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CHAPTER 1
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Since Karla Most has been working as a maid for over five years now, she is not bowled over when she opens the back door of her new client’s Manhattan apartment. All her clients live big. And in her off-duty life, she herself is no peon. Thanks to her superrich grandparents, who give her a monthly allowance and used their pull to get her registered at NYU, when she is not working, she audits courses: Art History, Language of Film, Introductory Spanish. In fact, Karla’s family thinks attending classes is all she does.


They’d be ripshit if they found out she was moonlighting as a housecleaner. But being a maid reflects Karla’s sense of herself as someone who needs to do penance. Even if she cannot name her crime, she has no doubt about the source of her guilt: she let her mother down. And cleaning, scrubbing, vacuuming to suck up her clients’ schmutz gives her a reason to exist. Other people count on her.


Besides, Karla enjoys having a secret life; she rebels against meeting anyone’s expectations. Not that she exactly decided to become a maid. She fell into it at age sixteen, just after her mother died. Back then, not knowing her father’s parents were even alive, Karla believed that, as a person with no birth certificate, no Social Security number, no proof at all of her existence, she had no other choice. And later, when she found her grandparents and could have become a full-time student, she didn’t see why she should. Karla likes her life as it is. She likes starring as Cinderella in a fairy tale of her own creation.


So, today, as she checks out her new Park Avenue client’s enormous kitchen, instead of asking herself, What am I doing here? she thinks, Who needs a kitchen this humongous? Everyone she knows eats out or orders in. Karla’s favorite client uses her oven to store her jewelry. So kitchens, untouched, are usually the cleanest rooms. But this new guy is clearly different. Karla wrinkles her nose, disgusted by the stench of cigarettes and fish. Well, she supposes, that’s why he hired me.


Groaning, Karla pulls off the seal coat her grandparents gave her this past January for her twenty-first birthday and drapes it over a chair. Her grandmother thinks that giving her things is important, but Adele’s best gifts are her stories about the father who died before Karla was born.


“Every woman Michael ever met adored him,” Adele likes to say of her only child, a light going on in her normally mournful face. “I could never account for it. Because, you know, he was a little pudgy, more of a Martin Milner than an Errol Flynn, if you know what I mean . . .”


Though she has no idea who either Martin Milner or Errol Flynn is, Karla nods because she does catch her grandmother’s drift.


“Michael was never drop dead gorgeous. But oh, how all the gals loved him!” By this time, Adele is beaming.


So natural magnetism is in Karla’s DNA. And whenever she leaves one of her sessions with her grandmother, she feels assured, attractive, joyful. No need whatever to be like her mother; Karla can be her dad’s kid.


But she accepted the coat only once her grandparents agreed to her terms: any clothes they buy her have to be black.


Right from the beginning, her mother insisted on dressing her in black, even going so far as to dye her diapers. So always Karla has been “the girl in black,” and at this point it is easiest just to stay that way. Only she hates it when people ask her why she never wears anything else. It always sounds as if they are accusing her of something, but of what? Is wearing black such a crime? As a child, Karla may have yearned to try every color in the rainbow, but now, in 1979, five years after her mother’s death, she wishes people would just stop bugging her about it.


Focusing on the job before her, she recalls that yesterday, her boss said Karla was to scour and mop the kitchen and bathrooms, vacuum, dust, spray and wipe mirrors, polish wood surfaces, make up the bed, and empty wastebaskets. However, she was not to touch any of the artwork. “Is that clear?” demanded Louise, who runs her housekeeping agency with absolute authority.


Karla could never pull off such self-assurance, but she identifies with Louise’s wariness. She, too, distrusts, and, recognizing their bond, Karla wishes she and Louise had more than a working relationship. But over the years Louise has made it obvious that there will be no meetings for coffee or glasses of wine, no weekend brunches or dinners, in fact nothing at all, their meetings strictly business. “Is that clear?”


As usual, Louise glared at Karla before handing over the key to this new client’s apartment. And Karla played her part, faking submission although, having been raised by a control-freak mother, she harbors in herself a pilot light of defiance that can flare up at any time. “I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” she reassured Louise, who, paying her cash off the books, deserved at least the pretense of obedience.


Louise said the new client was a guy named Saxton Perry. The minute Karla heard the name, she knew the type: a WASP. And, looking around his kitchen, she figures he probably wouldn’t live in a palazzo like this one by himself. He’d have a significant other, probably not a guy, the room insufficiently tarted up; Saxton Perry’s woman would wear Armani. Her blond mane artfully gilded and perpetually sleek, this svelte Nordic goddess would of course constantly look impeccable. Karla knows her type, too.


Imagining her, Karla is conscious of her own bushy red hair, her slapdash inadequacy. But at least she is genuine; this guy’s babe is probably superficial and snobby. And, with a trophy like that on his arm and his aristocratic bearing, he would advertise his connection both to the Founding Fathers and to some club that wouldn’t take Jews as members.


