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    Dedication




    It started like a ripple,


    as if his breath near her had blown like the wind


    against her still seas, puckering the surface of her.


    When he caught her eyes, it stirred her current, her core,


    pulling her like the tide. And when he put his arms around her,


    waves crashed and it was devastating.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    THE CAB BOUNCES IN AND OUT of another pothole, knocking my head against the window. It’s like a slap from the universe. What had I been thinking? Why had I lied about having a hotel? Of course I haven’t booked a hotel! I just flew three thousand miles across the Atlantic to race to you, stand on your doorstep and tell you I loved you, Cole! Of course, I don’t bloody have somewhere to stay, because I was supposed to be with you! But no, there you are watching TV cozied up with some blonde. Some blonde he called “Sweetie!” Ugh. Why do I always have to be so…bloody British? Suck it up, suck it in, and walk away, head held high. My upper lip is so stiff, it might be in rigor. Or maybe that’s the cold. God, it’s like Siberia here.




    The cab sweeps around the corner and there, standing alone, an illuminated building almost like a fort on the edge of the city. Its brightness casts spotlights on the tarmac and uplighters on the old stone, like theatrical beacons signaling safe haven.




    “There! Can you drop me there, please?”




    “At the Radisson? Sure thing.” The Radisson? The Radisson! I remember the Radisson.




    I fumble for change, the feeling in my fingers almost entirely gone, and he lifts my two suitcases to the curb.




    “Thanks, honey, take care.”




    He speeds away, and I lumber up the front steps, no doorman or bellboy to help me at this time of night. In all of my in-flight scenarios, we were supposed to be deliciously wrapped around each other’s naked limbs by now, promising—between an unstaunchable flow of kisses—that neither would ever let go, ever again. Instead the only thing I’m wrestling with is baggage. I stop for a breath on the top step—oh dear, there are only three—and survey the Electric City. Well, here I am Scranton, Pennsylvania! Stranded. Without my unfiancé, hotel-less, in a city lacking a functioning passenger railway service and midnight buses! Couldn’t have gone better!




    I heave the heavy glass door open wide enough to slide in one case, then myself, then the other, like some clunky transformer.




    I vacillate between feeling hopeful and empowered, to frightened and lost. Right now, the latter is winning. But you are here, Enna! Buck up! You made it here! And, there are certainly worse places than this beautiful old railway station, now a hotel.




    The deserted lobby echoes with the sound of my four wheels. I meet no one, not a soul, as I wheel my way across the marble, turning in to a little bar. I remember this! We had downed late-night drinks there and called it “The Affair Bar,” the perfect spot for an illicit rendezvous. Unpeopled it feels like a deserted set, a sepia-tinted still, just a row of empty leather-topped stools, the wisp of old cigar smoke, hanging like a sleeping spirit. It’s the people who make a place.




    I wheel through to the larger bar, the one with the enormous chandelier. We had danced in this room. Cole had slid his palm to the small of my back and whispered hot breaths in my ear. I try to recall what or why or when we had been here, but the conversation vanishes down the rabbit hole of memory. We had fun here. We were a team here.




    Will everywhere I go in this town be preceded with echoes of us, ghosts of happy memories I can’t seem to catch or hold on to?




    A woman looks up and stops wiping down the granite counter top.




    “I’ll have a cup of tea. Hot tea, please.”




    The bartender lifts a questioning eyebrow.




    “If you’re still serving.”




    She looks at the empty stools to the left and the right of me and seems to consider her reply. Maybe the thought of staying open merely to serve some strange foreigner with two huge wheely cases and clearly a head full of baggage, is not appealing. “Sure. But I gotta close at two.”




    “I also need a room. Is it too late to check in? I didn’t see anyone at reception.”




    “It’s never too late. I’ll buzz the front desk and let them know. Just pick up the key and sign your paperwork when you leave here. You Australian?” she asks without looking, tossing the rag into the sink and reaching for the pyramid of mugs stacked on the end of the counter.




    “British.”




    “Ah.”




    “Close.”




    “Huh?”




    “We sent our convicts there, transported to Australia, or Tasmania, so it’s a similar root of the language,” I spiel with surprising alacrity.




    It’s twelve twenty-five in the morning. I have no plan, no reunited fiancé. Unfiancé apparently has a new girlfriend, and I am now resigned to getting a hotel room that will probably cost me half a kidney. I am, in fact, for all intents and purposes, to use the proper Anglo Saxon, fucked. Yet, here I sit, the cases that contain the remainder of my transatlantically-uprooted life sitting up at attention around my ankles like loyal Springer Spaniels. I’m drinking tea, pride wrapped around me like a flimsy pashmina, exchanging niceties with the sole employee—her name badge says “Larissa”—at an old railway station bar, faded and jaded but stoically ignoring and carrying on. It’s all very British. I should get a bloody T-shirt. Someday I will find this ironic. Someday.




    “My family was from Ireland. Way back. Don’t see too many Brits here in Scranton. What brings you here?”




    Ah! The million dollar question. The man who was my fiancé. The man who I left. The man who flew to England to find me lifeless on the bathroom floor. The man who got me to the hospital just in time. The man who saved me. The man who, just a short hour ago was blissfully—what?—snuggled up on his black leather sofa with the leggy blonde in his arms. The man who let me spill my heart at his door, a messy fountain of feeling, and still closed it firmly in my face and let me wheely myself away.




