














Praise for 25 Sense


“Henthorn’s novel is absolutely a rare thing. It’s wonderful and encompassing and comforting in some way, because it perfectly captures what it feels like to be 25.”


—Literature Typeface


“25 Sense is funny, sad, and keeps the reader engaged. I highly recommend this book.”


—Synchronized Chaos


“Henthorn’s simple language takes us head first into an imaginary tale similar to the ones of Sophie Kinsella, Jennifer Weiner, Candace Bushnell, and Helen Fielding—which makes you wonder: how in the world that is so enamored of chick-lit, a fresh voice like Lisa Henthorn is not on top along with the other goddesses.”


—Jaylan Salah, writer and film critic,
Authors, Large and Small
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New York
$0.00


@clairlymalone No birthday after age twenty-one is exciting. Twenty-two and up is a slow march to being your mother.


Before I even opened my eyes, I could feel the tears streaming down my face. They slid down my cheek and absorbed into my pillow, my cloudy, half-awake mind contemplating keeping my eyes closed for a while, thus avoiding having to acknowledge their cause. Or at least long enough to go back to sleep and hopefully wake up with no recollection of them at all. But it was too late . . . I was already awake. I took a deep breath and slowly opened my eyes.


The harsh sunlight peeked through the tiny bit of window that I hadn’t been able to cover with my Target bath towels that were doubling as makeshift curtains. Neatly folded clothes were lined up beneath the window alongside my carefully preselected outfit that was ready to make its debut on the subway and around the office later that day. My alarm blared annoyingly in my right ear—NPR radio with a French deejay announcing the morning headlines. His words danced along in a continuous stream, mocking my ignorance of the language. I had tried twice to learn French, once in high school and once in college, and I still only understood every tenth word. I told myself it was because I hadn’t really applied myself, but in truth, I simply had failed. I could see exactly what it was I was supposed to learn, but when push came to shove, could never quite understand.


Failure. Why does that sound familiar? Oh right. My mind flashed back to the previous night, when I had received an email from an agent politely declining my most recent submission. Thank you, but not at this time. Rejection was nothing new, but never had it brought me to tears before I was completely conscious. I must have been upset about other things, too. That had to be it. Unfortunately, I didn’t have access to my overpriced therapist, who could delve into my psyche and reassure me that my subconscious emotional release was completely understandable and actually quite normal. I had to stop seeing her when she kept calling and canceling our appointments at the last minute. I was pretty sure that since we’d already established my tendency to involve myself in one-sided relationships, her lack of commitment was unhealthy. I considered my resolve to leave therapy as proof of my progress. I wasn’t sure she agreed.


So the other things. Hmmm. I was living in a city with no family and no friends to speak of. I made barely enough money to eat, and the only thing I was passionate about, writing, seemed more and more elusive than it ever had before. Then there was that whole secret affair thing with my married boss . . .


But these were constant issues in my life. And they hadn’t caused me to wake up crying before.


I rolled to my side and picked up my cell phone off of the night table to check the date and time. Oh yeah.


It was my twenty-fifth birthday.





$0.01


@clairlymalone You know a restaurant is out of your league when you need an iPhone to look up the menu items. #explainfatayer


It was only six in the morning on the West Coast, so I wasn’t expecting any calls for a few hours at least. I turned on the radio to the local Top 40 station, hopeful that the upbeat tempos would overtake the day’s already-gloomy feel. “It’s all about attitude,” I repeated over and over to myself as I made my way to the bathroom. Getting through the day without dissolving into hysterics was going to take some effort, but it had to be done. So I hopped in the shower and meticulously went through my morning-grooming routine. Shave, shampoo, condition, and exfoliate. Okay, time to lotion, detangle, blow-dry, apply makeup, and dress. I checked myself in the mirror. My long, wavy, brown hair formed a pretty cascade down my back. My green eyes were perfectly lined with complimentary shades of eye shadow and liner, and my skin glowed with light-reflecting foundation. Regardless of my state of mind, no one could ever say I didn’t keep up appearances. Not bad, birthday girl. Not bad.


