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Praise for A New Day


“A wise and tender portrait of chance encounters and missed connections, Sue Mell’s A New Day is a love letter to the people we meet along the way and those we leave behind. I loved it.”


—Daisy Alpert Florin, author of My Last Innocent Year


“Sex, money, ambition, friendship; the myriad challenges of ordinary survival in A New Day are handled with wry and artful insight. Beautifully complex characters are pieces of a puzzle in this fine collection, while each story is both distinct and part of the whole.”


—Louise Marburg, author of You Have Reached Your Destination


“An enthralling and visceral collection about both our inescapable interconnectedness and loneliness, the role chance plays in the decisions we make, and how even the most seemingly small moments irrevocably impact our lives.”


—Ronit Plank, author of Home Is a Made-Up Place


“Clear prose, vivid scenes, and snappy dialogue bring Mell’s well- developed characters to life. These linked stories explore relationships—evocative snapshots revealing desire, love, loss, and everything in between.”


—Corie Adjmi, author of Life and Other Shortcomings





Praise for Sue Mell’s Provenance


“If you’ve ever suffered a loss, if you’ve ever had to start over, you will find kinship and hope and even joy in Provenance, the story of a widower seeking to salvage his life after moving back to his small hometown in upstate New York. I cannot recall reading a debut novel imbued with such depth of understanding and compassion for its characters, or one that better captures the messy business of living. Sue Mell writes like a dream.”


—Will Allison, author of What You Have Left and Long Drive Home


“A carefully crafted, impressively intriguing, and fully engaging contemporary novel that will have a special appeal to readers interested in family life fiction, Provenance, by the gifted author Sue Mell, is especially and unreservedly recommended.”


—Midwest Book Review
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PART ONE

RACHEL


















SERENDIPITY   |   1985





Just because Rachel had been thinking she might run into Richard didn’t mean she’d made it happen. Manhattan was a small town if you bought your gesso at Pearl Paint or had a fondness for the pignoli cookies at Rocco’s Pastry Shop, or if next week, once your nearly perfect boyfriend had squared away the sublet, you’d be living within spitting distance of your old flame. Or whatever he was to her—never acting on their attraction having only elevated it to an even purer form of romanticized drivel. An obsessive yearning it had taken her years—and meeting Evan—to put aside. Still. Coming up from the subway at Christopher Street that afternoon, she’d literally crossed his path. Richard had grinned, linked arms with her, and swept her along down Seventh Avenue. Now here they were at the White Horse Tavern having a beer, and Rachel couldn’t dispel the feeling that she’d conjured him up.


Richard was a painter and had been a visiting artist at NYU when Rachel was floundering her senior year. The first time they’d spoken, outside his class, had been the same day he’d begun his affair with another student, Ellen, the redheaded sculptor he still lived with, although—pretentious as ever—she called herself Lena now. That day, dressed in his requisite denim jacket and chunky black work boots, Richard had been looking for Ellen when he wandered into the atrium where Rachel stood despairing before a twelve-foot canvas taped to the wall, the backdrop she’d promised to paint for a parody of Chekhov. A whimsical Russian cityscape meant to contrast the dreary lives of sad, trapped characters with no chance in hell of ever getting what they wanted. She’d drawn a loose pencil sketch, even laid in some tones for the onion domes of Saint Basil’s Cathedral before becoming paralyzed by the massive reality of the piece. There wasn’t enough time to finish before opening night—let alone paint something good—and Rachel was less than thrilled to have Richard discover her, paintbrush in hand, frozen by the vast white wall of her impending failure.


“Stuck?” he asked.


“Little bit,” she said, hoping he’d take her sarcasm as his cue to leave.


“None of my business, huh?”


Richard rocked on his heels but made no motion to go. Rachel laughed and threw up her hands. He came around and stood behind her, examining the problem from her point of view.


“Mickey Mouse,” he said.


“Excuse me?”


