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For Pat Geary, who first made me believe


I CAN’T BELIEVE you’re leaving Manhattan. How am I supposed to handle our friendship becoming a long-distance relationship?”

I collapse back onto my couch with a long sigh and stare out the window. The air has that thinness today as if it might snow. “You’re being dramatic. And if you think you’re the first person to make a joke about upstate being ‘long distance,’ you’re sadly mistaken. The house is only thirty minutes on Metro-North—it takes longer to get to the Upper West Side.”

I decide I want it to snow. Chalk it up to the overabundance of cozy feelings of home and hearth that I’m currently experiencing. I’m dreaming of the working fireplace in our new two-bedroom Victorian house in Riverdale and of living there with a man whose father taught him how to build a fire. It’s not a large house, but it dwarfs this apartment, and the idea of living in a space where I might occasionally be alone with my thoughts is incredibly novel; it’s been years since I’ve been able to hear myself think.

Kate lets out an exasperated click. “First of all, since when do I go to the Upper West Side? Secondly, I don’t do Penn Station. You can’t make me!”

“Ha! Grand Central. You can’t even complain about that. There’s a Cipriani near there!”

“How can you do this to me? First the engagement and then the suburbs? And don’t think I don’t know what’s coming next.”

“Don’t you dare. Are you trying to make me break out in hives?”

“I’m just saying”—Kate gives a triumphant little laugh—“I know what happens to people when they leave Manhattan.”

“Babies don’t just happen to people. At least not people who paid attention in health class.”

“I’m from Alabama. Abstinence-only education, remember?”

“We’ve strayed so far from the point I don’t even know what it was.”

“The point is you are coming to my party tomorrow. No excuses. You owe me that.”

“I just have so much packing to do,” I say weakly, knowing I’m not unwilling to be cajoled into going. James and I have a lovely life together, but I can’t say I don’t miss my single days now and then, the best of which I spent with Kate, who is easily my most glamorous friend. Kate and I have known each other for seven years, since she was an assistant at Vogue the year I was a junior copy editor there. She always looks professionally styled in that way that’s engineered to look incidental, with scarves and expensive T-shirts and perfectly done smoky eye makeup. She’s forever going to restaurants where she is on a first-name basis with the owners and runs into at least ten people she knows; new places with no sign by the door and no reviews online. Ever since I’ve known her, she’s been the kind of girl who is always on the list.

“I’ll help you pack!” she says.

“No, you won’t,” I say, smiling. “But I’ll come to the party anyway. Just for you.”

“Hurray!”

“Did you send me the invite?”

“Only like three weeks ago! Whatever, you’re so busy and important. New Museum at seven o’clock tomorrow. Gotta run to meet Alejandro. Love you!”

Mission accomplished, Kate gets off the line.

I put down my phone and look around, knowing I should do some more packing before bed but feeling too exhausted. Already half of my life is in boxes. I’ll miss our little apartment downtown. I’ve been trying to convince myself that being outside the city won’t matter, giving myself the same argument I just gave Kate: the thirty-minutes-on-the-train case. But it won’t be the same. And I’ve decided that this is okay with me. I’ve already given in and let my head and heart be commandeered by dreams of a different life, one with real furniture and counter space, a little yard, and maybe a dog.

I look at the clock and wonder where James is; it’s past ten already. His boss is fond of dragging him to dinner with clients since no one else in the boutique advertising firm where James works has quite such an affable demeanor and honest face. He puts people at ease. He won’t want to come to this party with me tomorrow, but I’ll ask him anyway if for no other reason than to watch him do his spot-on impression of Kate’s too-young, dimwit boyfriend, Alejandro, a model/DJ from Brazil (“But, uh, we make the party, yes?”). James does like Kate, but not enough to want to come and hang around her fashiony crowd. It’s not his scene and I love him for it. It’s not mine either, but I’m more willing to take an anthropological stance on the beautiful people.

I pour myself a glass of red wine. It has a slight hint of vinegar, but I ignore it and drink it anyway. I haven’t packed my party dresses yet, so I wander over to my closet to thumb through them. How did I ever end up with so many? I cringe when I realize that I’ve worn several of them only once, one of them not at all. I wonder for a moment about the imaginary life I bought these for. Not the life of a freelance copy editor who works from home and spends many of her nights happily eating takeout with her new fiancé. I must have thought I’d end up with Kate’s life.

I go back to the couch where my laptop is open and search my e-mail for the invitation from Bliss & Bliss, the PR firm where Kate’s a senior account manager, run by two terrifying blond sisters in their fifties who’ve been pulled back nearly into their thirties by top-of-the-line plastic surgery. I’ve met them a dozen times but they never remember me. Ah, here it is. I’d completely skimmed over it. The subject line is cut off by my in-box: Bliss & Bliss invites you to spend an evening at the New Museum with . . . I maximize the e-mail to see who it is that Bliss & Bliss is inviting me to spend an evening with . . . photographer Alex de Persaud to celebrate the release of his book GFY: Paris and New York by the Night.