Into the kitchen for a quick bite. My sublet didn’t have a microwave, so I turned on the gas stove to simultaneously heat up some milk for oatmeal and some water for coffee. It was no wonder I’d lost ten pounds since I came to New York, between the fifteen-minute walk to the subway carrying my old, heavy laptop and the difficulty finding the time and resources to eat properly. My once-snug jeans now bagged embarrassingly on my already-underdeveloped backside. I’d normally be thrilled with the weight loss, but as I couldn’t afford to buy the clothes necessary to show off my new figure, it just seemed a little too Orphan Annie. I quickly pounded down my apples-and-cinnamon instant oatmeal and French-pressed Maxwell House, grabbed my laptop case and purse, and headed out the door.


Technically, I lived in Brooklyn. I was told that Brooklyn was a haven for hipsters, artists, and a younger crowd of inhabitants who loved good cheese and macrobiotic lifestyles. Although not really a hipster myself, I thought I leaned more in that direction than in that of Fifth Avenue’s residents: dressed-in-designer-labels men and women that resided on the island of Manhattan. When I first arrived in Brooklyn, I shared a sublet with a girl I had met on Craigslist. After a week of her leaving dirty underwear on the floor in the middle of the kitchen, eating all of my food, and having a constant influx of male visitors coming into the apartment at all hours of the night, I realized this wasn’t exactly the best place to call home. So I did what any other responsible young woman would do: I snuck out in the middle of the night and canceled my rent check. I found another sublease not far away that happened to be a single and a wonderful deal, and I prayed I would never run into my ex-roommate on the subway.


But I was in New York. I had always wanted to live here, and when the opportunity to go for four months came along, it was a no-brainer. Love can take many shapes: healthy, dangerous, lustful, even comfortable. My infatuation with the city ran the entire spectrum. Although I had lived in Los Angeles for the past four years, I had a feeling that New York would be an entirely different animal. When I arrived, I knew I had been right. There is no other city like New York—more than twice the population of Los Angeles in a little over half of the size, all in constant flux and change. The people, places, energy, food, weather . . . it was unpredictable and difficult and rewarding and utterly fabulous. Something about pulling out my Metro card and casually swiping it through the turnstiles, waiting for the train to come, stuffing myself into a crowded car, exchanging glances with other tired commuters . . . it had a sense of solidarity that you don’t find getting into your car and fighting traffic on the 405. Just walking down the streets, you’re a part of history. There’s Cooper Union, where Abraham Lincoln gave his famous speech that ensured him his presidency. There’s Lincoln Park, where the Irish mob killed the black workers when they threatened to take their jobs because they would work for less money. No other place in my previously isolated world held such dimension and depth, and being a part of something so much bigger than me brought a smile to my face.


I got off the subway, turned up my headphones, and allowed “Pachelbel’s Canon” to carry me through the streets. A few whistles from the local construction workers were answered with a shy smile before I unlocked the door and climbed the three flights of stairs to my office.


I worked in the writers’ office of a television show on a national broadcast network. I’d been working in television for about five years, trying to break the barrier from being an assistant to actually being a writer. Whenever I tried to explain what it was like to work in television, the best comparison I could come up with was that it was like being part of the “cool crowd” in high school. In order to belong to this exclusive society, you had to have an “it” factor. You could either be attractive, charming, or extraordinarily talented, or you had to know someone who was at least one of those things and who had the power to let you tag along. Once you were in this secret society, you did everything within your power to keep it exclusive. The beauty of working in entertainment was that you could literally be getting coffee one day and the next day be calling the shots. Plus, there was the whole “Hollywood” thing—the actors, the notoriety, the money—it was all very attractive. There were many unattractive aspects as well, but at the end of the day, it was an exciting world that very few people ever got to be a part of.