“Mickey Mouse. It’s a satire, right? Just treat it like a giant cartoon. Paint in all the outlines first—then you’ll be able to see where you are, and fill in the rest. It’s an old sign painters’ trick, brought to you courtesy of an old sign painter,” Richard said with a flourish of his hand. “Your sketch is nice—makes me think of those cityscapes by Stuart Davis.”


Rachel told him she didn’t usually look to Walt Disney as her go-to guy but that she’d give it the old sign painters’ try. “Stuart Davis,” she said. “Did you mean that? I love his work.”
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Rachel had taken Richard’s advice, and the painting had come to life—a playful jumble of bright-colored buildings with monuments of horses that seemed to fly through the air; it still gave her a kick to think of it. At the cast party opening night, Richard had been there with congratulations. Dancing with Ellen, he’d caught Rachel’s eye and held her gaze, a look that said if she’d been there first, things might’ve been different. Rachel had smiled and waved him off; he was her teacher and now a friend—that was more important. Ellen might have great tits, but her sculpture was crap. As the year went by, though, that hadn’t proved to be much consolation. Richard remained a champion of Rachel’s work, and as the scope of her paintings grew, so did Rachel’s attachment. As much as she tried to deny it, she wanted something more.


There’d been a time, those first years after college, when she’d looked for him everywhere. The determined hunch of his forward motion as he strode through lower Manhattan, sometimes up to Central Park. Richard’s pulse was a sonar that would blip on her screen if she could settle down deep enough into an internal tracking that overrode the statistics of chance—it was mostly wishful thinking, but sometimes she could find him. Those meetings consisted of pointless cups of coffee, coinciding errands that filled Rachel with joy regardless, their connection reconfirmed. She’d always imagined there’d be some tertiary spin, like in a color wheel, where their shades would blend.


Then finally there’d been Evan, wispy blond hair forever falling into hangdog pale blue eyes. Goofy but solid, and smarter than anyone she’d ever met. Back then, he’d still been in law school, and he’d had to practically hit Rachel over the head before she took notice of him. He’d been a friend of her then roommate Colleen’s, another redhead—she was surrounded by them! As the story went, he’d once asked her out, but Colleen had claimed she couldn’t see him as anything more than a little brother, although they hung out constantly, which meant the three of them often did things together: double features, concerts at Hurrah or the Palladium. Sometimes Evan and Colleen came by the Upper West Side restaurant where Rachel was waiting tables, toward the end of her shift. They’d sit at the counter drinking milkshakes until she was done, and then Evan would walk the two of them home. It was like having a family, made her feel loved despite what she’d viewed as her hopelessly single status.


Once Evan had dropped by unannounced when Rachel was about to do laundry. She’d opened the door to his reliable smile with a basket of dirty clothes in her arms.


“Oh!” she’d said. “You just missed her! She went to grab a bite at that Greek diner—the one on Eighty-Sixth.”


“Want some company doing laundry? I hear there are rats down there.”


“Rat—singular, not plural—and I heard that the super put out traps. Why do you even know about that? Anyway, don’t be silly.” She’d locked the door behind her and pressed the button for the elevator. “Come on. I’ll ride down with you,” she’d said. “If you hurry, I’m sure you can catch her.” It was a wonder Evan hadn’t given up.


Months later, they were all at the apartment, and Evan was teasing Colleen for having no one besides a couple of Jews to help her decorate her Christmas tree.


“But I love Christmas!” Colleen said. “And you guys are my best friends.” She was trying surreptitiously to thin out the strands of tinsel where they’d piled on too much for her exacting taste. Rachel and Evan were sitting on either end of the couch with their legs stretched out, but Colleen couldn’t stop fussing with the tree. Every time she moved an ornament, Evan tapped Rachel’s knee with his sock-clad foot, making Colleen’s compulsiveness their inside joke. I live with her, she’d mouthed, and they’d both cracked up.


“Step away from the tinsel,” Evan said, and Colleen, taking in the two of them, had stuck out her tongue.


