’d forget to eat, until the flame suddenly began to flicker as I strode along. I’d duck into a Korean grocery, buy an apple and a pint of milk, and consume them sitting on the front steps of some investment banker’s Chelsea brownstone. If it looked like rain, I’d slip into a museum or spend an hour browsing in a bookstore. And that could be an adventure in itself. In New York, a pretty girl alone in a bookstore is like an animal cut from the herd, and the skillful hunters quickly start to circle. On some days, when the hunters were particularly skillful, that was as far as I got in my wandering. But just as often, I’d make my way back uptown, cut back across the park in the eighties, and get home to my apartment weary but exhilarated just before dark, giving me a few hours to rest before going out for the night.

Hard to believe now that I ever had that much energy. Or the right kind of shoes. I find an old pair of running shoes in the back of the closet, but who am I kidding? This isn’t going to be that kind of marathon. Maybe I’ll head down Broadway to Columbus Circle, come back up through the park. Just a stroll to loosen up my legs.



It’s almost seven when I get back to the apartment, carrying bags of takeout for dinner. David’s in the shower. His gym bag lies on the floor of the entryway, next to mine. Side by side, they look like a pair of lazy, overfed dogs. The answering machine on the kitchen counter is flashing with messages from all the people I called in my moment of desperation. David hasn’t played them. Does that mean he’s angry, or did he just go straight into the shower when he came home?

“Hello,” I call from the bathroom door. “Just letting you know I’m home.”

The shower shuts off. Silence. He’s angry.

“I was feeling better around eleven, so I went for a walk,” I say quickly. “I guess I should have called.”

“Liz called me this afternoon,” he says quietly, reaching for a towel. “She had my secretary pull me out of a sales meeting. Apparently she got a message from you this morning saying that you were at home, dying of the plague, but when she tried to call you, she didn’t get an answer. She got worried, so she called Chloe. Don’t ask me why she called Chloe, but she did. By the time they decided to pull me out of my meeting, they were both convinced you were lying on the floor here with a ruptured spleen. She made me leave work early to come home and check on you. Then I get the pleasure of calling up Chloe to tell her, ‘Don’t worry, honey. Your mom’s not dead. It seems she’s gone out shopping.’” He rubs his hair roughly.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t think anybody would worry. I just went for a walk and got caught up looking at buildings.”

He looks at me over his towel. “Looking at buildings?”

“Yeah. I pass these wonderful buildings every day, but I never really look at them. And it suddenly struck me that since I didn’t have to be anywhere today, I could take my time and really look.”

He stares at me for a moment in silence. Then he sighs and goes back to toweling himself off. “Well, call Chloe, okay? And Liz. I think she’s getting ready to accuse me of dumping your body in the East River.”

Chloe seems completely unfazed when I reach her. “Okay, Mom. I’m glad you had a nice day.” Liz, on the other hand, seems to have spent the day Paxilating. “Thank God you’re okay,” she exclaims when I finally reach her on her cell. “I was so worried.”

She’s talking to me from the ladies’ room at Pastis, where she’s having dinner with a tax lawyer she met in the waiting room of her massage therapist’s office that afternoon.

“We haven’t even ordered,” she tells me, “and he’s already solved my withholding problem.”

“Enjoy your dinner,” I tell her, and hang up. Any man who can solve Liz’s withholding problem deserves an uninterrupted meal.

I find David in the kitchen digging through the takeout bag. “I think they shorted you,” he says.

“What do you mean?” I push him aside and unload the boxes of Chinese food, opening each one and lining them all up on the counter. “No, it’s all here.”

He looks at me. “Where’s your kung pao shrimp?”

“I wasn’t very hungry. I just got some steamed vegetables.”

He gives me a concerned look, reaches up to feel my forehead. “You sure you’re feeling okay?”

“Yeah. I just wanted something light. I bought an apple at a Korean deli on my way back from Midtown.”

I catch him sneaking glances at my plate as we eat, and he keeps trying to offer me some of his Hunan beef.

“David, I’m fine,” I tell him. “There’s plenty of food. I won’t go hungry.”

For some reason he seems to find this disturbing, and we pass the meal mostly in silence. He doesn’t seem angry, but when I ask him about his day, he just shrugs and says, “Nothing to write home about, really.”

Suddenly, all the energy drains from my body. I lay my chopsticks down on my plate and sit back.

“What’s the matter?” David’s staring at me again. “You okay?”

“Tired.” I push my chair back and get up slowly. “You mind if I just go to bed?”

“Go ahead. I’ll clean up.”

I climb into bed without even brushing my teeth. For a moment, I lie there savoring the sensation of the sheets against my body. It’s early still, and I can hear the traffic on Broadway. It’s a strangely comforting sound, as if the city is going about its life and will be there when I wake up, ready to start a new day. As sleep takes me, I hear a quiet clatter of dishes in the kitchen, where David has begun cleaning up.
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I wake up early. I’ve been dreaming that I’m on the top floor of a tall building, looking out the window as a crowd gathers below. Police have the block cordoned off, and the crowd stands behind barriers at a distance, gazing up at me with wide, expectant eyes. Then I hear a thud, and the whole building shakes. A crane has begun to swing a wrecking ball against the side of the building, and with each crash, the crowd cheers. I cry out, waving my hands wildly to show them that I’m still inside the building, but nobody sees me. They’re all watching the ball crash into the building, showering glass and debris onto the empty street below.

For some reason, I don’t even try to escape the building. I know the doors are locked, the stairways crushed by the wrecking ball’s first blow. I’m stuck there, waiting for the building to crumble beneath me. I can see the crane’s operator working the levers that slowly swing the ball out wide, then send it hurtling back toward me. And in the crowd below, I see David and Chloe, laughing excitedly as the ball smashes into the building.

I wake up just before the final collapse, relieved to find myself in my own bed. What is it they say about falling dreams? All the magazines tell you they mean something, but I can’t remember what. Something about sex, no doubt. Or its lack.

David’s still sleeping heavily, and the alarm won’t go off for another hour and a half. But I’m fully awake so there’s no point in staying in bed. I get up and go into the bathroom. They tell you not to weigh yourself every day if you’re trying to lose weight, but they don’t say anything about if you’ve given up trying. It’s become a daily ritual of self-punishment, and I accept the results with resignation—one more weight to carry through the day.
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