    “Work,” I reply, burning the roof of my palate with the scalding water. “I’m here looking for work.” It just seems easier.




    “Pickle.”




    It was the nickname that melted my marrow, the syllables that he could utter from the other side of a crowded room, and I would feel them on my neck as if he had whispered directly to that silky spot beneath my earlobe. He could, in fact, deliver any kind of poison, but served with that particular condiment, it would always taste sweet to me.




    Pickle.




    I place the mug back down on the granite countertop. Cups, theaters, hearts all plummet to ruin when held in my hands. My vertebrae fuse together, unbendable, as if the mere sound of his voice—the single word he has uttered—has dissolved my bones, some oral alchemy which changes calcium to chromium and marrow to oil. Paralyzed, I’m unable to turn around. I want so desperately to believe it is him yet don’t trust my eyes to prove my ears.




    Larissa starts to say something about being closed but stops before a grammatical sentence is complete.




    “That was very romantic.” His voice sounds different, lubricated. “You should have called first.”




    I finally locate my tongue stuck firm to the roof of my throbbing palate, like a fleshy mussel obstinate in its hardened black shell, but say nothing.




    “She’s gone. She really means nothing, you know.”




    I look up from my tea, the bagged leaves still infusing their ruddy stain through the water, and I raise my eyes to the mirror behind the counter. It is him. He’s lost weight. He’s grayer around the temples. He’s wearing the Ralph Lauren hunter green sweater I bought him on that shopping trip to New York when he spent oodles on me, when he wrapped the most scintillating sapphire around my neck, and all I could afford to buy him was an inadequate jumper. He’s Cole, with those hazel eyes and that strong, square jaw that I just want to hold in my hands. I take the inventory of him that my tongue and my ego and my verbal bulldozing did not make time for an hour before.




    There is so much I want to tell him still. So many directions this could play out right now. I roll clips from different scenarios in my brain. This is a real-life improvisation.




    You’re an actress. You’re a director, Enna! Think! Being witty, being sharp, being accusatory—all knee-jerk reactions that will make him defensive. Tell him what you really want. Be open! Be honest! You’ve thrown your heart over the line once today; why stop short now?




    The muscles in my tongue lunge into action. “How did you find me?”




    Enna! I inwardly scold myself the second the words are through my lips. What does it matter? Who cares if he’s the fifth member of the A-Team trained to track you down. Focus!




    “It wasn’t hard. There are only a few cab companies, and a British accent is kind of distinctive. Besides, I know you have a thing for beautiful old buildings. I didn’t think you would resist staying here.”




    “Well, seeing as I have no career left and will almost certainly be in debt soon, I thought, why not do it in style?” I mean it to sound fun and flippant. It trails in the air between us, sad and inappropriate. I look at him and pull a small, uncertain smile tightly across my teeth.




    He looks at me and turns away to the bar. “I’ll have a Jim Beam. Double. Light on the ice.”




    Larissa takes a tumbler, swirls ice cubes around it, throws the ice away, places three cubes in, cracks the metal tags as she unleashes a fresh bottle, and pours a hefty glug of amber. The liquid fractures the ice, and the rich, syrupy color highlights the little cracks on the surface. We watch this seamless production. I’m aware of every little detail, suddenly hypersensitive to this intermission, both keen and reluctant to get to the conclusion.




    Cole swirls the tumbler—it looks tiny in his hand—and then pours practically the entire measure down his gullet.




    Wow.




    He shakes his head and sucks the air through his teeth.




    That’s a new…what? Thing? Habit?




    Enna, stop thinking! Start doing!




    “I don’t care about her. The other woman.” Other woman? Shit, I’m a walking, talking cliché. “If you say she’s nothing—she’s no one—I’m relieved.” And I really don’t care about her. Truly. It wasn’t as if I was the Virgin Mary during this…hiatus, but Will? He can rot for all I care now. It is all about Cole. It’s amazing how one can switch off or on like a tap when betrayed or loved unconditionally. And Cole does love me. He flew to England and found me when I needed him most. “I just want you to give us another chance. I want to find a way to brush this whole thing under the carpet and start again.”




    “Ha!” He chuckles. Chuckles? “You know that one of the strange laws in Pennsylvania is that it’s illegal to sweep things under the rug?”




    “What?”




    “It’s true. It’s a law.”




    Oh. “I mean, figuratively. I mean, let’s just start over again. Can’t we?”




    “You make it all seem so easy.” He sits on the stool next to me.




    Larissa looks sheepishly through her fringe. She seems unsure of what to do or where to put herself, whether to get him another drink or skulk back into the kitchen. After a sway of hesitation, she tops up his glass and silently vanishes through the swing door.




    “You can make it complicated if you choose. But it is easy when you know what you want.”




    He says nothing.




    Despite the exhaustion, the starvation, and the sheer delirium of the past few weeks, or maybe because of that, I continue, blinkers on, a body of jolted nerves and adrenaline firing the same ineffective message through my body: I must—I have to—make him see. It all seems so obvious to me now.




    “I know what I want, Cole. Take a moment. Please, just take a moment. Think of how special it was. When we would sit, as we are now, but interlaced, knees locked together, talking, listening, eating, drinking, doing everything together, not being aware of anything or anyone else but the other.”