“All right, all right,” Colleen said. “I’m going to bed. Some of us have to work in the morning. Evan—you taking off?”


He glanced at Rachel. “In a little bit.”


“Well, don’t forget to unplug the tree, Rach. Okay? Those bubble lights are hard to find; I don’t want to burn them out.”


After Colleen had gone to bed, Rachel and Evan remained in the tree’s blinking glow, reminiscing about the Hollywood-themed party the three of them had thrown for Halloween. Rachel had covered the living room walls with a roll of newsprint, and using a colorful array of magic markers, she’d drawn in Grauman’s Chinese, the Hollywood Sign, and floor-to-ceiling palm trees. The final effect bringing to mind one of her favorite children’s book illustrations: the unoccupied apartment painted into a jungle by the havoc-wreaking Curious George.


Evan had deejayed, mixing Squeeze with Stray Cats, Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” into Deborah Harry singing “Heart of Glass.” Colleen had taken care of the food and drinks, had sewn herself a replica of Dorothy’s gingham pinafore from The Wizard of Oz, and using burlap and blue-gray felt she’d outfitted Evan as her Scarecrow companion. She’d captured all the details of the costume: the bits of loose straw, the rope ties and torn patches, down to the greasy brown triangle of makeup on Ray Bolger’s nose.


“That was generous,” Rachel said. “Letting her dress you up like that.”


Evan turned to look at Colleen’s tree. “She’s been a good friend. And I think she’s always been a little sweet on me.”


Rachel laughed.


“Why’s that funny?”


“Because that isn’t . . . well, let’s just say, that’s not the way she tells it.”


By the time Evan kissed her, the stars had spun across the sky, and the night was shifting from black to a watery blue. A crimson line lay across the horizon, and as the delicate hues of dawn spread across the room, Rachel rested comfortably in his arms, feeling both heavy with lack of sleep and elated that her life had changed when she’d least expected it. Like Dorothy in Kansas, she needn’t have looked any farther than her own backyard.


“I should go,” Evan whispered into her ear, shattering her reverie.


“Now?” she said. That was it? Just some holiday making-out spurred on by twinkling lights?


“I think I should tell Colleen first, rather than . . . us”—he gestured vaguely at the room—“here on the couch with her perfect tree . . .” He untwined himself from her, reached for the sneakers he insisted on wearing in every kind of weather. His use of us restored her calm—the guy was like some kind of a saint—of course they should tell Colleen first, but it certainly hadn’t been on her mind.


“Shit,” Rachel muttered as Evan stood up.


“Don’t worry, she’ll come around.”


“No,” she said. “It isn’t that—I never unplugged the lights.”


As she sat across from Richard in the dim barroom of the White Horse Tavern, it seemed to Rachel that some person was always standing between her and happiness. That year, as Christmas had come and gone, she’d waited impatiently for Evan to have his talk with Colleen. He’d finally taken her to dinner on New Year’s Eve, and when Rachel met up with them at a party later, Colleen hugged her wildly at the door. Trapped in her arms, Rachel looked up at Evan, who tipped his hand back and forth: comme ci, comme ça. They’d counted down to midnight with Colleen and then tried to quietly slip away from the party. But Rachel’s new navy wool coat, with her apartment keys, had disappeared. At the rumor of theft, everyone gathered in the host’s bedroom. Rachel held up coat after coat from the heap on the bed until only one was left unclaimed. A peacoat, which Rachel granted was similar to hers, except for the cut of the collar and the set of keys that belonged to someone else—the addled reveler who’d evidently taken hers by mistake. In its place, Evan draped his beige corduroy coat over Rachel’s shoulders.


“You’re going?” Colleen said, her face crumpling into boozy tears of despair. “But you don’t have keys!”


“It’s okay,” Rachel said. She took the tipping champagne flute from Colleen’s hand, steered her from the bedroom to the less populated hallway, found her some paper cocktail napkins to wipe her eyes.