Karla knows all about that sort of thing because, though Mutti may have neglected arithmetic, in addition to teaching Karla about art, music, and literature, she passed on to her daughter a keen appreciation for social gradations. Not that Mutti was in awe of anyone. She might well have deemed the owner of this apartment “worthless,” which, in her German accent she pronounced “vertless,” so that for years Karla said it that way, too, because in Mutti’s world there were two kinds of people: vertless and valuable.


It was as important to know which was which as it was to be one of the valuables who were not necessarily rich, though, Mutti often pointed out, money never hurts. It just shouldn’t be too new, too obvious, or take the place of important intangibles like good taste, intelligence, or kindness. Being a nice person beat out being a wealthy one. Mutti liked to quote the Bible, saying it was easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. But whether this new client turns out to be vertless or valuable, right now Karla transfers her own indignation into energy. By God, she will clean him out!


She opens a closet as big as a maid’s room and, instead of a bed and a sink, sees the Rolls-Royce of vacuums, along with every other high-end cleaning product in the world. She emerges with a cartful of supplies and quickly locates the source of the fish stink: a garbage pail loaded with cigarette butts and unwashed cans containing scabs of dried cat food.


As she dumps the cans into a trash bag, Karla remembers how her richy-rich, anorexic grandmother cuts paper napkins in half, saying, “Waste not, want not,” and, either because she grew up in Nazi Germany or because, having lied to get into the United States, she feared she would be found out and deported, her paranoid mother believed the police were constantly watching them. In any case, Karla suspects this Perry is just one more weirdo, like the misers she reads about in the tabloids who subsist on cat food, because any actual cat around here, as far as Karla can detect, is invisible. Unless it is hiding from her, in which case it will probably turn up when it is good and ready.


Meanwhile, addressing the immediate problem (odor up the giggy), Karla sprinkles baking soda into the garbage pail before she relines it with a fresh bag, then gives it a quick sniff. Acceptable, so no point in scrubbing the pail, for it is one thing to clean and quite another to be like Mutti’s cousin Viv and make a fetish out of cleaning. Besides, getting away with a cut corner or two is half the fun of everything Karla does.


Opening the fridge, she decides that no matter how gigantic his pad is, this client cannot, after all, have a live-in other, because only a loner could subsist on four Heinekens, one dried-up lemon, a jar of Dijon mustard, a bottle of ketchup, and a couple of raw eggs. Famished, Karla furiously wipes the empty shelves, bangs the fridge door, jangles the beers. Scared, she pauses. And hears nothing smash, so that’s okay.


But what about this great art she’s been warned not to touch? She drags the vacuum and the cart through a swinging door into the dining room, where a hidden sound system startles her with jazz, some invisible pianist stroking her spirit along with his piano keys. Is she supposed to be drinking in the music this way? Is Karla allowed to have a good time on the job?


She shivers and looks around. Is anyone other than the phantom cat watching her? Or is that sense of constantly being under scrutiny a holdover from those years of living with her mother?


Nobody’s spying on you, kiddo, Karla reminds herself for the zillionth time. You’re on your own, so just figure out what’s the deal here.


A magnificent still life she recognizes as seventeenth-century Flemish from her History of Art course hangs over a fireplace. Deliberately casual fruits and nuts cascade into the body of a pheasant, an image that screams of abundance; no one who lived in any house where this painting hung on a wall would ever have gone hungry. The fireplace beneath it holds a charred log and ashes.


Since Louise has frequently warned her to be ultracareful with paintings, sculptures, and ornaments, Karla assumed today’s client’s art would be the usual crap. But it is possible that in this apartment, everything from the working fireplace she cleans out to the genre painting above it could be the real deal.


Mutti would have loved this place. She might even have loved Karla, despite all her deficiencies, for worming her way in here. And this thought gladdens Karla. In any case, what an opportunity! Karla abandons the fireplace to examine huge bronze double doors of the type she has seen only in art books or cathedrals. But instead of featuring saints and angels, these colossal doors portray bas-relief sailboats on curling waves, and in one panel, a kind of mini–capitol building with a smooth golden dome. And she cannot help chortling at this jokey version of the entrance to St. Patrick’s.


Then Karla grasps a handle, pulls the weight slowly toward her, freezes. What if the door is one of the art objects she was not supposed to touch? But how else is she supposed to get into the living room? Still worried—what if there are security cameras in this place?—she pushes the vacuum and cleaning cart ahead and returns the massive doors to their exact original position. Then she gets down to work.


But as she moves through, at least one picture per room wows her. What kind of person owns paintings like these? An American Göring? Mutti told about how he looted all the Jewish collections. Who else besides someone like that would have a Rauschenberg and a Balthus in his living room, two Dürer etchings in his den, a secret cache of excellent art collected with no discernible rationale? Even if the guy stole the stuff, based on the fact that she loves every single piece in here (with the exception of the Balthus), Karla might have to revise her original take on this Saxton Perry. Whatever else he may be, he is not your average WASP.