    He looks away from me again toward the large, distressed mirror on the other side of the bar.




    “Listen to me! Don’t you remember? Remember that time we went up to your friend’s cabin out by Montrose? The group was all hunting, but you stayed with me. You wanted to take me on the quad and show me the trails. It felt like you wanted to show me the world. You cut the engine, swiveled around in your seat, and we kissed, and we touched, and as you breathed on my neck, I looked up to the trees standing sentinel around us, I thought I could never love anyone as much as I love you. Cole, it doesn’t have to be complicated. I know I hurt you, but if you love me—if you ever loved me—give me a second chance.”




    His eyes remain fixed away from me. Did he hear? Did he get it? Did he remember that magnetism? It was chemical, biological. It certainly got very animal.




    “Please?” Oh God. Do I sound like I’m begging? I sound like I am begging. Mum would walk away. She’d hold her head high.




    I sit waiting for his response for what must be over a minute. He is resolutely silent.




    I pull out a five dollar bill and leave it on the bar. I stand.




    Oh, stop me!




    Stop me!




    Stop me!




    I turn the bags around. He’s not going to stop me. Again. I start to wheel. Motherfucker.




    “Enna.”




    I stop walking immediately, of course. Mum wouldn’t like it, but I want to leave no shadow of a doubt that I am committed.




    “Enna, I can’t forget. You left me. After everything, after looking me in the eyes and telling me what you told me, you left. I’m loyal. I’m committed. I spent over fifteen thousand dollars in applications and legal advice to get you here—that should tell you something—then you waste that money, waste that visa, leave for your theater and some actor. That…that killed me, Enna. It makes me sick, physically sick, to think how quickly that all happened. Exactly how long was it before you jumped from my bed to his, Enna? And then—what an ass—I still come when you call and find you practically dead on your bathroom floor. So don’t tell me that I’m a bad guy and that I don’t care. I just have a hard time believing you right now. And I don’t honestly know if I can ever forgive you. The trust is gone.”




    It’s a verbal bullet and it strikes me in the stomach.




    “I’d take a bullet for you.” Didn’t he say that once? A million tears ago.




    He raises his glance and catches my desperate, disbelieving stare. He doesn’t trust me? But he’s the person I would trust with my life. How could things have become so skewed? So screwed. I look around, taking in once again the cold marble and granite, this empty, unused chamber, and I realize that there is nothing left to say. I have served my heart on a plate, and he has sent it back, untouched. I can’t make him trust me. The more I say that he can believe me, the less he will—isn’t that how it goes?




    What if I were to just fling my arms around him and squeeze out all of his doubts? What if I suggested he come up to my hotel room? Could I wrap my legs around him and slowly, tantrically remind him of all that was good and true and full of wonder?




    I nod, mentally balling up these inadequate suggestions and tossing them away, and instead I take a step toward his stool, kiss his cheek, take one last deep inhale of the scent of him—oh God, how can I not be with this man whose mere smell triggers something unholy in me—and I whisper in his ear. I kiss him a second time because, well, his cheek is there—and fuck it, I want to—and I awkwardly wheel myself and my large cases through the bar.




    It’s not a graceful exit. I am trying for dignity, and pride, and getting out of the room before my face trembles and gushes a flash flood of tears, but one of the unwieldy cases catches on a chair leg. As I tug it to heel, it knocks the chair to the ground with an almighty clout.




    I should stride on, leaving a trail of downed chairs in my wake, and I do try; I roll the cases one table further before I have to turn around and, ridiculously, bob and excuse the clumsy scene, like some chastened maid from Downton Abbey or something. Oh God, rejection and humiliation, complete! I pick up the fallen furniture. Both cases then clatter to the floor from their upright position, and as I swoop to grab their handles and leave the room, I look back at the man who I thought would be watching, to see that he’s not. He is facing the bar, his head in his hands, his stained glass beside him, drained empty.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    HOW DO YOU WIN BACK someone’s trust? This sounds like an eminently “self-helpy” topic. Surely there must be a guide, a Dr. Phil episode, something I can research online. I will get to work tomorrow. As soon as I get my bearings, I’ll head to that coffee shop on the square, if it’s still there, and I’ll caffeine and Wi-Fi up.




    My mind whirls as I remove what little eye makeup I haven’t cried off. What a fucking day. I have been up approximately twenty-six hours. I think I’d be forgiven for plummeting headfirst into the pile of cushions that decorate this palatial room, but the routine of cleansing, exfoliating, washing, rinsing, moisturizing, and balming gives some kind of comfort.




    As I lie between the starched, cool white sheets, my pink and puffy lids so heavy, it occurs to me that maybe, maybe he’ll tap at my door. He’ll come to me. He’ll knock one back at the bar—Dutch courage and all that—and he’ll be there. Maybe he already tapped at my door, but I didn’t hear. Maybe with the faucet running and my thoughts swirling, I missed the gentle rapping. I spring with all the agility of an overly-doped Olympian and launch myself on the door, peering through the little spy hole to the corridor outside.