“I’m going to Evan’s,” Rachel said gently. “He was supposed to—I thought he told you. That you understood.”


Colleen sniffled. “He did. I do. It’s just . . .”


“Oh, honey, just what?”


“It’s New Year’s Eve,” she sobbed. “And now it’s the last time it’ll ever be the three of us. We were—we were like—” Colleen blew her nose. “Like musketeers.”


Rachel tried to feel only sympathy for her drunken friend, but a shiver of resentment ran through her. “We were,” she said, holding Colleen close. “Just like musketeers.”


Outside in the startling cold, Evan’s coat felt more heavy than warm.


“That went well,” he said. “Don’t you think?”


She’d thrown her arms around him then, their laughter ringing out in the empty street.


Colleen, as Evan predicted, had come around, and since that inauspicious New Year’s Eve, Rachel hadn’t spent a night apart from him the past three years. They’d begun by staying over at each other’s apartments, then sharing a room in the huge place up by Columbia he’d rented with two law students from his class. Now Evan was an assistant district attorney, and they were about to live together—just the two of them—for the first time. So what was she doing in a bar with Richard? Nothing, she was doing nothing wrong. And even if there was still a spark between them, that was not, as Evan would say, a convictable crime.


Richard in his same boots and jacket, smiling his same wistful smile, across the table. Had he ever tried to call or seek her out? No, of course he hadn’t. He’d continued his life bound up with Ellen/Lena, featuring her and their minuscule apartment in his latest paintings. Content to leave his meetings with Rachel up to chance. Had she really expected more than his congratulations when she told him about Evan? Rachel raised her pilsner to her lips and tipped up the glass, but there was only foam left in the bottom. She signaled the waitress for their check.


Richard walked her back to Sheridan Square, neither of them speaking along the way. Stalled at the subway entrance, they forced commuters to veer around them. A warm breeze lifted Rachel’s hair, the fall light fading and Hopperesque.


“Well,” he said. “I guess that’s it.” As if it had always been Rachel’s status that had tipped the equation.


“I guess it is.”


Rachel loved Evan now—that wasn’t the question—it was just that she’d always thought she’d been in love with Richard. Did moving in with Evan mean she no longer was? What about the feelings she’d had for Richard, all the yearning that had bored a hole where her heart should be? The red sign of Village Cigars across the avenue, the yellow taxis clogging up the crosswalk, for a moment these filled her vision like a glowing scrim. Richard said something, but his words merged with the sounds of the street.


“Wait,” she said. “What did you say?”


Richard laughed and lightly touched her shoulder. “I said take it easy, kid.”


“I will,” she said. “You do the same.”


Things were what they were, Rachel told herself as she skittered down the steps and pushed through the turnstile—it didn’t matter. Except she knew that it did, that she wanted it to.


For the first three days she had the key to the sublet, Rachel carried it singly, in the front pocket of her jeans, separate from the ring of keys that belonged to more familiar doors. The fourth day she called information for Richard’s number. He recognized her voice, wasn’t surprised, though she’d never called before, said yes before Rachel could explain that she and Evan weren’t actually moving into the sublet until the following week. Rachel understood the stakes had changed. Now that she also had something to lose, it amped the excitement, made Richard more willing to cross the line. It struck Rachel as odd that this was all it took, but she pushed the thought aside, let herself be guided by the ghost of desire she’d held for so long, her romantic notion of love, not calm and reassuring, but inescapable and true. He could meet her on Friday evening for a couple of hours.


Pleading girls’ night out to Evan, her diaphragm already in place, Rachel boarded the number 1 train and rode downtown. As she was coming up the steps at Christopher Street once again, for just a split second the dark confused her; she’d somehow expected to walk back into the light of that last afternoon. Richard was waiting for her as planned, but instead of greeting her with the passionate embrace she’d pictured all the way down from 110th, he held down her wrists, keeping her firmly in place, arm’s distance away.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” he said, his face contorted with concern.