Our office was really one big loft, with no full walls and no doors. All the assistants had desks set up in various corners that provided virtually no privacy. The writers all sat around one large conference table surrounded by rolling chairs. When they were working on an episode, the assistants hovered nearby—we’d listen and hope to learn the key bit of knowledge that would someday allow us to join the writers around the honored table. Then we’d take cigarette breaks and laugh at how moronic so-and-so was in the room that day and how he or she had better shape up, or he or she wouldn’t be invited back for a second season.


Another writer’s assistant, Dan, walked in, unzipping his jacket. “Hey, you,” he said as he tossed his computer bag down.


“Hey, how are you?”


“Traffic was a bitch. I swear, I started taking the West End Highway because of construction on the BQE, and now there’s an accident every morning to avoid. I hate this commute.”


Dan lived with his parents in upstate New York. A fellow Los Angeles transfer for the show, he couldn’t pass up his parents’ offer for free rent. Their relationship must have been completely different than my relationship with my parents, because there wasn’t enough frugality in the world to make me live in my parents’ house again.


I casually sipped my coffee and watched him remove his jacket. He wasn’t stylish, and he was carrying about twenty extra pounds. He’d once shown me a picture of himself a few years ago, and I couldn’t believe the difference. It was amazing what a little excess baggage could do, or undo, to someone’s appearance. Not that I was judgmental.


“So . . . what’s going on today? Just the writers in?” I asked.


He nodded. “Matt, Carrie, I think everyone. Except Sean.”


My heart dropped—I wasn’t going to see Sean today. As wrong as it I knew it was, I really wanted to see him on my birthday.


But Dan couldn’t know this. I nodded carelessly. “Oh. Sean’s on set, then?”


“Yeah. He called me on my cell this morning to say he’d be there all day.”


“Ah.” I paused, having squeezed all the information out of my unknowing spy. “Guess I’d better go check my email.” Dan nodded, and I left him for my private corner.


Sean Vared. My married boss. My affair. And lately, my obsession.


I sat down at my desk and clicked my inbox on my email. No new mail. Just to torture myself, I went into my saved folder and ran a search. A smile touched my lips when I started to read the emails he had sent over the past two months: flirty, fun emails that sent my heart into an immature flutter that I couldn’t control; witty jokes that we’d developed over the course of trying to outsmart each other; sexually explicit emails about what we were going to do when we had the chance. My mind wandered further to the few times we’d risked being physical in the office—momentary trysts that, had we been caught, would have very possibly ended my stay in New York.


It wasn’t something that either of us had expected to happen. I remembered the way that he had looked at me when I’d walked into the office my first day of work—he’d looked surprised. I wouldn’t even call it lust, just strong curiosity. He had a good face. Kind eyes, with a big, sincere smile. Warm. I had found myself immediately attracted to him, but it had been more than physical. He had emanated confidence, intelligence, and sincerity. I’d said hello, shaken his hand, and gone about my job. Over the next two weeks, I had made an effort to talk with him because I enjoyed his company, and he seemed to have felt the same way.


One night after work, I had mentioned to him that I was meeting my friend Cheryl for drinks to watch the Yankees game at a bar on the Upper West Side. It had turned out that he lived two blocks from the bar, and he’d offered me a ride. I’d accepted, and we’d chatted the whole way up—him about his family, me about Keith. We’d spoken to each other like we had been friends for years, engaging in a verbal dance that so rarely happens in real life. He’d dropped me at the bar, and just as he’d driven off, Cheryl had called me and told me to go to her apartment instead. On my way over, to my surprise, I had seen him walking up the steps to his brownstone. I hadn’t wanted him to think I was following him, so I’d hidden behind a tree while he’d let himself inside. It had been the first time I’d seen him not as my boss, but as an attractive man going home after a long day at work. And I’d liked what I’d seen.