    The corridor looks empty, but it’s hard to tell with the circular distortion. I angle my head, trying to see to the left, then the right. Shit! I think I may have just cricked my neck. I grab the doorknob, and I’m about to open it—I mean, wouldn’t it be an awful waste if he was just standing there and I never knew it—but I stop.




    Enna! Are you thirteen years old?




    Of course not. Good reminder. Good.




    And all twenty-six hours seem to weigh on my shoulders and my eyelids as I thud back to the enormously empty bed. I’m going to sleep; I am. I’ll worry about how to prove myself to Cole, which credit card I will put this unexpected hotel stay on, and how much I totally screwed the pooch on my Dynasty-esque life, tomorrow.




    I am going to sleep; I promise. I lie within the white sheets, still chilled, eyes open and staring into the blackness. I neither sink into the mattress nor float on the airy cushion-top. The swirl of thoughts keeps me stiffly separate and unyielding. Sleeping in a suit of armor might be more comfortable.




    What more could I have said? Should I have just hugged him and not let go? Should I have burst into his house and confronted her? And said what exactly? I was the one who left. He loved me, and I left.




    It wasn’t supposed to be like this.




    A few fugitive tears make a run for it, trickling across my cheek and into the pristine pillow. Exhaustion finally beats my conscious mind.




    Scranton is as I remember it: a city elegantly neglected—a Miss Haversham, if a city could be a literary character. The historic buildings around the square stand as a reminder of the Electric City’s former glory, of a time when coal was king and this northeastern city thrived. There are some new additions, however, peppering a bit of color into the gray. I turn from Lackawanna Avenue, admiring the new red brick condominiums, onto Adams, and then Spruce.




    I walk quickly, in spite of my computer bag—why am I again plagued by unwieldy baggage—pumping out carbon dioxide exhaust like a diesel truck. It is so friggin’ cold here. Now, England gets cold. England can be bloomin’ miserable, but holy frostbite, Batman, I don’t think Blighty could get this cold and unfeeling.




    Across the square are the verdigris triangular peaks of the Electric City Building, its famous roof-top light bulb sign, dormant now, waiting to light up the night and shine down on Scranton. In fact, when you look, when you really look, the buildings are quite beautiful, each a little different in masonry, color, architecture, but all stone giants standing resolute as transient life plays out.




    Northern Lights! Thank you, sweet baby Jesus! I barrel into the cozy coffee shop and stand by the doorway heater, waiting for the blood to return to my extremities. I am not sure I can actually move my lips and form coherent words. I have a strong suspicion I need to wipe my nose. I’m pretty sure my fingers won’t bend to actually hold a tissue, let alone a coffee mug. I should donate myself to medical science.




    Ladies and Gentlemen, Mesdames et Messieurs, presenting…Cryogenic Girl! She has amazing powers of romantically fucking up, not thinking, thinking too much, and not packing an adequate wardrobe! Yay!




    Applause.




    I should have packed gloves, a scarf, a decent jacket. But I was not thinking of the Siberian welcome when I hurriedly squeezed as much of my English wardrobe as would fit into two suitcases. I was just thinking of the arms around me, holding me in front of the fireplace, the marble surround an emerald green and white, freckled with chunks of pink that we had chosen together, one of our “projects” when life was good and, I thought, settled.




    Never would I have dreamed of swapping my prized Karen Millen black cloth three-quarter length jacket, with gorgeous embroidery and funky buttons, to join the legion of Pennsylvanians who warmly walk around hooded and insulated like vertical caterpillars. Eminently practical, fashionably illogical.




    “I’ll have a tall regular with room for milk—”




    “’Cuse me.” The man in front of me turns around, his hot foamy coffee in hand, and almost knocks me off my feet.




    I reel backward, more from surprise than force, and he catches my hand with his right hand, his coffee well-secured in his left—it’s just a quick movement. It’s not a big scene, but his hand feels warm and this brief second of human touch is, oddly, comforting.




    “Apologies, bella.” He smiles with his dark brown eyes and cuts through the line with ease, exchanging “hellos” with various coffee sippers before disappearing through a side door into the adjoining building.




    “Ma’am?”




    “Yes?”




    “That’s two forty-nine.”




    I take the mug and trail away from the counter, taking up residence with my laptop in the corner. The machine whirrs and I sip in silence, watching the parade of puffy, insulated people converse and caffeinate. Most people know somebody; buying a coffee is not a simple in-and-out transaction. I forgot this about Scranton. With the bustle and focus of Ashtead life, a coffee run would literally be a run, not an amble with a five minute catch up. Maybe this coffee community was there; I just never took time to notice. There was much I didn’t notice after all.




    Eyes open. Come on, Enna. Let’s right this shituation. And it is a shituation, isn’t it?




    How do you prove that you are trustworthy? How do you win someone’s trust when you have lost it?




    I fire up Google. I sip slowly. I may be here a long time, and God knows, if they kick me out from here, where will I go next? I’ll probably be found by some Scranton junkie, frozen to death in an alley.




    Shamed theater director found frozen, ironically on doorstep of Scranton Life building. Sources say her jacket was very stylish.




    I wiggle my fingers. The heat from the coffee mug has revived them somewhat, and I click through various pages. Everyone has an opinion on trust. Of course they do. Writers; philosophers; psychologists; crazy, wacko, PVC-wearing pop stars:




    “Trust: the most important element in a relationship…”




    “Trust. Once it has gone, you can never get it back…”




    “I’m not upset that you lied to me; I’m upset that from now on I can’t believe you.” Oh, Nietzsche, you know how to sting.