Has everybody else heard of him and his seemingly random collection of unbelievably fabulous works? Is Karla the only person in the world who, until today, had no idea he, Saxton Perry, or it, his trove, even existed?


In particular, the painting in the master bedroom stops her cold. Framed on the wall above the bed’s headboard, a peachy-gold woman sits, one naked thigh over the other, displaying a luscious haunch. With a bare arm, she clasps a white cloth, her arm crossing her chest but leaving her tawny nipple exposed. Her head tipped to one side, she has wavy black hair, long Asian eyes, a mysterious smile, her whole pose as sinuous as an S.


Of course Karla recognizes the artist. “Modigliani always painted sad because he was Jewish and knew grief firsthand,” her mother used to say, as if she knew from being Jewish herself. What bullshit! Still, in all fairness, Mutti did teach Karla to recognize a Modigliani. And this sure as hell is one right here in the room with her. Who would believe it? And what would Mutti say about it if she were here now? For a minute, Karla almost misses her.


She would certainly like to tell her mother how wrong she was, because the woman in this portrait does not look sorrowful. Ripe, and therefore pluckable, is more like it. Also contagious, as Karla’s own body actually absorbs the glow from that painting so that even when she turns away, she senses its warmth on the back of her head. And when she faces the light pouring from it, reflecting the woman’s open willingness, Karla remembers how, that time in the van with Vince, when she was sixteen, she, too, felt luminous.


Their encounter occurred when she was working her first job, cleaning a toy store. She hadn’t been employed there long when the boss’s son, Vince, showed up and invited her to take a drive with him after work. He would, he said, take her to Brooklyn Heights to “watch the submarine races.” Having no idea what that meant, Karla sat without moving, once Vince parked his truck, as he leaned over and touched her mouth with his. Without thinking, she opened her lips and Vince slipped his tongue into her mouth. Even though at first his tongue flicked only a bit, when he slid it in and out, it began to go much deeper and her tongue responded, wanting to taste more. How she wanted that melting-all-over feeling to go on and on!


And go on it did. Karla still relives, from time to time, the way Vince’s tongue sent thrill after thrill through her. Had her body started emitting light, she would not have been surprised. So she gets why the woman in the painting looks luminous.


That night with Vince, Karla closed her eyes and was surrounded by the sounds of their breathing, hers matching his. And when, a little dizzy, she opened her eyes just to get her bearings, she saw that the windows had steamed over, creating a cozy cocoon within the car. Aroused by the painting, she half expects the windows in this room to be clouded, too. But, though they are clear, Park Avenue is wide; no one without binoculars can see in, and if they care enough to spy . . .


No one that night could see when Vince reached inside her coat and pushed her leotard down over her shoulder. When he breathed on her naked breast and licked it, Karla felt as if she would pass out with joy. Then he raised his head and asked, “You on the pill?”


“No,” Karla admitted, feeling stupid.


“You got a diaphragm?”


She let out her breath. “It’s not like I can exactly leave it at home. That’s how I breathe,” she said. Remembering this idiotic remark even now, she blushes, just as she did in the van.


“Come on, Karla. Cut the horseshit and just tell me. Do I need to wear a rubber?”


“Why would you?” she asked.


“I’m not exactly ready at this point to have a kid,” Vince said, reaching deep into a pocket and shifting around whatever was going on down there.


“I’m pretty sure babies don’t happen every time.” Entirely self-taught, Karla, alas, skipped reading the birth control part in The Joy of Sex.


How how how could I have been such an idiot? She is to this very day still asking herself.


“Hey, it only takes once. I mean, what’ve you used in the past?”


“Nothing.”


“And you never got pregnant?”


“I never went out with a guy,” Big Mouth admitted.


“Oh, shit,” Vince swore and moved away from her. “Jeez, I had no idea you were a virgin.”


“What difference does that make?” Staring at the windshield, where steam drops were sliding down wobbly tracks, Karla was mortified to feel tears running down her cheeks. She rooted around in her pocket and naturally came up with yet another embarrassment: an ancient Kleenex clump she shoved at her nostrils, confirming her status, then and now, as a classic jerk. Not like Modigliani’s woman. Anyone can see she is no virgin and has no regrets.


“Popping a girl’s cherry, it’s, like, a lot of responsibility.” Vince had by then turned on the engine, which blew a gust of cold air in Karla’s face. “I mean, all your life you’ll remember your first time.”


“So?” She was never going to forget this disaster, either. Had he ever thought of that? Did Vince even remember Karla now?


“So I wasn’t thinking in terms of a commitment,” he explained then. “I thought you realized that. I mean, I’ve got, like, years ahead of me before I start settling down.”


“I never said you should,” she pointed out.


He turned on the windshield wipers, and they drove back to Manhattan in silence.


