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die meant enough



This was the summer our cars overheated and everyone’s air conditioner—if you were lucky enough to have an air conditioner—often gave up. It was the summer of brush fires and brownouts, when all of Los Angeles dimmed its lights, casting an amber glow that might have been pretty if it weren’t so hot, so impossible to be in your own skin. It was the summer I swore off meat, not all meat, just beef, and not for any moral reason, but on account of all those cows, the ones going mad. And it was the summer, it will forever be the summer, I dated a married man. Married insofar as he had a wife, a soon-to-be ex-wife, but a wife all the same, along with a daughter and a home, two bedrooms by the beach.

A marriage can happen in an instant. Sign here, say “I do,” kiss the bride. But a divorce, the careful disconnecting of two people, can take months, years even, depending on the circumstances. There is the trial separation followed by the real separation. Lawyers are hired and possessions divided, the couch, the DVDs, the dog—in Brian’s case, a Tibetan terrier his wife trained in Hebrew. Boy meant “come” and die meant “enough.”

Brian’s divorce, so far, had been amicable. It was a “friendly” divorce. A hi-how-are-you divorce. He and his wife lived in the same house at different times, one week on, one week off. They did this for Naomi’s sake. The child came first. Of course, the child came first. That summer, I would have settled for second or third. Even fourth.

Brian held up one of Naomi’s paintings and asked me what I thought. He had put Naomi to bed, and it was just the two of us, Brian and me, unless you counted the dog sprawled on the living room floor and hogging the fan.

“It’s nice,” I said, studying the damp puddly image.

“Do you think it seems dark?” Brian asked. “Or angry?”

He was looking for a sign. We all were. A few days earlier, both my fortune cookie and my horoscope had told me to think with my head, not with my heart. My friends had been saying the same thing for a while now. Only in less aphoristic ways.

No one wishes for this. No one dreams of becoming someone’s second wife. But if you’re alone long enough, you’re bound to be someone’s second something no matter what. It had only taken me a few nights to become inured to sleeping in the same bed Brian’s wife had slept in. In the mornings, I would peek into her closet and look through her drawers. I used her shampoo and lotion. I had never met her, but I felt connected to her. And not in an adversarial way. Eventually, months from now, years perhaps, I thought we might meet for coffee or drinks.

But Brian thought otherwise. He said she was difficult to like. She never got along with his friends or his family. She was abrasive and opinionated, quick to anger. He called her fiery. But this was what he had chosen. This was what he had been drawn to.

I had asked him why he married her.

“You were obviously in love with her at some point,” I said.

He sighed, deeply sucking in as if dragging on a joint. He told me that his wife was different from the women he had dated in the past. She had grown up in Israel. She ate tomatoes as if they were apples and knew how to handle an Uzi. She was exotic and beautiful.

“I guess I valued the wrong things,” he said, and I had nodded as if it were a consolation, the fact that exotic and beautiful were no longer as important to him.

There were pictures of her still on the refrigerator, images from over the years. She and I looked nothing alike, although we looked like two women who could have been friends, women who shopped at the same boutiques and liked the same restaurants. Her family was from North Africa—Morocco or Egypt—while I was Eastern European if you went back far enough, fair-skinned with limp blonde hair.

Last week, Brian’s wife found a strand of my hair in the shower. This had given me some satisfaction, the fact that I mattered to her, that I was even on her radar. I liked to imagine her showing up for her week, searching the bookshelves and drawers, looking for clues, small changes to the way things might have been, trying to piece together the person I was.

Recently, I had started leaving things behind. It began with a magazine on the coffee table and a bottle of white wine in the refrigerator—innocuous items, more passive than aggressive.

When Brian and I had arrived at the house this week, I found the magazine in the bathroom, balanced on the tub’s edge, warped and opened to some article about an actor’s fourth wedding. This was reassuring. You could trust a woman who reads magazines in the bathroom. You could be friends with her. Good friends. As for the bottle of wine, it was half empty. Or half full, depending on who you were rooting for.

While Brian was in the kitchen getting us beers, I sat on the couch and removed my bra, pulling it through my sleeve in one quick motion. The bra was nude—or was it beige? It was a beige bra, a politically correct bra. It didn’t discriminate. I stashed it between two cushions as Brian strode back into the room, proudly holding a drink in each hand. He was barefoot and shirtless, wearing a pair of shorts that hung low on his narrow waist.