    Is that how Cole feels? Is that what he is thinking? Is that why he was so reticent on the doorstep, because he couldn’t believe that I still loved him? But I do!




    Where are all the Hallmark quotes about forgiveness, making mistakes and moving on? What about that? After all, Cole did lie to me, telling me I would be the new director of the Scranton Theater, and maybe I made a big fuss at the time. Maybe I happened to return to England and negate my costly visa, but shit, we all make mistakes!




    “The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.” Yes, Ernest Hemingway. True. It may take time. But if I stay in America for as long as I can, and if I believe he will remember all the good things about us, maybe he will learn to trust me again.




    And, frankly, what have I to lose?




    I cup the mug in both hands and sit back. It’s a release, as if my muscles have, for the last thirty-six hours, been held hostage by adrenaline, and finally, finally, this resolution to stay, to fight, to earn his trust, has met the ransom and I can relax. Three months inappropriately dressed in a freezing Pennsylvania? I’ll do it!




    I sit up straight again, alert with a barrage of new thoughts: maybe I can extend my visitors’ visa to more than three months? Maybe I could get a cash job waiting tables, or I could learn how to work one of those elaborate coffee machines and create arty swirls and hearts on peoples’ foam.




    An optimistic click to my automatic banking is a little sobering. I shall have to find alternative accommodation. Bugger. The thought of traipsing to some chewing-gum-white-sheeted motel that smells of smoke and exhibits questionable mattress stains is not appealing. I’ve seen Coen brothers films, and motel-dwelling never seems to turn out well. Non, merci.




    Maybe I could speak with the Radisson people and ask for a long-term stay discount? It’s winter. Are there tourists in Scranton in winter? Surely they have rooms just sitting there empty. Maybe I’ll ask for a job at the Radisson in exchange for a room.




    I will not fly back to England; I will find a way to stay. I click on my Facebook account, wondering if any of the friends I made through Cole might take me in, just while I get myself sorted out. My pride shrivels a little at the thought. Must I ask someone I don’t really know, whose allegiance is elsewhere and who could have been told all sorts of things about me, if they will take me in? www.notappealing.com.




    But what other option do I have? Going to Cole’s friends? Negative.




    Going to Cole’s family? Nnnnnnnnnegative.




    Going to Cole? I have to give him time.




    Oh Jesus, why don’t I have friends?




    And then I remember: Tara!


  




  

    Chapter 3




    TARA AND I SHARE much in common: love of hummus and theater, dread of squatting, and weirdy bullshit adaptations of Shakespeare. Thus, our friendship is a strong one. Strong but infrequent, like a really compelling but limited tour that you wish you could see more of, but time, distance and circumstance always prevented. In fact, it must be at least fifteen years since Tara and I spent the summer in north London at the National Youth Theatre, squatting in a circle, shrieking in strange made-up languages, moving together in a group, a mob of fifteen-year-olds getting louder and louder and louder. The morning squat drill was a short course in torture. We bonded over the thigh burn and its complete uselessness for any role other than that of a circus performer or porn star, neither of which we were really aiming for, thank you very much.




    We lost touch, then through the powers of Facebook, reunited. Tara graduated from the prestigious Bristol Old Vic Theatre School, had some bit parts on Casualty and some other BBC drama about ghost hunting—lots of shrieking—before she moved to New York and nabbed a small role in an off-Broadway musical. She had never returned, booking all sorts of short indie films, commercials, HBO background work on Boardwalk Empire—though she never met Steve Buscemi—voiceovers, and touring theater/musical theater projects. She said she had that “classic canvas,” that she could be a “laundry commercial mum one day and nineteen-twenties East European whore the next,” but for neither had she utilized her great squatting skills!




    I drain my coffee mug and click over to my Facebook page and type in her name. There she is, her “classic canvas” and new shorter bob. Twelve inches, she typed in one message. Twelve inches she had donated to Locks of Love to make wigs for cancer patients. That’s the type of person Tara is, truly someone who would help a friend in need if she could. Well, I am definitely a friend in need.




    I rattle off a quick message with the broad strokes of the shituation.




    Hi T! I know this is completely random—SURPRISE—but I am, in fact, in Scranton, Pennsylvania! I am marooned here without a place to stay and…erm…fiancé-less. (It’s a long story.) Anyhoo, I hate, Hate, HATE to be cheeky and ask, but is there any way that I could come and visit and maybe sleep on your sofa or something? I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need your help. I am clean. I can be quiet. I can help you run lines. And I make a killer vegetarian risotto.




    Much love and many squats,




    E.




    I wait for a few minutes, staring at the screen, willing her to reply. Wouldn’t staying with Tara rather defeat the object of being on Cole’s doorstep? Two hours away might as well be the seven it takes to get back to England. How am I going to just run into him at the grocery store, the casino, his old, familiar haunts? I wouldn’t, would I? But I could still visit. Maybe he’d come out to the city, like he did when we were dating. Maybe this is exactly what we need, to date again, to be in a place we only associate with happy memories.




    Bing!




    Oh, I love technology!




    Mon petit canard!