After that, we’d begun to flirt more—sexual innuendos, furtive glances, unnecessary “work” questions. Using online chatting for privacy even though we sat in a room with others, we had opened up about how we’d shared a mutual attraction for each other, and he had been very up-front about his desire to take it further than talk. One late Friday night, when his wife was out of town for the weekend, he had stepped into my little corner, leaned against the counter, and watched me.


I had tried to ignore him from my computer. “C’mon, stop staring,” I’d said.


He’d smiled. “I can’t help it.”


“Try. You’re married.”


“It’s just that I rarely find someone that I have such a great connection with.”


I hadn’t been able to look at him. “I have butterflies in my stomach. I feel like I’m twelve years old with a crush.”


He’d smiled again at me. “I know. It’s pretty great, right?”


I’d returned his smile. “Yeah, it is.”


“So, what do you want to do?”


“I don’t know. I like you, and I feel the connection, too. But like I said, you’re married. And I don’t want to really start liking you when I can’t have you. Not with the way I’m afraid I might want you.”


He’d nodded. “I know. But . . .” He’d paused and played with the ring on his finger.


“What?” I’d prompted.


“I’ve never thought I’d be with one person my whole life.”


I hadn’t known what to say, so I’d just nodded. The thought of marrying someone you didn’t truly think you would be with your whole life had been foreign to me, and it opposed just about everything I’d grown up believing. Marriage was forever, no questions asked. As high as the divorce rate was, I’d still held onto an idealistic perspective that those failures were exceptions to the rule. The fact that I might not be right had never occurred to me.


We hadn’t touched each other that night. He’d told me to go home and think about what I wanted. The whole weekend, I’d gone back and forth, arguing both sides, driving myself crazy with reasons why and why not. By Sunday, I’d been exhausted, and I’d given up. I’d determined that I was here on an adventure in New York and I was really going to live it. I’d told him the following Monday that I wanted to continue our relationship, wherever that path led us.


Since then, there had been occasional kisses and groping sessions, but no sex. And it had been fun, having a secret no one else knew, something so forbidden on so many levels. The thing was, I constantly thought about him and missed him when he was gone.


Letting myself think about Sean was a mistake. Despite all the progress I had made to lighten my mood, I felt down again. I should have known better—I always got overly emotional on my birthday. I blamed it on my mother. She used to make the biggest deal out of my birthday when I was little—she threw parties and made cakes in the shapes of my favorite Muppet characters and invited all of my friends over. These weren’t just parties; they were events. As I got older, the parties became smaller, more intimate, until they ceased to exist at all. I couldn’t help but remember my youth, when all of my hopes were fulfilled, and privately wish that just one more birthday would come close to comparing to those in my early childhood. Now, it was just a few phone calls sprinkled throughout the day and maybe a card or two. If that, even. Seeing Sean would have made the day infinitely better. And now that wasn’t going to happen.


My cell phone started to ring. I checked the caller ID and inwardly groaned. It was Keith. From Los Angeles. Of course the first birthday phone call I got would be from my “whatever,” otherwise known as a halfway relationship that didn’t fit into any real definition—not your boyfriend, maybe someone you date, maybe someone you just sleep with, maybe both. I had been seeing Keith before I came to New York. He was a writer I met while working on another show. We should have been great together. We were both writers, both very determined to succeed, and we both understood what a struggle this crazy life was. But in truth, Keith was a mistake in many ways. He was nine years older and wasn’t much further along in his career than me, which I could tell made him bitter. He wasn’t currently working, and hadn’t been for a while, and he’d lately become very vocal about how unfair life was. I didn’t disagree with him, but it’s not like his problems were any different than those of anyone else trying to make it in a competitive business. Plus, I didn’t think he was that talented. He was a passably good writer, but there was nothing memorable about his work. Nothing that stayed with you . . . not one line of funny dialogue, no interesting characters, not even one introspective insight. When he would bitch about being unappreciated, I would politely sit and listen, even sympathize, but his sense of entitlement had begun to wear on me. To make it worse, we weren’t compatible sexually. He was very slow and deliberate; I was a bit of a firecracker. I ignored all of these things because it felt nice to have someone to spend time with, but eventually I had to face the fact that I was seeing someone I didn’t really like. The odd part was that we weren’t ever exclusive. He was dating another woman. I knew about her, and twice I had made the attempt to force him into making a decision between the two of us. And twice I had backed off, deciding I’d rather have him part of the time than none of the time. But the last time I broke it off, this time, I was able to stick by my guns because I was three thousand miles away from him. It was a relief to get away. Yet here he was, calling me on my birthday.