I push back from my desk as though adding the extra bit of distance might change the words on the screen, then laugh out loud; a shrill, manic laugh. Taking a deep breath, I scroll down the screen a bit. I’m greeted with an image of the cover of Alex’s new coffee-table book of party photographs. This I’ve seen before. A couple of weeks ago I had a small fit of post-engagement nostalgia and found myself mentally cataloging all of the various romances that had led me to the man I would marry. So with the usual trepidation in my heart I googled Alex’s name and news of this book came up.

In the beginning, when I first moved to the city, I searched for him regularly, with the vague notion that New York was the sort of place he might have ended up. I looked for information about him if for no other reason than to confirm he still existed somewhere other than in my memory and imagination, in which he loomed so large. That was before everyone was online, before everyone’s entire social and professional life was cataloged there. Now, given how easy it was to look up and contact completely unexceptional people you’d once known, you would think that someone prominent—even a little famous within certain circles—such as Alex would have every last detail about him recorded somewhere.

He wasn’t so famous in the mainstream that someone like me—unconnected to his industry—would necessarily know of his work if I hadn’t gone looking. But living in downtown Manhattan, you tended to hear of such things as the popular photo blog By the Night, to which he’d become a contributor five years ago. The blog covered the posh international party scene: film festivals and music festivals with the right kind of celebrities in attendance, polo matches, and myriad other fêtes for fancy people. Alex covered Paris and the south of France; he photographed soccer players and models, French actresses, and visiting Russian oligarchs. After a couple of years the site was defunct, but Alex’s career seemingly continued on its upward trajectory. He, or someone who worked for him, maintained a website with a sleek catalog of his editorial work, but the only contact information was for press.

Other than a couple of interviews in Paris Match and BlackBook, there was nothing about his personal life anywhere. Every time a new social-networking site became popular—MySpace, Facebook, ASmallWorld—I looked for information about him, to no avail. The closest I ever came was a Facebook fan page devoted to his work with a couple hundred members.

A therapist I went to see years ago told me that I had to focus on accepting that I would most likely never know what happened after I left France. But how do you come to accept something like that? She didn’t seem to know, so I stopped seeing her. But that was all years ago.

If any tenuous connection existed now between Alex and me, it would be through Kate. A cold chill suddenly runs through me. Does Kate know him? Has this connection been there all this time?

I text Kate: Party looks fun! Do you know the photographer?

She texts me back uncharacteristically fast: No. Some French guy. Tracey Bliss is in LOVE with him! So happy you’re coming! Xoxo

I want to pepper Kate with more questions about him, but for some reason I hold back. I’ve never told Kate about France, about Sophie. I haven’t told anyone I’ve met since I’ve been living here. I’ve never known quite what to say about it, so I don’t even begin; how could I tell one part of the story without telling the rest? It was all anyone could talk about during my last year of school, and selfishly it was a relief to get away, to be somewhere where no one knew. It hurt too much to keep rehashing it.

Without being completely aware that I’m doing it, I find myself pacing our six-hundred-square-foot apartment. At least I have a day to mentally prepare. What if I hadn’t looked at the invitation? Does this mean he’s been living here in New York? Could I have stood next to him on a subway platform? Brushed by him on the sidewalk? Had my back to him in a crowded bar? The thoughts make me dizzy.

I hear James’s key turning in the door and my heart races as though I’m about to be caught doing something and it’s too late to hide the evidence. He opens the door and sets his messenger bag down.

“Hi,” he says, and then immediately, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I say a little too quickly.

“You sure? You’re looking a little shell-shocked.”

Putting my wineglass down, I go over and bury my face against his chest, still cold from being outside. I love that he’s so much taller than I am; it gives me an instant sense of security. I wrap my arms around him under his overcoat.

“I just have a lot on my mind,” I say, my voice muffled.

He strokes my hair. “Is that all? Jesus, I don’t know what I thought you were going to tell me with that look.”

I shake my head. “It’s a lot, with the move and everything. I guess I’m just feeling unsettled.”

He pulls back and gives me a searching look. His blue eyes are as arresting close up as they were the first time I saw him. I remember it vividly. We were at a friend’s barbecue out in Brooklyn and he stepped right into a shaft of late-afternoon light. His eyes appeared illuminated and I stared right into them; not until a moment later when he stepped out of the light could he actually see me looking at him, and he smiled. Later it would seem that I knew right then we’d fall in love; that I could see from his eyes and his slightly crooked smile everything that was within him; that he would be funny and kind and even-keeled in the face of my worst moods and most unreasonable requests.

“Good things,” I say. “I feel good about everything, but transition is always stressful.”

“Okay.” He pulls off his overcoat and hangs it on the hook by the door. “And you would tell me if it was something else?”

“Of course,” I say, feeling guilty as soon as the words are out of my mouth. I resolve that I’ll tell him about all of it at some point. I know I should have told him already, but I am not yet accustomed to the sort of full disclosure that an impending marriage warrants. What’s the harm in taking it slow? I’ll tell him later. Soon.

“I know I’m an old man to say this before eleven, but I’m beat!” He leans down to kiss me on the cheek. “I’m gonna head to bed.”