    I truly can’t remember how this evolved, but that summer on Hampstead Heath, sipping on cider and running around in purple Converse trainers, high on Shakespeare, everyone was mon petit or ma petite pig/horse/dog/fish/cat. The more random, the better. After all these years, after so many miles, the reply from a friendly voice, the familiar memory of our pigeon French in this somewhat alien environment, makes me want to cry and kiss strangers simultaneously. I pause, looking up at the coffee shop that is consumed with chat, with steam from machines, with nodding silently or tapping feverishly to the beat in their headphones, and, unnoticed, the stranger with the British accent in the corner, I dive into her message.




    How bloody lovely to hear from you! Sooooo many questions! Who, why, how, etc., but I suppose that will keep and be a better tale in person. Relief! Truly, I could kiss strangers right now! BUT, and here’s the fly in the soup, or ointment, or whatever, my apartment is a teensy weensy bit on the small side (think: cupboard), so you may not find it the most comfortable, or maybe you will enjoy the free education I can give you on contortion. You know, another circus skill to add to your repertoire! Tee hee.




    The other slight pain is your stay might be très limited.G I found out yesterday that I will be performing aboard the good ship Lollipop! For real! I shit you not! Well, it’s not really called the good ship Lollipop, but you get the idea. I booked a tour with a cruise line!! Well, I actually booked a show with a company in England, and they sold the production, costumes, cast, etc. to the cruise line. Too much info…my head is going to explode…but fun in the sun! Huzzah! I’m subletting to another actor here, but fret not, we will figure something the fuck out. You will not be homeless on city streets! I will make it my mission to see that this is so!




    I have an audition today at 4pm midtown for some voiceover stuff. I can be at Penn Bus Authority by 5pm. There’s a 2pm bus from Scranton. You should get your skinny Minnie little arse on it!




    This is my cell…




    Oh, she uses “cell” now, not “mobile.” Thoroughly accustomed and Americanized. It’d be nice to be with a Brit who has navigated these waters and found these subtle differences before. I may be the alien—this is the Ex-files—but I am not alone. I’m sure that there’s a joke in there somewhere.




    I am relieved. I am so, so grateful. But—does there always have to be a “but,” Enna?—Leaving today? This afternoon? Surely, I should linger for as long as my bank balance allows and give Cole the chance to rethink, to recall, to remember all the good he is letting drift away?




    On the other hand, I put it all out there. Maybe I need to remove myself so he can mull it over and miss me. Do men mull? Is Cole a muller, or is he a react and forget about it type? He is black or white, in or out. He makes a decision and sticks to it. He is stubborn. He is hurt.




    My fingers hover over the keys. Do I seem ungrateful if I ask for extra time?




    The door opens and with it another chill from the Polar Vortex. A woman swaddled in her sleeping bag coat waddles in, the hood of her coat firmly tied, leaving a circle of pink, tear-streaked face. She looks around desperately until she catches the eyes of the man in the suit at the table in front of me. He stands and opens his arms to her. The pink face lights up with bright white teeth and gums and happy kisses.




    “I am so sorry I’m late! So, God! I was held up at work, and then the boss called me in and I—”




    “Hey!” He gathers her into his arms and rubs her back soothingly. His voice is deep and carries to my ears through the gargle and whirr of the milk frother. “It’s okay. It’s all okay.” He chuckles. “I would have waited. I’ve waited thirty-six years for you. What’s a couple of hours more?” He kisses her forehead and ushers her to the counter to order.




    I strike the keys with assurance.




    Tara, you’re an angel! I really can’t thank you enough. I’ll be on that bus. See you after 5. I’ll loiter by the main Port Authority entrance. Here’s my number…but I don’t have international roaming on it yet, so it’ll cost a rental payment for you to call it and for me to call. So let’s try and meet old style, without calling! This is so appreciated. Can’t wait to see you!




    Enna. x




    I press send and sit back, watching the woman in the puffy cocoon shrug it off and nestle on the sofa with the man who had waited. How will I tell Cole I’m leaving? Cheerio, I’m off! Tally ho and miss me muchly! I look at the scrolling screen in front of me, the Facebook world constantly updating. People shift, scratch, shuffle, cough, slurp, shiver, inhale, exhale in my line of vision. The businessman who had caught my hand hours earlier walks past the window next to my table. He looks toward the glass, whether to see inside or to check his own reflection, I don’t know. He greets an incoming woman—his secretary? Co-worker? Girlfriend maybe? Wife? They don’t linger. Maybe they would in the summer, but this weather is bloody anti-social. They exchange cheek kisses. I can make out a “Ciao! Ciao!” and these Scranton characters tighten their coats about them and disappear into the vortex. All this day-to-day life continuing around me, and I feel paralyzed with unknowing, waiting, hoping and trusting he will come back to me. I must go. I must make myself move. The unimpeded clockwork glockenspiel dance of life continues.




    Instead of moving, I order another coffee. It does look bloody cold out, after all. I have enough time before the bus comes. I tap out a few necessary messages to the parentals, to my brother Leo, and to Lucy who, after our friends-who-take-advantage-of-business-trips adventure in Munich is, I discover from Facebook, currently researching a piece for her travel guide in Thailand. I let them know I am alive but say little as to the underwhelming reception. Why worry them, right? Yes, good decision. The part of me that is burning to spill my guts and just regurgitate every word that passed between Cole and I, like some kind of verbal bulimia, will have to wait until I see Tara.