He handed me a beer and we clinked bottles. Brian wasn’t a typical dad, not a barbecuing, tie on Father’s Day dad. In fact, I don’t think I had ever seen him in a suit. He played Frisbee and the guitar. He smoked American Spirits and drank Belgian beer, the kind made by Trappist monks who had taken a vow of silence but could still brew alcohol.

That night, after we ran out of beer and things to talk about—his marriage, my last boyfriend, his favorite music, my favorite books—we had sex on the couch and then again in the bed. It was in the bed, with his chest against my back, the bready scent of beer still on his breath, that he whispered the name Dahlia in my ear. Just once and barely audible, but loud enough that I heard it, and now I could never unhear it. Brian almost never spoke her name. The rare times that he did, it sounded like an apology, as if her name alone, the singularity of it, was enough to offend me.

But when he called me Dahlia, I didn’t bother to correct him. I wasn’t offended, at least not in the way I thought I’d be offended. I felt a sense of calm more than dread. It confirmed what I had suspected. Dahlia was always with us. There were three people in the relationship. There would always be three, even after the divorce was final and Brian had her initials removed from his arm or changed into something new.

“Die,” I said to the dog the next morning. “Die!”

We were locked in a game of tug-of-war with my bra. The dog hunkered down, redoubling his efforts. He growled a don’t-fuck-with-me-growl.

“Fine,” I said. He could keep the bra.

Today would be the hottest day on record since 1963. You could feel it as soon as you stepped outside, the way the atmosphere had thinned, leaving almost nothing to protect you from the sun. I held up a hand to shade my face as we stood alongside Brian’s car.

“Say good-bye,” he said to Naomi, who was strapped into her car seat. She shook her head emphatically.

“C’mon, Naomi. Can you say good-bye?”

“No,” she screamed before going quiet and playing absentmindedly with the Velcro strap on her shoe.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“Sorry,” Brian said.

“No sweat.” I smiled, wiping my brow dramatically.

“Cute.” He put his hand on my hip and left it there.

Naomi turned her head in our direction, eyeing us skeptically, awaiting our next move. Brian glanced at her and then at me.

“Adios,” he whispered in my ear, and then pulled away and saluted me. I saluted him back. Just following orders.

The heat can make you do strange, unthinkable things. I read about a woman whose car broke down somewhere in the middle of nowhere. She was on her way to one of the Palms. Palm Desert, Palm Spring, Palm Valley. When the police found her, she was lying only twenty yards from the road, naked and unconscious.

They say that if you don’t get enough water, you start walking in circles, talking to yourself, digging at the earth until your fingers bleed. Eventually, you get so hot you rip your own clothes off just to cool down.

I sat in my car and watched as the neighbors staggered from their homes. Everyone looked damp and soggy, wilting. They opened their car doors and waited a few moments before getting in. From the frying pan into the fire.

I should mention that this particular day was Friday, the day the guards changed, when Brian and I left and Dahlia arrived. We had taken out the trash and changed the sheets in the morning. That was my idea. Clean sheets. Do unto others.

Dahlia worked three days a week at Barneys, the department store, not Barney’s Beanery, that sports bar on Santa Monica with karaoke on Tuesdays. Where she worked was on Wilshire, past Saks and past Neiman’s, closer to Rodeo. She was a personal shopper or a private shopper. A hush-hush shopper. I worked in the service industry as well. I was an accountant. An accountant in Beverly Hills, an accountant to the stars, but an accountant nonetheless.

I pushed the driver’s seat back as far as it would go and propped my bare feet against the steering wheel. My toes were white nubs with coral polish on the nails. Coral was supposed to be in. The color was Conquistadorable.

I slipped my sweaty feet back in the canvas sneakers I had been wearing and continued to wait. Every twenty minutes or so, I pulled my car forward, moving as the shade did. I was under a thick, full-grown magnolia tree. Brian said it was more than two hundred years old. I never thought anything in Los Angeles, not anything that was still standing at least, had been around that long.

It was close to noon when Dahlia’s car finally pulled into the driveway. I watched as she got out and tied her hair into a knot. She was like an apparition, all makeup-less and ethereal in her gauzy white sundress as the heat rose from the black driveway and hovered around her.

I got out of my car and walked toward her, smiling broadly and waving.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” she said, studying my face for a moment. “Do we know each other?”

“I’m the woman,” I said. “The ‘other’ woman,” I added for clarification, nervously making little quote signs with my fingers.