I nod. I wonder if I’ve drunk too much wine to take a sleeping pill. No, I decide, it was only two glasses, counting the one I had with dinner. I know that otherwise a restless night is the only thing waiting for me in the bed; and that at some point I’ll get unreasonably mad at James for sleeping so soundly next to me.

I slip away to the bathroom to brush my teeth and take the pill.

“You don’t have plans tomorrow night, do you?” James asks from the other room.

Immediately I’m awash in anxiety all over again. “I told Kate I would go to her party,” I say cautiously.

“When is that?”

“I think it’s seven to nine.”

“Can you meet me for dinner after? Stan wanted us to come out with him and Maria.” James appears behind me in the bathroom and reaches over me for his toothbrush. Stan is James’s dull, cheerful boss; Maria, his second wife. “I think she needs a friend.”

I give him a look.

“Come on, she’s sweet.”

“She’s a desperate housewife. And I’m a little scared to be living near them soon. I feel like she’s going to want to come over to play bridge.”

“I don’t think Maria plays bridge,” James says, laughing.

“Whatever it is they do in the suburbs, then. I’m sorry, I’m being a bitch. Of course I’ll come to dinner.” Standing on my tiptoes, I kiss his cheek. He smiles at me through the toothpaste foam, then leans over and spits.

“Does it help that dinner is at Babbo?”

“It helps a lot.” I don’t ask him about the party on the off chance that this night of all nights would be the one he decides to come with me.
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The next evening I try on most of what’s left in my closet before deciding on the faithful black dress that I’ve worn a hundred times before. Tonight is not the night to wear something I feel even slightly uncomfortable in.

I take a cab down to the New Museum and am faced with a clutch of impossibly young-looking, dressed-up partygoers having one last cigarette before they go inside. It’s so cold tonight, I cringe at the sight of their bare fingers shakily pulling cigarettes to their lips and away again. I haven’t smoked a single cigarette since France, but I suppose I can’t really judge—they all look about the age I was then. There’s always a preponderance of terrifyingly chic teenagers at things like this.

The kids at the check-in desk don’t look any older: one a young, black guy with eyeliner and his hair done in an elaborate asymmetrical swirl, the other a girl positively interchangeable with every other young fashion PR intern I’ve ever seen.

After I give them my name, they smile obsequiously and point me to the coat check; they’re cautiously polite in case I’m someone important.

I go up to the roof-deck bar where the party is being held. Making my way into the room, I have a visceral sense of not belonging. Kate, my only friend here, will be running around all night working. But that’s not what I’m really doing here, I remind myself. The space is beautiful with 180 degrees of windows looking out over downtown. Searching the room for him, I wander over to the edge of the party where I feel a little less conspicuous and pretend to be looking at the spectacular view. During the day the Lower East Side is not much to look at—nothing like the grand, gilt-edged buildings of the Upper East Side—but in the darkness when all that can be seen is the sparkling topography of lit windows, it’s breathtaking in its way.

“Darling!” Kate makes her way through the quickly thickening crowd. She has a glass of champagne in her hand and grabs another from a nearby waiter.

I’m genuinely pleased to see her and the champagne. We exchange cheek kisses.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she says.

“You look stunning.” She does. Kate is a gorgeous redhead with a tiny waist and an unfairly generous bustline. Her hair gets a bit blonder every time I see her, which I can only chalk up to the time she’s been spending in the L.A. office.

“You do too!” she says, perhaps on reflex.

“How’s the event shaping up?”

“Good, good. Alex is really charming. I’m not super familiar with his work, though I used to read By the Night all the time. Remember it? I don’t think it’s around anymore.”

I nod. It’s completely surreal to hear her talk about Alex. My Alex. For a moment I feel as though I must be mistaken, that it can’t possibly be the same man.

Kate’s BlackBerry buzzes. She reads the message. “Fuck, my idiot interns forgot to make two copies of the list and now they’re getting slammed at the door. I’ll be right back.” She’s already turning to walk away. “You okay?”

I nod, holding up my champagne glass as though it’s all I need to get through this night. Hardly, I think, but keep it coming.

Letting my eyes float across the room, a couple of vaguely familiar faces pop out at me, though I don’t know from where. Just this city, I think.

Then I see him. He’s standing in the middle of a group of people only a few feet away, in between Tracey and Megan Bliss. The way that both of them are flipping their assiduously highlighted hair, I would say that Kate has it wrong. Both sisters are in love. I can’t help but stifle a nervous laugh with my free hand; it’s just too absurd that this is how I would come across Alex again. When I look back over, he’s staring right at me. Shifting my weight nervously from one hip to the other, I look down at my hands and take a deep breath, knowing I’m not prepared to face him yet. When I risk another glance in Alex’s direction, he’s still looking at me, smiling now. I watch him make his excuses to the Bliss sisters, or at least that’s what I glean from their matching crestfallen expressions. I stare into my glass, my heart pounding so hard it seems as if I can feel it in my nose and fingertips.