When they arrived at her loft on Canal Street, the car windows were perfectly clear—as was Vince. “You ought to talk to my mother,” he advised, as he pulled up to the curb to let her out. “She’ll tell you why you don’t want to just throw it away.”


“I’ve kind of had it with mothers.” Karla slammed his door behind her.


Having been “homeschooled,” an ordinary-sounding word that barely touched on that sicko childhood with her paranoid mother, she still has no idea how other girls grew up or what they might have experienced. At NYU, Karla is clueless about how to act around people her age. What on earth can she say to any of them? She stares at the painting, as if it will tell her.


Who are those girls, anyway? Karla studies them, wanting to know. One time after class, hovering on the fringe of a group in Washington Square Park, she saw them passing around a joint. “Want a hit?” someone asked.


“Sure.” Faking expertise, Karla nervously put the slimy thing between her lips, took a quick breath, shoved the joint at the next person, choked back a cough, and, unable to imagine why anyone would let herself go like that in public, observed the other girls’ goofy grins, unhinged movements, rollicking gestures.


As for the guys, Karla could not just walk up to one of them and say, “Please fuck me,” though more than once she has imagined doing just that. Especially since her best and only friend, Ron’l, took her to a sex shop. If only Ron’l were straight.


Since that night with Vince, no one has even kissed Karla, let alone propositioned her. At the time, she saw Vince as her first chance to experiment. Now, four years later, she is terrified that he may have been the one and only chance she will ever have.


How could she have been so stupid as to tell him she was a virgin? Now she could die without ever having slept with a guy. Looking at the woman in the portrait, she comes close to crying. Because in the middle of the so-called sexual revolution, bombarded by articles about sex, advice about sex, sexy ads, sexy movies, sexy music, Karla is somehow missing out on sex.


The boys she sees in her classes or just hanging around act as if she is off-limits. And when one dweeby guy actually did zoom up to her, his pushiness was a total turn-off, so, instead of encouraging him, she mumbled an excuse and fled. A woman with Modigliani know-how would have encouraged his attention, even welcomed it.


Karla is probably the city’s only twenty-one-year-old virgin who has no clue, despite the beds she has changed and the rubbers (used and unused) she has encountered in her years of apartment cleaning, about what sleeping with a guy feels like or how to go about finding out. She has no idea how to bridge the gap between the studs in the books she devours, and the creeps crowding the edge of her life. Gazing at the nude in this astonishing apartment, Karla just hopes that someday she will have it in herself not just to look like that woman, but to be like her.


[image: Images]


That morning, not so many hours earlier, the Modigliani’s owner was sitting in his office at Redstone Capital when his secretary announced that his ex-wife was on the line. “What’s up?” Sax barked into the phone, instantly on guard. Pam’s calls were always bad news.


“The building superintendent went into Fleur’s apartment last night and found her unconscious!” Pam blurted out. “She’s at St. Luke’s. I’m here with her.”


Sickened, Sax immediately understood. Although their daughter had had years of psychotherapy, she kept shifting from one antidepressant to another and trying new combinations. Nevertheless, Sax had been telling himself that lately at least Fleur’s illness wasn’t getting any worse (no news was good news, right?). And while she still had neither a loving partner nor any kind of job, she seemed to be managing her daily existence well enough—that is, she was more or less “functioning.” So, up until that moment earlier today, his daughter’s sadness was just another ache Sax routinely set aside while he went about the business of living his life. “Did she overdose?” he forced himself to ask.


“Yes,” Pam confirmed. “She mixed valium with vodka to do the job right. Oh, Christ, Sax!” Pam couldn’t hold back a sharp sob, which moved him. For once, she was allowing herself to show emotion.


“Will she be all right?” Sax became aware he was grasping the arms of his office chair as if it were a raft keeping him afloat. His daughter nearly ended her life, and his along with it. If she died like that, he could not just go on. Grasping at a chair wasn’t going to change that, but he couldn’t bring himself to release his grip. “Is she conscious?”


“Not yet,” Pam said, her voice lifeless. “They haven’t let me see her; they just say she’s in serious but stable condition. So, even though nothing terminal is imminent, I thought you should know.”


“Yes, of course I should,” Sax replied fervently, which was his version of screaming, Why the hell didn’t you call me immediately? Were you waiting until it was too late? Pam could be such a bitch, but she must have been floored. She would have needed time to pull herself together. At least she finally did call him—Sax had to give her that much—so he dragged out his gentle voice to ask, “Any idea what shape she’ll be in if she recovers?”


“No, not really.” Pam’s voice broke.


“Hey, it’ll be all right,” he reassured her, though things with Fleur were never all right. “I’m on my way.”


When he arrived at the hospital information desk, a girl about Fleur’s age jotted down her room number for him; apparently, his daughter had been transferred out of intensive care—a good sign, Sax reassured himself. As she told him to take the elevator just past the gift shop to the fourth floor and turn right, the information volunteer—if only his daughter could be someone like that!—acted as if his visit were ordinary and not momentous.