“Are you?” She felt so keyed-up it was hard to breathe. “Jesus, Richard—you kind of scared me. We’re not planning to kill anyone, are we?”


He snorted and let go. “I suppose not.”


A gust of wind swept up litter from the curb, and Rachel swayed slightly, thinking of how easily she’d lied to Evan.


“C’mere.” Richard pulled her toward him. “I just wanted you to be sure.”


Standing stiffly in his arms, Rachel watched a bus speed down Seventh Avenue. Then she buried her head in the soft worn fabric of his denim jacket. “Okay,” she said. “I’m sure.”


The apartment was just off the Hudson, a vague expanse of darkness whose smell could be rank but now carried only the faint salt-tinged scent of the ocean beyond. And despite the man-who-was-not-her-boyfriend she was bringing through the door, Rachel still felt the thrill of her new life on Morton Street, in the sublet Evan had secured for their future together. The lease belonged to his friend Eric, a lawyer moving in with his girlfriend in Chelsea, at her ultimatum. Of course he loved her, Eric had told them over gooey slices at a pizza place on Twenty-Third, but the apartment was subsidized—how could he just let it go? Rachel was the one who suggested he keep the lease and let them live there. Evan had been hesitant: there was a no-sublet clause, for one thing—not to mention almost tripling their rent—and hadn’t they been pretty happy just where they were? Rachel had been stung by his lack of enthusiasm at the idea of them having a place by themselves. But then he’d surprised her by figuring out a way around the lease. They didn’t need the second bedroom anyway; still furnished with Eric’s things, it would remain an unused guest room, and given free rein to the rest of the place, “technically” they’d be his roommates and not his tenants.


Rachel’s hands were shaking as she spread a clean blanket over Eric’s gray cotton duvet. What would this little rendezvous be technically? Richard pressed his body into hers. He smelled of gesso and cigarettes, with a hint of almond from the artist’s soap they both used to clean their brushes. He was already inside her, though they hadn’t kissed, and just as her nerves began to ease, his fingers suddenly gripped her behind and he was done.


“Sorry,” he said, rolling off. “Kind of a lot of pressure.”


Rachel fully expected, once he caught his breath, it would be her turn, that they’d reconnect. But he only reached across her for his jacket, fumbling around in the pockets until he found his cigarettes.


“None of us smoke,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to arouse suspicion.”


“Right. Wasn’t thinking.” He asked if she was warm enough, covered each of them with the outside edges of the blanket. “This is a nice place,” he said, looking around the room. Then he began to tell her about his work and all the paintings he had yet to finish for a show in the spring. Too shocked to object, Rachel nodded along until it was time to go.


When she got home, Evan was still sitting up in bed with a legal pad, but instead of the appeal he’d been struggling with when she left, he was happily watching a basketball game on pirated ESPN. He’d been sketching the players and then crumpling up the yellow pages and tossing them into the small mesh wastebasket in the corner. Rachel picked one up off the floor that had missed the mark and smoothed out the paper.


“These are good, you know. You shouldn’t throw them away.”


“Nah,” said Evan, his focus on the game. “One artist between us is enough. Did you have a good time?”


“It was all right. Smoky bar. Think I’ll take a quick shower.”


She let the hot water run over her head, hoping to silence the barrage of thoughts rattling through her brain: You lie like a dog. You lie like a rug. Out, out, damned spot. Oh, great, Rachel—Shakespeare—very funny. I am a seagull. No, that’s not it . . .


“Okay, just stop it,” she said out loud, fiercely scrubbing her scalp with shampoo. Shakespeare wasn’t bad enough—she was quoting Chekhov now? But the words persisted, and Rachel was surprised she still knew the lines: Do you remember, you shot a seagull? A man came along by chance, saw it, and having nothing better to do, destroyed it . . .


She leaned her head against the tile until the water ran cold.