“Excuse me,” he says, and I look up. I’ve decided in the brief moments since I’ve seen him that I’ll pretend at first not to recognize him. Admitting that I remember him right away will put me in a weak position, particularly since I’m alone at his party. It could much too easily look as if I had contrived this meeting. I feel somehow that I unknowingly have contrived this meeting, perhaps only because I knew about it before he did. It suddenly occurs to me that he might also have known, that he might have been sent a guest list with my name on it, seen that I would be here.

“I have to ask. What did you find so funny just now?” My stomach flips. He looks the same. How can that be? Ten years have passed, but he has the same beautiful eyes, same thick, dark hair, only the attractive sprinkling of gray at the temples is new.

“I was just wondering how long it’s going to take those two women to claw each other’s eyes out over you.”

Laughing, he runs his fingers through his hair with a shrug; overt flattery was never lost on him. “They’re throwing me this party. A fight would certainly get them some press coverage. Maybe not the kind they want.”

“What’s that saying? No publicity is bad publicity?”

“Are you in PR?”

I shake my head. “Freelance copy editor.”

“You’re far too beautiful for that kind of job; quel dommage, as we say in Paris.”

I smile and stare at the remaining champagne bubbles in my glass; they’re moving more slowly now.

“What’s your name?”

“Brooke,” I say, watching his eyes. Nothing, not even a flicker of recognition. I feel sick and empty, as though I’ve drunk too much without eating first.

Ten years. Unlike Alex’s, my appearance has changed. The hair that once fell past my shoulders is now cropped just beneath my chin in a serious bob, with blunt-cut bangs that hang low over my eyebrows. One of the editors at Vogue suggested the style—saying it would make me look like a young Anjelica Huston—and I’ve kept it ever since. I’m thinner as well, which I can probably also attribute to my time working at fashion magazines. But is that really enough—different hair, slightly sharper cheekbones, better clothes—to render me unrecognizable to a man I’d once been with?

“Alex de Persaud,” he says, shaking my hand, something he would never have done back in France, something he must have picked up in the States. Plenty of pretentious kissing of cheeks goes on among this crowd, but maybe he has deemed, correctly, that I am not one of these people.

“So this party is for you, then?” I ask helplessly, given no choice but to follow his lead.

He sighs and nods. “Yes. It’s for my new book. My agent won’t let me get away with turning things like this down, I’m afraid. How, may I ask, did you end up here?”

“My friend Kate works for the company. I don’t know where she is now.” I look around, suddenly desperate for Kate to appear and validate my story. “What is your new book about?”

He rolls his eyes as though embarrassed by the whole thing. “It’s a book of photographs I’ve taken. Mostly at parties; it isn’t exactly what I would consider my real work, but it’s what keeps me in champagne and radishes. It’s called GFY: Paris and New York by the Night—catchy, no?”

I note that he maintains that his paying work is not his real work. “Very. And what does GFY stand for?”

“Can I tell you a secret?” He leans in so close to whisper in my ear that I can feel his breath on my neck.

I nod.

“ ‘Go fuck yourself.’ ”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s what GFY is for.” He grins. “Not what I told my publishers, of course. I told them it stood for a ‘generation of fabulous youth.’ Can you believe I sold them on that bullshit?”

“That’s bold. What do you have against your publisher?” So that much hasn’t changed, I think. He always claimed to be bothered by people like this—the people in his book, the people at this party—and yet here he is.

He turns his shoulder toward me so that we are mostly hidden from the rest of the party by a nearby pole. I know that these moments alone with him cannot possibly last; my mind reels wondering what to say next.

“You see, chérie, everyone wants these photographs to be something more than they are. Everyone talks about how they capture some ineffable moment, some excitement, but in reality they are pictures of pretty, young people, pretty, young, rich people mostly, doing what they do—which is party. They dance, do drugs, and prepare to fuck each other. When I see these pictures, I see the emptiness behind them, the unhappiness, but that’s not what people want to see. In any case, my publisher kept asking me, ‘What is the concept?’—so there you have it.”

“And they can go fuck themselves.”

“I knew you would understand. I can see you’re not one of them. You don’t think this kind of thing is art, do you?”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t presume to say.” He was a bit cynical when we were young—so adamant about who was real and who was not—I suppose it makes sense that he would be even more so now.

He laughs again, and the uninhibited moment triggers in me some long-lost and yet familiar yearning. Mercifully, a waiter approaches with glasses of champagne, and Alex grabs two and hands me one, taking the empty one from my hand and setting it on a nearby table.

“Can I tell you another secret?”

That you knew me in another life? That you haven’t entirely forgotten those events that were so important to me?

“I want to leave this party with you right now.”

“But it’s your party. You have to stay.” How can it feel the same to stand next to him after all these years?

“This is true. One of those formaldehyde blondes is bound to come and take me away at any moment, aren’t they?”

“I think you mean peroxide.”

“Ah, non. I was referring to what keeps the rest of them intact, not just the hair.”

I laugh and give him a rueful look. His English is much improved to make a joke like that.

“In any case, before this happens, you must give me your phone number. I have to go to Paris next week to promote the book, so you must agree to meet me for a drink before then.”