Another good sign, Sax thought, as he stepped first into the elevator and then out into a miasma of rubbing alcohol, floor polish, and whatever that food was in the stacked trays sitting on a hall rack. Breakfast? Lunch? A few feet down the hall, he found himself outside his daughter’s room. Trying not to expect the worst, he put on his game face before he opened the door and stepped inside.


Sax was immediately struck by how, looking more like her aging mother than like herself, the normally posture-perfect Pam was sagging in a chair beside the bed, where Fleur (presumably) lay under a sheet. A plastic mask hid the patient’s mouth and nose, her eyes were closed, tubes sprouted from her body, a shower cap covered her head. It could be anyone in there. This could all have been a huge mistake.


Please let it not be Fleur, Sax prayed to a God in whom he had not since childhood believed, as he moved around the bed toward his ex-wife. “How is she?” he found himself whispering.


Shakily, Pam rose, her face dead white, save for the pale gray hammocks below her eyes. Touching his ex-wife’s body for the first time in the fifteen years since their acrimonious divorce, Sax clasped and unclasped her padded shoulder.


To his surprise, Pam reached up and pressed her hand over his. “The doctors say she’ll probably be okay.” She sighed. “Now, she needs lots of rest.”


Embarrassed by his impulsive gesture, Sax retrieved his hand. “Do you know what made her do it?” Not that it made any difference—what was done was done—but Sax just had to find out why. Assuming Fleur survived, he had to know what he could do to prevent a recurrence—if that was possible.


“She left a note,” Pam murmured, as their daughter, silent and unmoving, lay still.


“What did it say?” Sax steeled himself. Fleur probably blamed him. And why shouldn’t she? If he had not impregnated Pam, they would never have married. And had their daughter not just tried to kill herself, he would not be here chatting with the person who’d cuckolded him with his own brother. What a twist!


No matter how they felt about each other, Pam and he both loved their only child. Yet Fleur did this unspeakable thing not just to him, but also to her mother. For no reason at all that either of them could fathom, she did this to herself, when either of them would have given all of their own happiness to her if they could; how could Fleur not understand that?


“She apologized for putting us through this but said that turning thirty next week would be too much to bear. She asked you to take care of Sidney. Would you believe that her damn cat was all she worried about?”


Sax had recently cat sat so that Fleur and her boyfriend, Ned, could be free to work out their latest problems. Why could she not see that the problem was Ned—Ned and his lovers, both male and female; Ned and money; Ned and coke; Ned and you-name-it. As long as Fleur stayed with Ned, she was going to be miserable.


Sax told her that repeatedly. When that had no effect, he reluctantly tried more than once to rescue Ned and was unsuccessful. Still Fleur could not acknowledge the reality of her situation. So Sax finally tuned out his daughter’s soap opera, promising himself that if Fleur was ever planning to do anything desperate, he would notice the signs in time to stop her. Benign neglect was the ticket, he thought, and had allowed himself to set the problem aside—until this morning.


“How’d the building super know something was wrong?” he asked Pam. How could he himself not have known?


“Fleur called Ned before she passed out,” Pam sighed.


Of course, Sax thought. Any normal person would have called 911, but it’s been years since anyone called Fleur “normal.” And at least Ned called the super—I have to give the little shit that much credit.


“And now we just wait?” Sax asked, envying those who still believed prayer could do the trick.


“I guess. I just feel so helpless,” Pam groaned.


“Me, too.” He slumped into a chair next to hers and marveled that, in all their years, first together and then apart, he had never felt so close to this woman. “Did they say how long it would be before she wakes up?”


“It could be any time,” Pam said. “Her vital signs have all stabilized.”


So, thankful, he sat with her in silence, trying to empty his mind of everything but the quiet hiss and tick of medical equipment until finally, after what felt like days rather than less than an hour, Fleur’s eyelids fluttered open.


Pam noticed first and eagerly reached out for her daughter’s hand. “Hi, honey,” she said softly. “Your dad and I are here.”


Fleur looked blank for a moment and then focused first on her mother, then on her father. As usual, in control of his emotions, Sax squelched his explosive relief and joked, “Some people will do anything to palm off a cat.”


Was Fleur trying to smile? Yes, yes, her mouth was twitching, and Sax, who’d shed his religious upbringing years ago, offered up a prayer of thanks to “whoever’s up there.” At least his daughter could still respond to humor. So her mind was probably intact and she wasn’t going to die—at least, not this time.


When she again fell asleep, more than half-dead himself, he waited another hour before he left to pick up the cat. Then Sax managed to hail a cab, which, in his depleted state, felt like a major achievement. He paid the driver, brought the cat up in the elevator, and finally made it into the apartment, where he wanted only to collapse. But first things first.
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He arrives in his kitchen with his daughter’s cat in a pillowcase and instantly notices that the place smells of lemons and bleach, an aroma he associates with his mother. Sax shudders. If his mother were still alive, she would kill him for what almost happened to Fleur, her only and fully beloved grandchild. But then he remembers: the agency was sending in a maid today. And, judging from the fur coat hanging over the chair, she must still be here.