The light was out, Evan asleep and breathing evenly by the time Rachel climbed into their bed wearing one of his sweatshirts. A drop of spermicidal gel trickled down her thigh. It was still too soon to take out her diaphragm safely. Carefully, Rachel backed herself into the warmth of his sleeping body. In an unconscious reflex, Evan wrapped his arm around her, filling her with grief.


The first time he’d told her he loved her—the first time he’d said it out loud—she told him she loved him too. Then he’d teased her mercilessly, saying: “Love? Who said anything about love? I said I bug you.”


“I do,” Rachel whispered in the dark, her throat constricting. “I bug you too.”


Rachel busied herself with the move, setting up her workspace in the new apartment, replenishing her paint supplies at the pricier Flax instead of Pearl Paint, bypassing Christopher Street with the longer walks to the Sixth and Eighth Avenue lines—grateful for each day that passed between her and her careless transgression. Finding that the radiators at Morton Street gave off meager heat, Rachel splurged on a new down comforter, suggested they keep the door to Eric’s room shut to avoid a draft. She studied Evan for signs of cognition, but he didn’t seem to know anything had happened, and she slowly relaxed.


Christmas morning, Evan shook her gently awake, and Rachel became aware of a peculiar silence. This didn’t bode well.


“What’s going on?”


Evan slowly raised the blinds. Outside, the sun was shining and everything was buried underneath a pristine layer of crystalline snow.


“It’s beautiful,” she said, as though he’d given her a present.


“Well, you know. I do what I can.”


Love and sorrow knotted up Rachel’s heart.


“Better get dressed, pokey, we’re already late.”


“Oy.” Colleen’s holiday brunch. “White Christmas—how thrilled is she going to be?”


But it was Rachel whom the snow filled with joy, a clear and pure sign of a new beginning. She threw mittened handfuls of it into the air, laughed as the glittering particles fell all around her. They headed toward the subway at Christopher Street and, for the first time since they’d moved downtown, it was just a train station—nothing more.


“You’re in good spirits,” Evan said.


“It’s Christmas! Fa-la-la-la-la!”


“Yeah, take it easy there, Santa,” he said, steadying her on a patch of ice. “Let’s not spend Christmas in the ER.”


In the freezing station, there was only a homeless person huddled on a bench. Evan danced Rachel around the platform to keep her warm. She heard the singular clank of the track, felt the familiar faint rumbling beneath her feet. “Here comes our train.”


“Not a moment too soon,” Evan said, and kissed her.


Rachel ruffled his static-filled hair. Then behind him she saw Richard and Lena come through the turnstile. Lena was stamping the snow off her boots, but Richard stared right at her.


“C’mon,” she said, yanking Evan’s arm as the train screeched into the station.


“C’mon, what?”


“The first car,” she yelled. “We’ll be closer when we get off.”


“Okay, okay,” he yelled back, laughing at her sudden desperation. “Whatever you want.”


They raced through the doors of the first car just as they were closing. Evan slid into the orange seat beside Rachel and looked at her closely.


“Are you all right?”


“I am,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Just give me a second.”


In a year, in another apartment, one with Evan’s name on the lease, he would tell Rachel he wasn’t in love with her anymore. He would swear there was no one else, but a few days later, when he was at work and Rachel returned to pack her things, a bit of trash in the mesh wastebasket would catch her eye: the empty box from a contraceptive sponge—who even used those anymore? She would come to think she’d made this happen after all, that her inherent ambivalence, albeit unspoken, had worn Evan down. And maybe there hadn’t been anyone, anyone that mattered, until he’d ended it. But a woman had been waiting for her chance. Buying her lunch at the deli he favored for the crisp kosher pickles they tucked so neatly into the white butcher paper that wrapped their sandwiches. Lingering on the pillar-topped steps of the courthouse at Centre Street, feeling lucky to have landed a job in the same bureau of the trial division where Evan worked, holding her breath each time the elevator stopped at his floor—his office a place Rachel had been too self-involved to ever go see. A woman she could easily imagine: always hoping for Evan, in his well-tailored suit, to come waltzing around her corner of the marble-floored hall.
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