My mind races. He’s right that someone will swoop him away momentarily; the party’s filling up around me. I can’t blurt out everything I need to say in the next two minutes—what all that might be, I don’t yet know, but I do know I need more time.

“Be brave, chérie”—he pulls a phone out of his pocket and awaits my number—“take a chance with the mad Frenchman.”

I tell him my number.

“Good. I will call you.” Those immortal words.

“I really should go find Kate.” I need to be the one to walk away first this time. “Bisous.” I lean in to kiss him on his cheek. Blushing as I do so.

“Ah, tu parles français?”

“Yes, a little. I studied there when I was in college.”

I wait for something to register. Nothing does. I can see it in his eyes, he doesn’t remember. I know now that this isn’t a game; he has gone on with his life and doesn’t remember my ever having been in it.

“It’s so charming when Americans speak French,” he says.

“À bientôt.” I turn on my heel. Looking back over my shoulder, I see that he’s watching me walk away. I admit that I am somewhat gratified by this.

There’s no way I can stay at the party now. I’ll find Kate and make my apologies. I also feel an urgent need to see James. I tell myself that what I’ve just done is in no way a betrayal. I don’t want Alex, I just want some answers to the questions that have been haunting me all these years. And after tonight’s strange interlude, to some new questions. Does he really not remember me? Remember us? Does he comprehend the impact he had, purposefully or not, on my young life?

More champagne certainly isn’t the answer, but as I pass yet another waiter with a full tray of glasses, I pluck one off to accompany me on my search for Kate.

I try to look purposeful instead of desperate as I navigate the crowd. Then I see them, the prints of Alex’s photographs that have been hung on the back wall. I momentarily forget all about leaving as I’m captivated by the images. They’re tastefully small and depict something aspirational and untouchable: beauty disguised to look ordinary, waifs peeking out from under large hats and wound up in impractical scarves, modern dandies with elaborately manicured beards and full sleeves of tattoos. The people in the photos are posed to look approachable and relaxed, but it’s impossible to imagine any of them at the DMV.

Then, there she is, like a shot between the eyes. I feel as if I’ve stumbled on something illicit and my cheeks burn.

Girl, ocean, reads the caption beneath.

I might not have known it was her if I hadn’t been standing right beside Alex when he took the photo all those years ago. Her lower half is submerged in the water, her bare back to the camera, wet hair snaking across her shoulders, only a whisper of her face visible in profile.

Sophie.

Does he even know that she’s dead?


I GREW UP on a dusty street in a small house in Chino, a part of Southern California that outsiders don’t visit unless they have a good reason. It lies in the vast expanse between Los Angeles and Palm Springs, misleadingly referred to as the Inland Empire. It’s a place so choked with smog that it seems to be fading right before your eyes, filled with palm trees that look as if they’d rather be anywhere else.

Thanks to my mother, our house was immaculately clean, with a picture of Jesus above the toilet in our one full bathroom. From the time I was little, she was employed as an admin in the registrar’s office of the university where I would one day be a student. Since she had started out on the cleaning staff, she was proud of working her way up into a professional job. She tended to win people over if they knew her for any length of time, endowed as she was with a sort of slightly beaten-down enthusiasm that made people want to do things for her, that made people feel especially good about helping her.

We had always gotten along, she and I, but by the time I was preparing to go to the university—on a scholarship that was the result of my good grades and her goodwill—I was saddled with the uncomfortable knowledge that she had spent the last decade of her life scrimping and saving to give me this opportunity. My dad lived in San Diego with a second wife and two small children, and I spoke to him a couple of times a year. By the time I was eighteen we didn’t seem to have much to do with each other anymore, given that he was relieved of the burden of his child-support payments and I the burden of his palpable absence, which I had long since gotten used to.

Instead, it was my mother who selflessly and tirelessly worked so that I could go to college with a bunch of rich kids who’d grown up with swimming pools in the backyard and stables nearby where they boarded their horses. And here I was with a shot at the same education they had; naturally I would try to sabotage a thing like that.

I felt in control when I embarked on an affair with my Contemporary Literature professor, Regan Douglas, during my sophomore year of college. Perhaps other women figure out much earlier how to tell when a man thinks they’re attractive, but I hadn’t needed this sixth sense until I was closer to twenty. It wasn’t that no one had ever flirted with me before, but I’d had a jealous boyfriend all through high school, so I didn’t interact with other boys much. Kevin was the kind of guy who never leaves Chino, even though his every sentence about the future was preceded by “When I get out of this shithole . . .” Besides his jealous streak, he wasn’t very nice to me in general. He only told me I was beautiful twice over the three years we dated, and both times he was blackout drunk. Luckily, he did me the favor of breaking up with me when I went to college. I was getting way too full of myself, he said.

Since I’d had such limited experience with men, I would probably never have taken any particular interest in Regan if I hadn’t noticed the ways his eyes clung to me for a split second longer than they needed to, the way they would flicker to me for an infinitesimal moment even when other students were speaking. Aware of his glances, I couldn’t stop watching for them and would feel a small thrill of vindication every time I caught him looking. He always seemed a little startled when he looked at me, as though my features were a puzzle that he was attempting to solve.