    I replay my late-night departure: the cheek kiss, the whispering in his ear, the kiss again. He could have so easily stopped me, turned his lips toward mine. He could have made the effort if he wanted to.




    The door opens, producing another thickly-coated Scrantonian and a blast of minus temperatures so shocking that I’m immediately extracted from my critique. Is this how an ice bath feels? Or when you see pictures of those crazies who plunge into ice holes on New Year’s just for fun? FYI: that does not look fun. It looks bananas. Sure, you go get ’em, nutjob! Take your pasty limbs, last year’s bikini that has faded and lost some, if not all, of its elasticity, and smile for the camera! You’re a champ! Enjoy your short flirtation with pneumonia; it’s going to be swell!




    I really am going to need to buy a thick jacket. The cross-street winds of Manhattan are sure to be brutal. Not that Carrie Bradshaw and crew ever seemed to mind. She would always have put fashion first!




    She’s fictional, Enna.




    Ah, yes. I shall buy a coat as soon as possible.




    The Lincoln Tunnel is a bitch. The traffic converges together at the mouth of the tunnel and forms a scrum of metal, pushing forward with little care or awareness for anyone else. I hear the grunts of the big bus engine, clearly exhibiting its mighty right to enter the tunnel before all the other vehicles which were in front. The driver obliviously charges on. It’s precarious sitting up front here. I can see the bus perilously close to crushing a Mini Cooper trying to defend her position in front. There is no orderly queue; it’s charge! and fuck you.




    The traffic belches forward again and my head strikes the window. Is this a lesson? Is the universe trying to tell me something? That being polite, that waiting my turn, is a loser mentality? That someone will always jump in and take my spot at the head of the queue? Like Will?




    Oh, you just had to bring him up.




    The rat bastard who single-handedly swept his way into my life and swindled his way out. I can almost hear him say it with his singular cocky charm, “It’s survival of the fittest, my dearest,” thinking he’s so Darwinian, so erudite. Of course, he is. He’d be right at the front, cutting down anyone in his way. Is being at the front so important anyway? I suppose it used to be, but where, oh where did that get me?




    Last night, this morning, early this afternoon, I was so pumped with adrenaline. Jet lag didn’t have a chance; now, it has most definitely struck. The soporific sway of the bus as we lull in the underground docking bay, the engine idling as the wheelchair platform is lowered, makes me so utterly heavy. I pretty much could sleep upright at this point.




    The doors finally open, and the rush of people surging for the door and flowing out into Port Authority is a flash flood of color onto the curb, flowing up the escalator and away in various directions. The flow sweeps me up with it only after the first few steps. I am fully awake, the elbow-rubbing transference, or maybe alertness to a potential human stampede, makes my legs move faster than I thought possible at this stage of transatlantic exhaustion. I’ve had a shot of hormonal espresso. It’s just as well; I’m handicapped by two wheely cases, a handbag, and a computer bag. And if I don’t keep up, this rush hour current might pull me under, or trample me, or some other fate too ghastly to contemplate, so I keep my head up and my bags close.




    Where is she? Where is she? Where is she? My head swivels in long-necked meerkat fashion. The crowd sweeps me along—an invisible riptide. I’m dragged away from the entrance, but crossing the flow to the side seems impossible.




    “Excuse me. Sorry. Err…Can I just…? Sorry. Pardon me. I just want to…”




    “Enna! ENNA!” The voice comes from behind. There can only be one Enna on Thirty-Fourth Street right now. I feel the release of the case in my left hand as the owner of the voice simultaneously guides me through the human rapids to the corner.




    “Tara!”




    “Enna!”




    “Mon petit poisson!”




    “Bon-bloody-jour!”




    The fifteen years since our last meeting flash away, and we greet each other with those same excited smiles, the way they were before they had learned to become guarded, reserved, sometimes jaded. We hug an almighty, bone-crunching hug. Sure, we are probably getting in some peoples’ way; certainly, there is every chance the cases at our ankles will be stolen, but I need an actual tangible hug right now, and this hug is a meaningful one. It’s a hug that in its solidity and length communicates, at least to me, sorrow for not keeping in touch and for missing these middle years, relief at finding each other, and delight in seeing this face opposite, whose dreams and wonder at the world had once mirrored mine exactly.




    “It’s so, so good to see you!” And it is! It’s an instantaneous weight off. I don’t have to be the face of the theater, constantly biting my tongue, pressured to say the right thing. I don’t have to be apologetic and think of ways to appease her. I can just be me: ridiculous, clumsy, flawed Enna.




    “Food? Drink? Sleep?”




    “Please!” I nod gratefully.




    “Okay, well, clearly the subway might be a challenge at five p.m. carrying the closet of Imelda Marcos. How long did you think you were staying?” She bugs her eyes at my luggage. “Seriously, these two cases are bigger than my bathroom!” She must see my look of contrition as she rubs my arm and gives me another side-squeeze. “Fret not. We will figure it out.” And with that, she strides into the street, hand aloft, and practically dives in front of the first yellow vehicle she sees.