Dahlia looked at me and smiled. “So, you’re my husband’s girlfriend?” she asked. Her voice was raspy and hard like a smoker’s, accent faint, although still there, lingering in the spaces between her words.

“Something like that,” I said. Brian and I had been dating a few months and I wasn’t sure what we were yet. He certainly never referred to me as his girlfriend. He hadn’t even bothered to ask if I was seeing anyone else.

“You’re in love?” she said.

“It’s still early.” I licked the sweat off my upper lip and swallowed.

“So maybe yes?”

I laughed. “I don’t know.”

She nodded, appraising me carefully.

“I just thought it would be a good idea for us to meet. You and me,” I said, gesturing between the two of us as if there might be some confusion.

“Why?” She raised her dark eyebrows and waited.

“I thought it might make things easier.”

“For who?”

“Everyone?”

She laughed and reached for something in her purse. “Smoke?” she said, taking out a pack of cigarettes.

“No.”

“Of course not.” She took her time lighting her cigarette and enjoyed her first few drags before speaking.

“It must be difficult,” I said. I was trying to find some common ground, to get her to see how we were in this together.

“Difficult?”

“I mean the back-and-forth. The limboness of it all.”

“Are you a therapist or something?” She was pointing at me with her cigarette.

I told her I was in therapy. But who wasn’t? This was Los Angeles in the late nineties, when everyone was on Lexapro or Prozac or Zoloft, when even our therapists had therapists.

“My therapist didn’t tell me to do this,” I said.

“Congratulations,” she said. “You think for yourself.”

“Brian doesn’t even know,” I added, hoping this confidence would somehow win her over.

She laughed. “Brian doesn’t know a lot of things. He doesn’t want to know. Do you understand what I mean? He is like this,” she said, putting her hands on either side of her eyes and looking around.

“Tunnel vision?” I said, as if this were a game of charades.

She shook her head.

“Blinders?”

“Yes!” she said. “Blinders.”

I wondered if I should stick up for Brian, if I should defend him to his soon-to-be ex-wife, but I wasn’t sure whose side I was on. I wasn’t sure whose side I wanted to be on. Brian believed in moving forward. He believed in cutting losses. He and I were different that way.

“Have you ever been married?” Dahlia asked.

I shook my head. I had been engaged once, but that was years ago. We were supposed to get married in Jamaica. He had a wife and two kids now. I had been invited to the wedding.

“I will never get married again,” she said. “Marriage is for quitters.” She laughed at her own joke.

I didn’t know what to say next. Inside the house, the dog had started barking and Dahlia said something to it in Hebrew, something that sounded not so different from “shut up.”

“Do you think you’ll go back to Israel?” I asked her. Brian had said it was a possibility.

“Why? Would you like me to? It would be easier for you, no?” she said. “You could move in. You could have my life. All of it. Here, it’s yours.”

She stepped aside and swept her arm out and I simply stood there. I was stuck. I felt like I had been called on in school and couldn’t come up with the right answer. And I had studied.

“What?” she said. “Now you don’t want it?”

She tossed her keys in my direction. They hit my stomach and fell at my feet, landing on the parched grass.

“This is your chance,” she said.

“I don’t want to fight,” I said, kicking the keys toward her.

“Who’s fighting?” she said, looking around. “We’re not fighting. We’re talking. This is a conversation. A negotiation. I offer you my life, and I get—what? Tell me. What do I get?”

I looked at Dahlia and thought this would be an ideal time to faint, if fainting was something you could wish for. But hot as I was, my knees did not buckle, and my mind did not go blank. So I did the only thing left to do. I called her bluff. She said nothing as I bent down to pick up the keys. I fumbled with them at the door.

“It’s the gold one,” she said.

The dog was not happy to see me. He barked and eyed me with a look of contempt, although he kept his distance. The house was warm and smelled of diapers and mildew and old coffee. Brian had put Naomi’s painting on the refrigerator. The photos of Dahlia were still there, including one that must have been taken in the hospital after Naomi was born. Dahlia was lying in a bed with a baby in her arms. It was the photo I had always liked best of her. She looks exhausted and vulnerable and kind.

I tried to get closer to the refrigerator but the dog was in the way, guarding his turf. He wasn’t a big dog, but he was mean. I could see his black gums and sharp little teeth. Still, I managed to get close enough to grab the photo and slip it in my pocket. Then I turned around and left the house.