Once I realized what was happening, I was unstoppable. It wasn’t that Regan was so very attractive. The fledgling half men who were my classmates didn’t interest me much, and the sentiment seemed to be mutual—with my prominent nose and my dark hair, my curvy but solid frame, I was not the California boy’s type. Older men had always paid me a bit more notice, and there were other professors around who were much better looking than Regan. Still, I liked his longish, sandy hair and his intense blue eyes magnified by his glasses. I liked his delicate-looking bones, the angles of his elbows. I’d probably look better with a burlier man, but I’ve always preferred this elegant, whippetlike build. Here was a man who could never have been anything but a professor of English literature. He would have looked pathetic in a suit sitting in a swivel chair in some corporate office with his narrow shoulders and slightly hunched neck, but here he was lovable and even noble.

As you get older, you have fewer and fewer of the kind of crush that I had on Regan, the kind you organize your day around, where a flitting glance or shoulders nearly brushing against each other can make your afternoon, where every action, no matter how small, is an indicator of the waxing or the waning of feelings, of possibilities.

I found many reasons to go to visit Regan during office hours; never had my appetite for knowledge been so fierce. I would latch onto anything he said in class that could be construed as warranting further discussion. My interest in the subject matter was genuine. Always a voracious reader, I had started experimenting with writing short stories after spending my teenage years filling up my notebooks with fraught poetry about Kevin.

Regan’s office was like an outward extension of his mind: cluttered, shabby, and disorganized, but charming all the same. We would spend a cursory twenty minutes or so discussing whatever issue I had ostensibly come to him with and then inevitably veer off, usually onto something in our personal lives tangential to the text we’d been discussing. The inventiveness of these leaps of logic was surely good for my cognitive development, so it can’t be said he did nothing for me as a teacher. Before long, I was talking about my mother and he was talking about his young marriage, how it was faltering.

At first I was always the one to make excuses to leave, feeling that if I sat for too long, I would appear pathetic, but as our meetings became more regular, I grew bolder. Our good-byes became longer and more drawn out. First he would rise from his chair, say he should be leaving since the end of his designated office hours was long past, but instead linger by the door for another ten minutes.

Then one day after a ninety-minute discussion of Of Human Bondage—one of our favorite topics, as much for its easily mined sexual undertones as for its literary value—he began to go through the motions of ushering me out the door. He got up from behind his desk to walk me the couple of feet from my chair to the door as was our usual routine. The physical contact had progressed during these send-offs, but not in any way that would seem untoward to the casual observer, if this casual observer saw nothing untoward about my spending so much time there in the first place. Reaching for a shoulder to squeeze, he would sometimes pat me lightly on the back or take me by the elbow and gently steer me toward the door, but that day he took my hand. The hand is fraught territory, partly because it seems so innocuous with its relative distance from any of the textbook dangerous places: breasts, thighs, ass. Still, someone taking your hand is crushingly intimate. He held on to my hand a moment too long, enough to be fairly described as lingering, and I tightened my grip, fearing he’d pull away.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, unsure why. But our hands stayed clasped, and after what seemed like an eternity, he took a step closer to me and shut the door. Another interminable silence followed.

“Brooke,” he said, his eyes downcast, and for a moment I feared he’d reject me. Dropping his hand, I stared at my feet. I had an entire fantasy built around Regan, and I could feel it unraveling at a breathtaking speed. But as if in a dream, he put his hand to my face and kissed me. I was so shocked my knees nearly buckled.

After the first kiss, the rest unfolded quickly. I had to suffer the burden of Regan’s conscience, which ebbed and flowed. One minute he was brazenly screwing me on his desk (more his fantasy than mine, as it was my back and not his that had to endure it), the next he was sobbing in his car at the end of the dark road blocks away from my mother’s house about his wife and his job and how he was ruining me, an innocent, a girl not even old enough to join him for a cocktail.

I wished he wouldn’t talk about his wife; I didn’t want her to be my concern, and as long as she remained abstract enough, I could tell myself that we had nothing to do with each other. As far as my age, I thought he was making too much of it. At twenty I considered myself fully in and of the adult world, and I resented being treated as though I weren’t. What was also true but that I didn’t tell him—or that I tried once to tell him but retracted when I saw that it only made him cry harder—was that I wanted to be ruined. My innocence, as I saw it, wasn’t of any use to me. I felt that I had the right to screw up. After all, for a girl whose dad had left her to start another family elsewhere, I’d never done much acting out.

The affair doesn’t bear telling much more about. It’s notable, like so many romances, only for its beginning and its end, and in this case the unexpected direction in which it sent my life.