Great, he thinks. Somebody else I have to talk to. Surely he has done enough talking today.


Sax tips Sidney out of his pillowcase onto the floor. The cat momentarily freezes, then, realizing he is at last free, scampers around the kitchen.


Dragging himself to the counter, Sax remembers he has forgotten to pick up cat food. The nearest thing to it in the cabinet is anchovies. So Sax rummages through a drawer, finds the can-opening key, peels back the lid, and sets the can on the floor. Sidney hops down from the counter and laps up the fishy oil, his tongue clicking.


Sax consults the clock. Rather than being four in the morning, as his exhaustion suggests, it is four in the afternoon, which means that soon the maid should be finished. Sax has not had anything to eat all day. Once she is gone, he will make himself something, whether or not he is actually hungry. As he hopes to make Fleur understand, life must go on, no matter what. You owe that much to the people who love you.


Meanwhile, drained of feeling, energy, understanding, Sax takes a beer from the fridge, tosses the cap onto the counter, and wonders, as he heads for his bedroom, What the hell kind of cleaning woman owns a fur coat?
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CHAPTER 2
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Were the bottle in his hand a camera, Sax would snap a picture of the maid in his bedroom. Her hair Celtic red, she is standing before his Modigliani, a worshiper gazing at it as if it were a crucifix, this girl—or, as Fleur would remind him, “woman”—dressed like a dancer, clearly a believer in art.


Out of respect, Sax waits a moment before breaking the spell. “Hello,” he finally says.


Yelping, she spins around to face him.


Though there is nothing wrong with her features—in fact, she has arresting, pale silver eyes—self-consciousness causes her beauty to morph, so the poor thing instantly becomes just that: a poor thing. “Sorry to startle you,” Sax says. Today he regrets everything he has ever done, this just the latest of his colossal missteps.


“That’s okay.” Only she wishes she had not kicked off her shoes and been caught barefoot. “It’s my fault. Your art’s very distracting.” And Karla has no idea how he got in here without her hearing him, no idea what she is supposed to say to a gaunt guy who looks not like Robert Redford but like Abraham Lincoln. Not exactly the preppy type she was picturing. How is she supposed to speak to someone with that kind of innate dignity? She falls back on telling it like it is. “That Modigliani . . .” She points. “It’s a killer.” She shakes her head in awe.


“So I’ve always thought,” Sax replies. And now, so soon after he assumed he would never smile again, he finds himself smiling.


Having managed to think of one thing apparently okay to say, Karla gratefully reverts to her housecleaner role. “I’ll work an extra half hour to make up the time.” She snatches up an ashtray, dumps the cigarette butts into her garbage bag, and pulls back the covers to smooth his bed’s bottom sheet, all the while wondering, Why is he still staring at me? Was I supposed to act as if the walls in here were blank? And anyway, who is this guy?


He could be a supersmooth burglar, surprised to find her in here. If so, she has to hand it to him—he sure doesn’t look flustered. It is Karla who is unsettled. She’s always uncomfortable if she’s working somewhere when its owner is around, and if this guy is an intruder, it’s even worse. She’ll have do something, alert someone, or, at the very least, keep an eye on him to see what he’s up to. She cannot believe any normal collector would allow cigarette smoke in the same room as his Modigliani. “I took a little time with the Dürers, Balthus, and Rauschenberg,” she assures whoever he is, deciding, for the time being, just to play along as if he is her employer.


“That’s okay.” Sax is impressed with Miss Fur Coat’s ability to identify his artists. “And don’t worry about the bed. I’ll be getting into it soon.”


She checks her watch. Four o’clock, and already he’s talking about bed? She blushes. Does he realize that even though he’s pretty old and kind of mournful, he’s also sort of studly in a sinewy way? Does he sense that looking at him is giving her the same rush the painted nude did? I mean, wouldn’t it be funny if just when I was ready to give up my search, this brilliant burglar or megabucks art collector turned out to be my Big Opportunity?


“I know it’s early,” he’s saying, “but it’s been a difficult day.” Just standing here is taking willpower.


“I’ll finish up fast,” she promises, noticing that maybe how he looks is not so much mournful as exhausted. “And you can lie down.” Blushing again, she reminds herself her shoes still are over by the desk. “Excuse me.” She scoots around him.


“Go right ahead,” says Sax, wondering how old she is. Certainly younger than his daughter, obviously not underprivileged, probably a dancer or actress earning her living between auditions.


“I’ll just get everything out of your way.” After cramming her feet into her shoes, she quickly tosses stuff into the cart for this man swilling beer out of a bottle. She cannot picture her grandfather, the one really rich guy she knows, drinking out of anything but a proper glass. But this one seems to have his own set of rules, and, of course, Karla likes that.