Dahlia was where I had left her. She pulled out her cigarettes and took one for herself, tapping it against the pack and then holding it out toward me. This time, I took one. My hand trembled as I held the cigarette to my lips, and Dahlia brought the flame of her lighter towards me. It was the first time I had had a cigarette sober in years. I gave Dahlia her keys and she smiled, taking a step back to look me over.

“Well, you’re not a complete idiot,” she said.

I inhaled and hoped she was right.


swans by the hour



Alena is out on the deck, a magazine balanced in her lap, as she raises her firm brown legs up and down, engaging her stomach muscles. I watch as her abdomen twitches and shudders beneath her oiled skin. Alena is twenty-three, although she doesn’t seem twenty-three. Or maybe it’s that I don’t seem thirty-eight, not the way my parents had seemed thirty-eight when they were my age. I tell dick jokes and do tequila shots. If she’s hot. I send text messages (sometimes with emoticons) and call my friends by their last names.

Of course, I can pass for an adult. I’m boyish and balding, not prematurely, but right on time. I have a degree in computer science and a subscription to the Wall Street Journal. I sold a start-up and bought a house in Malibu, an Italian villa with postmodern influences, fully furnished, all the way down to the books. Even the picture frames on the piano were here when I arrived. The house is four-thousand-plus square feet of never-before-lived-in space. I’ve got one game room, three bedrooms, and four bathrooms, each with a TV. I could use one bathroom just for shitting, another for showering, and still have two left over. On weekends, I host dinner parties and pool parties. I serve wine and martinis and get everyone drunk. Here, have another. And another. And another.

People pass out in the guest rooms and on the couches. In the morning, I make cappuccinos with my integrated espresso machine, and we all try to piece together the details of what happened the night before: who fell into the pool first, which team won at charades, why we decided to open that last bottle of wine.

Over the years, I have come to realize that it’s easier to commit to a house than a woman. I don’t say this as some sort of epiphany, although okay, yes, it was for me. I love my house. My friends love my house. My friends love me for my house. Hell, I even love me for my house on some days. Everyone should know a person with a place like this, somewhere to watch the Super Bowl or celebrate on New Year’s. But tomorrow night. This will be a first. My ex—one of my exes—is getting married here. In the backyard. It was bound to happen sooner or later with the sunset and the views and the pool. This is a house that deserves a wedding, something small and intimate, the kind of wedding you’d have if it was a second marriage. Or a third.

The ex and I dated for about five months, the point in relationships when women begin to shave less and expect more. That was three years ago. We’ve stayed friendly. We give each other rides to the airport and make sure to call on holidays and birthdays. We had sex once after we had broken up. We were both still single. And drunk. I told her I loved her, not something I had said when we were together. I think I even said it twice. But I was saying a lot of things, the usual fare. You’re so sexy. I love your body. I’m gonna come so hard. Maybe she missed it—she never brought it up.

The ex—her name is Stacey—has been getting her PhD in Victorian literature for as long as I’ve known her. She has a thing for Jane Eyre the way other women have a thing for Angelina Jolie. Jane Eyre, she has said, is her girl crush, the woman she’d fuck if she fucked women. This is why we’d have never worked.

Tonight is the rehearsal dinner, although there’s no actual rehearsal. What’s there to rehearse? You walk down the aisle, you say I do. I will be attending alone because Alena is on the list somewhere else, somewhere more exclusive. Out by the pool, she’s done with her stomach exercises and is smoking a cigarette. It’s a nasty habit. A couple months ago, I hired an addiction coach for her. He was written up in a magazine. Kick butt. That was his motto. He forced her to smoke nonstop, one cigarette after the next. For four days straight. After that, she was supposed to never want to smoke again. Reverse psychology.

It didn’t work. There were never any guarantees. Alena is stubborn. She came here from Slovakia about two years ago with the usual aspirations of being an actress. That’s mostly who I date. Wannabe actresses or has-been models.

To Alena’s credit, she was in two movies, cast once as “Beautiful Girl,” and then as “Sorority Girl.” In both movies, she ended up dead. That’s the way it goes.

But right now, Alena is alive. Very much alive in her little black bikini and aviator sunglasses. She comes inside and brushes by me. I keep the thermostat set at a crisp sixty-seven degrees and her skin glistens with goose bumps.

“What are you looking for?” I ask. She makes herself at home, peering through items in my refrigerator.


OEBPS/images/f00i-01.jpg
)






OEBPS/images/9781439152607.jpg
eqsy for

stones

Shannan Rouss

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
New York London Toronto Sydney







OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
New York  London  Toronto  Sydney