It ended in his home on a hot day near the end of my sophomore year. Despite my growing boredom, which I couldn’t have articulated at the time, I was still waging a minor campaign to get Regan to leave his wife. Regan seemed to expect me to comfort him whenever he was feeling guilty about her, to remind him that he was still a good man despite his indiscretion. But my conviction on that point was weakening, and I suggested that if he was really so unhappy in his marriage, perhaps he should leave it; then we could be together without all of the drama. The thought of their marriage made me a little sick, partly because I was intruding upon it and felt guilty, partly because I was horrified by the idea that this was what most marriages were actually like, that this could be my eventual fate too. Yet Regan seemed aghast at the suggestion of his leaving. Wounded by his reaction, I curled myself on one end of his couch, refusing to look him in the eye as I spoke.

“Well, do you love her?” I pulled my legs in closer to my chest, sweat pooling behind my knees, Regan’s antiquated air conditioner doing nothing to combat the mid-May heat wave. He had one elbow propped up on the opposite arm of the couch, and with his free hand he was scratching the uneven beginnings of a beard that dotted his jawline. I hated him when he gave me the look he was giving me now, as if I were a student who was boring him with a question to which the answer was obvious. Truthfully I never listened to him when he spoke in class anymore. For one thing my grade was hardly a concern, and for another I couldn’t focus; half the time I would be fantasizing about him, and the other half, increasingly so lately, I spent thinking up reasons to pick fights. During these lectures I made a deep and nuanced study of his reactions and facial expressions. Horrifyingly, he made the same face when a student he had been leading to a certain conclusion finally reached it as when he finally achieved orgasm and let out a similarly triumphant “Yes,” and his deep look of focus when considering a well-made point was just like the face he made when getting a blow job. Recently this had made me prone to horrible bouts of giggles not only in his classroom but occasionally also in the bedroom.

“It’s a fair question,” I said now, poking him in the rib cage with my big toe. I meant it to be a playful gesture, but it felt aggressive on contact. He seemed so tired these days that even the slightest movement made him seem like a weary, beaten-down dog. He hadn’t been sleeping, he’d told me, and it was putting him on edge. I wasn’t sympathetic to this since I naively couldn’t quite imagine having done something that kept me up at night.

“You know what the answer will be,” he said, irritation edging into his voice. A flush swept over his face; his transparent, pale skin always made it difficult for him to hide his emotions.

“If that were true, I wouldn’t be asking the question. I thought you said you didn’t even sleep together anymore.” I was tempted to move closer to him on the couch, but I was suddenly gripped by a nauseating fear that he would push me away if I did so.

“We don’t,” Regan said, now facing me. He didn’t wear his wire-rim glasses in the house though I liked him better with them on. Without them his eyes looked beady and the skin around his eyes appeared looser and more damaged, making him seem older than thirty-six. “I’m not in love with her. There’s a huge difference. You’ll understand someday. . . .”

“Oh, don’t you dare.” I stared straight ahead. “Don’t you go there.”

The subject of my age, or rather my age relative to his, was our mutual weapon in these fights, the double-edged sword that we would take turns threatening each other with. He used it to remind me that he had wisdom on his side; I to remind him that other people would think that he was taking advantage of me if they ever found out about us.

There was a long pause. I examined the army of tchotchkes that was stationed on every flat surface of the living room: little ceramic animals, Russian nesting dolls, miniature silver picture frames. None of this could have been Regan’s; how could I not have noticed before that it was all her? I suddenly fantasized about walking over to the cabinet and sweeping off a whole batch of them with my forearm. I could practically hear the dozen little pops of the tiny ceramics as they smashed to the floor.

“Brooke, I’m sorry. What do you want me to do, lie to you?”

“Ha! As though you don’t lie every day.”

“Lies of omission are different. You asked me a direct question, and I gave you a direct answer. There is a difference between love and sex.”

Normally in these kinds of arguments, I solved the problem by crawling into his arms and kissing him. Right now nothing sounded less appealing, not to mention that I would, in essence, be proving his point. The truth was that my sympathy for his passionless marriage that he seemed incapable of leaving had turned into a sort of disgusted pity, and pity has a way of extinguishing desire. The heart is simply not equipped to feel these two things simultaneously.

After a few more minutes, I got up wordlessly and left. He didn’t try to stop me.

A pleasant breeze was blowing outside, and as I made my way up the walkway to my car, I passed through a pocket of orange-blossom fragrance and momentarily felt better. Mulling over our discussion, I drove back to campus past parched hillsides dotted with billboards and sad little houses surrounded by chain-link fencing. My stomach was growling. I could never eat in front of Regan; I wouldn’t even feel hungry when he was around. However, after spending a few hours with him I would leave and instantly become ravenous. This nervous energy that extinguished my appetite was yet another thing that I mistook for love.

Something had changed between Regan and me. I reminded myself that what we were doing was risky and dangerous, and if people found out, he would be fired and I would be scandalized. Yet in reality it was all starting to feel pretty commonplace.

The next morning Regan was not in his Contemporary Lit class. Instead, poor, nervous Mr. Flannigan was filling in for him. I was distracted throughout class. Regan hadn’t been sick the night before and hadn’t mentioned being out. I racked my brain for a possible explanation.

After class, Flannigan motioned me away from the stream of students leaving the stuffy lecture room and said, avoiding eye contact, “Brooke, Dean Keller asked me to send you up to see him after class.”