    We lug the luggage into the boot—the “trunk,” I should remember to call it now, I suppose. I slide appreciatively into the warmth and listen to Tara chatter away, giving directions like she was a bona fide, born and raised New Yorker. It’s a far cry from her quiet rural upbringing in Ditchling, Sussex; that’s for sure.




    “So, let me take a look at you.” She grabs my cold fingers, holds them clasped between her warm palms, and turns her soft brown eyes on mine. “You look great. Awesome! I would have known that face anywhere.”




    “I know!” I reply, stifling a giggle to hear this Americanized version of Tara.




    A burst of Katy Perry’s “Firework” rings out, and from pocket-to-ear in less than three seconds, Tara is all business.




    “Hello, this is Tara.” She turns to me, mouthing a silent pantomimed, “Sorry.”




    I look out the cab window as we start and stop our way down the West Side Highway. The lights from the buildings on my left shine brightly, even at five twenty in the evening. The Hudson on my right sparkles like freshly poured tarmac. This is a very “shiny” city. We turn left somewhere—is this Bowery?—and cross town, my eyes searching for familiar landmarks.




    I am happily quite, quite lost, until we turn onto Canal Street, and finally I know exactly where we are. This is where Cole took me on one shopping trip. He was so out of his element in his suit and tie. He belonged in Macy’s or Bloomingdale’s; instead, I was dragging him to these seedy little Chinese purse stores, feeling the faux leather on the plastic no-name bags, waiting for the assistant to show me the real fake purses.




    “You wan Gucci? You wan Coach? Here some Coach!”




    I was excited by this back room dealing; Cole was not, but he stood beside me anyway, probably wishing he were at a bar watching the New York Rangers. I chose the Louis Vuitton bowling bag handbag, gorgeous in its bulbous shape. Cole paid in cash. I thought it such a prize, and me a proper New Yorker with a grown up purse! The stitching came apart and the lining frayed within a month.




    He laughed when I showed him, my bottom lip in full pout, and he told me, “You get what you pay for.” The next day he surprised me with a Coach purse—the real thing, not a knockoff. He’d driven down to Tannersville. His secretary had told him it was there. He knew it wasn’t the same, but he hoped I liked it anyway. I loved it. Really, the name meant nothing to me, but the thought of him going through handbags in a shop surrounded by women shoppers tickled me.




    Woof! The unleashed memory is bitter-sweet. How could I have thought for one second that I should be without this man?




    In spite of the big chill in the Big Apple, the street life on Canal Street is ever-bustling. The street vendors are bundled up like Eskimos—I really need a jacket—and the steam rises from the pavement—no, sidewalk—from the gratings, the vents, manhole covers, the food carts proffering tacos, kebabs, and nuts.




    I am, officially, faaaammmished! Just the sight of caramelized cashews and almonds shoveled into a little paper cone is enough to get me close to foodgasm.




    I’ve never been good at eating when work or angst-focused; hunger’s body rebellion is always a bit of a surprise. I forget meals and then, KABAM, the cloud of migraine descends on my brain, takes hold and squeezes it so I cannot function. It was missing meals, going way beyond that level of cellular hunger than is healthy, that caused my last almighty migraine attack. I should eat something. And soon.




    I had been counseled in the hospital. The nurse worked predominantly with anorexics, bulimics, men as well as women. I didn’t have a problem, I assured her. I was just focused. I loved food! I had the appetite of a sumo wrestler in disguise! She said she’d like to talk anyway. So I listened.




    “There are different levels of hunger,” she explained sweetly. “First, there’s eye hunger: seeing something that looks so good you want it. But you’re not really hungry. Then there is the smell: hunger that is aroused by the aroma of something. Next, mouth hunger: wanting the feel of something in your mouth; it’s comforting. Then there is taste: you roll that ball of food around, and you know you like the flavors, the textures. Stomach hunger is the real flag. The other precursors can fool you into thinking you have an appetite, but you don’t. That empty feeling in your stomach is how you know you are hungry.




    “I think, Enna, you do a good job of ignoring all of these. Maybe as a punishment, or as a strict control, but that is how you get to the sixth level of hunger: cellular hunger. Actually, I think you go far beyond that, and that’s when your brain and body start to shut down on you. These migraines you have experienced, the vomiting, the lack of vision—these are all due to severe cellular hunger. And there is one level left: that’s heart hunger. That’s when people eat to comfort themselves, to heal their heart. No food will ever mend a broken heart. The trick is to face the issue that hurts, so you may deal with it, and be happy.”




    It’s funny the nuggets of knowledge, the snippets of conversation that come back three thousand miles later, sitting in the traffic in Chinatown, streets from Little Italy, the Financial District, Soho, West Village, the Meat-Packing District, East Village, Chelsea, Midtown, Hell’s Kitchen, Uptown. Manhattan is a city that is all about food and focus.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    FINALLY FREE OF TRAFFIC, we cross the Manhattan Bridge. The view is spectacular—the suspension cables lit up in the dark sky, the Williamsburg Bridge to my left and Brooklyn Bridge to my right, the lights, the traffic, the action!




    We flow up Flatbush Avenue, passing college buildings, an outdoor market, a stadium, before Tara leans toward the Plexiglas that divides us from our driver. “Can you let us out here please? Here, at the corner. That’s it. Sixth Avenue. Perfect.”
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