Sax considers. Since she seems to be eyeing his beer hungrily—the poor thing probably can’t afford much on what she makes—he lifts the bottle toward her. “Want one?” Not a question he would normally ask a housecleaner, but this housecleaner, he could argue, is clearly not your run-of-the-mill.


“Let me just finish here.” Grateful for the excuse to look away from him, Karla unplugs the vac and wonders what to say next. He could be dangerous, the ghost of Mutti warns. But Karla would have sensed by now if he were. She would not be hoping he is as attracted to her as she is to him. “I’m almost done.”


“It’s fine as is.” Up close, Sax notices, she smells not just of bleach and lemon oil, but also of lily of the valley, another fragrance he has always associated with his mother. “If you don’t have to be somewhere else right away, why don’t you stick around awhile?” he asks, astonished to hear himself add, “I could really use the company.” For some reason, rather than being intrusive, this girl/woman is actually making him feel human again.


“No problem. I’ve got nowhere else I have to be after this,” Karla replies, vacuum hose in one hand, cart rim in the other. Whoever he is—and she decides that since those cigarette butts were in the bedroom before he was and he is acting as if he owns the place, he must in fact be the real Saxton Perry—it is possible she can help him. One evening at her grandparents’, when her grandfather Ben came home after a bad day at his office, he said Karla’s being there cheered him up. Now, this melancholy man seems to have sensed that she is good at cheering people up.


“My daughter . . . ,” he begins, then pauses to clear the sorrow from his throat, “tried to kill herself last night.”


“Wow!” Feeling as if she has just landed in the deep end, Karla holds her breath. What will she say if his daughter turns out to be dead? “Is she going to be okay?” she finally makes herself ask.


“Yeah. At least, we think so.” Sax nods, not mentioning that for years, Fleur has been anything but okay.


“Well, that’s good.” Again breathing normally, Karla looks around for further conversational inspiration. “Is that her?” She points to a silver-framed photo of a slim girl on horseback who reminds her of a similarly framed picture of the chubby father she’s never known, on a hairy pony at his sixth birthday party. This kid has the same easy assumption of entitlement as he did, only she looks classy, not comical.


“Yes, that’s Fleur when she was a child.” Sax blinks back sudden tears. At that time, either his daughter was happy or he just believed she was happy.


“How old is she now?”


He finds the question surprisingly painful. “With luck, she’ll be thirty next week.”


“Do you know why she tried it?” A few minutes ago, Karla wanted to be if not the naked woman over the bed, then the girl in the photo in her leather boots and velvet hat, but that girl apparently doesn’t realize how lucky she is. Karla would give anything to have this cool guy as her father.


“She probably wanted to get back at her boyfriend.” Though he knows this is crazy, Sax feels like shaking Fleur for what she did to herself, to her mother, and, not least of all, to him. “She was probably furious at me, too,” he confesses. “She couldn’t help knowing how disappointed I was in the choices she was making.”


“I don’t know,” Karla replies. As furious as Mutti made her when she was alive, and as angry as Karla still is about how she was brought up, she has never seriously considered suicide. Her death would bother too many people, and her life is simply too interesting. Unless she goes on living it, how will she know what comes next? “There has to be a lot more to it than that.”


“I suppose so.” Sax sighs, drops his cigarette into his empty bottle, hears the hiss. No point in torturing himself over Fleur now. Tomorrow will be another day. “Anyway, how about that beer?” Wearily, he heads back down the hall.


Karla glances around the room before following him. With no idea what exactly she is supposed to do at this point, she clutches the vacuum hose and cleaning cart, drags both behind her, and, though she now doubts that this chance meeting is going to get her where she wants to go, hopes she is nevertheless doing whatever it is this man expects of her.


In the kitchen, the fishy smell has recurred as a sleek, gray cat noses a can around the floor. “I was wondering where she was,” Karla says.


As she puts away the vac and cleaning supplies, she is also wondering if she should not do a little more to get rid of the stink while asking herself where Mr. Perry stashes his daughter’s mother. In addition to the evidence of the foodless fridge, in the bedroom Karla noticed no women’s clothes, no makeup, nothing that would suggest a female lives in this apartment. But then, this place is full of surprises.


“He—the cat, Sidney Vicious—came in with me.” Sax is impressed. This girl doesn’t miss a thing. “So, tell me.” He uncaps a couple of beers and hands her one. “What’s your name?”


“Karla. Karla Most.”


“And I’m Sax. Sax Perry.”


“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Perry.”


“Sax.”


“Okay. Sax.” Karla cannot get over him. Far from being the snob she imagined, this guy obviously considers her his equal, which, in her heart of hearts, Karla knows she is. But she also knows most people wouldn’t see it that way. And they could be right, for the cosmically rich owner of a phenomenal art collection is apparently comfortable in his kitchen, while the woman he hired to clean is not. Until now, the only grown man Karla has ever had much to do with is her grandfather, and it is not as if she really knows how to act around him, either.