“Oh,” I said stupidly. “Um, I have a meeting with Professor Miller in a few minutes.”

“She’s been informed, Brooke, you should go.” As he said this, he gave me a strange look: sympathetic and accusing at the same time. It didn’t make me feel any better. The idea of getting caught out with Regan had always been thrilling, but now that it seemed to be happening, I felt nothing but an empty thud of dread in my stomach.

“Okay,” I said, “thanks for letting me know.”

Flannigan shot me a tight smile.

I was anxious walking up the hill to the admin building, so much so that I was short of breath by the time I arrived. At the door of Dean Keller’s office, his assistant, Patricia, greeted me and asked me to wait. The bristly seat covering on the chair scratched at the back of my legs and I regretted having worn shorts.

Eventually Keller appeared at the door of his office. “Come on in, Brooke.”

Keller’s affable nature was a thin veneer, as he was a vicious old disciplinarian with a penchant for Jerry Falwell’s brand of Christian values. As a child, I would come with my mom to work and visit him in his office, where he would ask me what new words I’d learned since the last time I’d seen him and give me a few pieces of the candy he kept in his desk. Now that she worked in the registrar’s office, my mother didn’t see him much, though he loved talking about us: the university’s hard-luck charity case.

“Brooke, how is your mother?” Dean Keller began. He never had any conversation that wasn’t padded on either side with small talk, as if that changed what came in between.

“She’s fine. Dean Keller, why am I here?” I blurted, feeling unable to withstand chitchat.

Dean Keller let out a long sigh before telling me the news that would change my young life. Regan had resigned. He would be relocating with his wife, Michelle, to his home state of Ohio. He had broken down the night before and told Michelle everything, and she had gone straight to Dean Keller early the next morning. Until that point, I had carefully avoided knowing her name, and just like that, she became a real person. I imagined her showing up in person, puffy-eyed and ragged, to stake out Keller’s office. Or maybe she filled up his voice mail with angry tirades. I imagined Michelle would want to be reassured that the girl would be dealt with, would have reminded him of the moral code that the students were obliged to sign during freshman orientation. Maybe she was unsatisfied that only Regan should pay for the affair and decided that she, who’d gotten nothing out of it except perhaps for the endless contrition of her husband, must be vindicated. Or maybe she’d done none of this and only the dean himself was so concerned with my behavior.

I sat stunned in Dean Keller’s office as he spoke, nodding from time to time when some sort of response or affirmation seemed necessary. But I wasn’t listening. My own thoughts overwhelmed me. I would never see Regan again. And now the wife was not an abstract but a person named Michelle who’d just found out her husband was a philanderer. Was there a way around my mother ever knowing about this? I wondered. I felt as long as she didn’t know, all was not lost.

The administration was full of promises that the situation would be kept quiet as long as I cooperated. Keller told me I was still an important and valued asset to the university and that they didn’t wish for me to leave permanently. Fortunately for me, the moral code contained no language specific to fucking one’s literature professor. So they were left to their own creative devices for an acceptable solution.

Miraculously, my fellow students didn’t seem aware of what had happened. If there were rumors, they never reached my ears. I added this oversight to the mounting evidence that I was a person who could slide through life without anyone’s noticing, even, evidently, if I did something outrageous. At that time, I felt this trait would eventually prove useful, as though I might be called to espionage or a career as an anthropologist.

I must give Keller his due; he promised I wasn’t going to be punished and so I wasn’t. Instead, a “sojourn,” the word he jauntily used, to France might be a good option since I was a strong student of the language. This was something of an overstatement, however. I was an adequate student of French, but I spent a fair amount of each class trying to avoid eye contact with the professor. I knew that Keller’s encouraging me to spend a year abroad was more influenced by his desire to have me far enough away that he could distance himself from the scandal than by his belief that I would benefit from the experience.

It didn’t matter. Getting away would be welcome, and a year in France appealed to me as a measured adventure with little risk. The language choices at my high school had been slim and limited to Spanish—which half of the students at my school spoke fluently already—and introductory French, and I chose French because it fit much better with my idea of a future self. I liked the language, the preponderance of lazy vowel sounds, and the extraneous consonants. Even the fact that the language was less rich and diverse than English had its own special appeal and gave me the idea that the French were less pedantic, more laissez-faire, than Anglophones. Je t’aime, darling, “I like you, I love you.” What’s the difference? Imagine not needing different words for love and like; half of the girls I knew practically lived and died by this nuance.

And what about Sophie? We weren’t exactly friends in those days. We knew each other from French class, but we weren’t close, and friendship is something girls of that age take quite seriously. If I was the kind of girl who could slip into class ten minutes late unnoticed, Sophie was the kind of girl whose arrival might as well have been heralded by a marching band.

She was the kind of gorgeous, athletic blonde that California specializes in. She was from a small, wealthy town on the coast, where everyone has enormous, gleaming kitchens full of granite and steel and knows how to play tennis. You wanted her to be an idiot just to prove that the world was fair, but she was at the top of her class of econ majors, a permanent fixture on the dean’s list. I wanted to hate her, but I couldn’t find anything to justify it.
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