She’s always embarrassed by Ben’s gratitude for what she does for Adele. He says that if Karla hadn’t come into their lives, her grandmother would probably have starved herself to death by now. But Karla hangs out with her grandmother because she enjoys listening to her, so why should she get credit for that? “Whatever you say,” she tells Saxton Perry, repeating, “Whatever you say.” She can only play this situation by ear.


“How about some egg drop soup?” Sax takes out a Campbell’s can.


“That’s chicken noodle, I believe,” Karla points out, because she might as well fake being relaxed, enjoy herself, try to go with the flow.


“But not for long.” He dumps the can into a pot, adds water, sets the pot on the stove. “I assume you’ll join me?”


“Sure.” Still famished, Karla envies the cat her anchovies.


“Once the soup’s good and hot, you just crack in eggs and stir,” Sax explains, demonstrating with a whisk.


“I never realized egg drop soup was really egg drop soup.” Laughing, she also never realized a big shot could, or would, be such good company. She never realized she could hold up her end of a conversation with such a person this skillfully. “That’s great to know.” Relaxing for real, she amazes herself by feeling at home.


This man’s macho, beery cigarette smell is oddly ordinary, like one of the bars in the neighborhood where she grew up. “Just stick with me, kid.” He serves them both, treating her like an old customer as they slouch at the table, slurping. “As my mother used to say, ‘I hear you’re having soup today.’” Sax used to hate when she said that, but now he chuckles as if it was amusing.


“My mother always said, ‘Don’t be sloppisch,’ instead of ‘slobbish,’” says Karla, delighted. Mutti’s Germanisms, or being labeled a slob, never before seemed funny, but, thanks to Mutti, Karla has coaxed a laugh out of this sad man.


One time, her grandmother said that when Michael was only nine or ten years old, her friend Marilyn came to visit and Michael opened the door, looked her up and down, and fervently said, “Oh, Mrs. Epstein, you look good.” Marilyn swore she would never forget that. “None of them ever forgot Michael,” Adele said, sighing.


Listening to her, Karla felt like one of those thin, hard sponges that, touched by water, instantly fluffs up and softens. Now, she finds herself expanding like that again. Like her father, she apparently knows how to charm a member of the opposite sex. A miracle!


“How old are you?” Sax is asking.


“Twenty-one.”


“When I was your age, Fleur was a year old.”


“Fleur?”


“My daughter.”


“What happened to her mother?” Karla hopes he isn’t noticing how intently she is waiting for his answer.


“We’re divorced.”


Great! she exults, maintaining the most neutral of expressions. And if his semi-smile is any indication, there is more good news: his divorce doesn’t seem to have shattered him.


“She left me for my half brother,” Sax adds, waiting for her reaction. When there is no giggle, gasp, or evidence of pity, he continues. “The breakup was terribly hard on Fleur.”


“My father died before I was born.” Ignoring the juiciness behind the breakup of this guy’s marriage, Karla does some quick arithmetic. Sax was twenty when his daughter was born, and in the bedroom he said Fleur was about to be thirty, so that puts him at around fifty. Not all that old, Karla decides, though his eyes do remind her of Grandpa Ben’s—sort of doleful, which is only natural after what his daughter did. But even if he is obviously dejected, she is anything but turned off by him.


“Just leave everything—I’ll take care of it,” Sax says, as she rises to clear the dishes. Karla can’t imagine her grandfather doing that. She would be astonished to see him drinking soup with his housekeeper/cook.


“That must have been hard, never knowing your dad,” Sax is saying. “Tell me how you managed.” He is the one getting up, filling the kettle, putting it on the stove. “Instant coffee okay with you?”


“Sure.” It’s better than okay. It’s all she ever makes at home; plus, somehow, unlike her other employers, this one is treating her as if she is a guest who also just happens to be a maid. He recognizes that isn’t all she does.


“Are you an actress or a dancer?” he asks.


“Neither.” But he can tell she has a life apart from her job. “What made you think I was?” Loving the idea of being onstage, she feels like preening.


“The way you’re dressed.” Except, that is, for the coat. That could, Sax supposes, have come from one of those consignment shops Pam used to like. “Are you cleaning to pay back college loans?” He offers her a cigarette.


She shakes her head. “No. No college loans.”


“You in grad school? What’s your field?” He lights up.


Karla laughs. “I wish I had one. Actually, I just audit courses.”


“But you’ve obviously studied art.”


“It’s a long story.” Other people have asked Karla about herself, but her grandparents just want to know how much progress she has made toward becoming some nice Jewish boy’s wife. Her mom’s cousin Viv says never mind marriage—when is she going to have kids? And, beholden to her grandfather, the college administrators just want to know when Karla will start taking courses for credit. But this man seems to want to know who she really is.
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