Reluctantly, I answered. “Hello?”


“Hi.” The pitiful tone in his voice made me involuntarily roll my eyes.


“Hi.”


That was another thing with Keith. He was that guy who called you, had nothing to say, and then expected you to carry on the conversation. It made you want to scream, SAY SOMETHING!


“How are you?” I asked.


“Fine.” He paused. “Today’s your birthday, right?”


“Yup. The big two-five. I’m getting old.”


“Don’t talk to me about getting old.”


“You’re not that old.”


“I feel like it.”


If this call turned into me trying to cheer him up, I would be hanging up.


“So, what are you doing for your birthday? Any big plans?”


I leaned back in my chair, bored by his lack of enthusiasm. “Not really. I have to work, and I won’t get home till after nine, so I’ll probably just call it a night.”


“You’re not going out?”


“No, I don’t think so.” But thanks for rubbing it in.


Silence. “Well, I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday.”


“Thanks, Keith. That was nice of you.”


“No problem.” Silence. “Oh, and your car is fine.”


My car. When I had decided to go to New York, I hadn’t been sure what to do with my car. I hadn’t been able to leave it at my apartment because the girl who was subleasing needed the space, so Keith had offered to keep it as his place. It had seemed like a good idea at the time since he didn’t have a car, and as a trade for storing it, I’d said he could drive it when he needed to. But after we had decided to stop dating, it had become an awkward situation. I’d told him to continue to use it, but deep down, I wished I could have found some other place to store it.


“Oh, I’m sure it is. I trust you. But, listen, I better get back to work. Thanks again for calling.”


“Kay. Bye.”


“Bye.”


The rest of the day entailed taking a few work calls and avoiding phone calls from my family members. Their voicemails all wished me a happy birthday, telling me to call them when I got a second. After lunch, there was a flower delivery from my parents, which clued the rest of the office in that it was my birthday. They all wished me congratulations and even ordered me a special dessert at lunch, which was nice. And just as the day was finally wrapping up, my phone started to ring.


“Claire! First off, happy birthday!”


I recognized his voice immediately. “Thanks, Sean.”


“Second, I’m going to send you a file to put out later tonight, okay? You going to be home?”


No, I wanted to say. I’ve got a date with a hot single guy who would walk through fire for me. “I’ll be home.”


“Great, thank you.” He lowered his voice. “I missed seeing you today.”


My fickle heart, curse it, leapt. I smiled. “I missed you, too.”


“Make sure I see you sometime later this week.”


“Promise. Good night.”


“Night.”


I hung up. The thought of going home alone, with nothing to do, on my birthday, brought those goddamn tears to back to my eyes. I packed my computer, said my goodbyes, and walked to the subway.


By the time I got home, I knew I should call my family members back even though it was the last thing in the world I wanted to do. There was a pink Benadryl with my name on it waiting to numb me to sleep. But I forced myself to dial.


My father answered. “Hello?”


“Hey, it’s me.”


“Happy birthday, kiddo.”


“Thanks, Dad.”


“How was it?”


“Not great. I got a rejection letter from an agency last night, had to be at work early, didn’t leave till late, and didn’t have anything to do afterward. I’m about to head to bed.”


“I don’t like birthdays, either.”


My father, as much as I loved him, was not the person to talk to when you were looking for sympathy. Not because he didn’t care, but because he was naturally pessimistic, and no matter what the situation, he had a knack for turning it negative.


“Yeah. Is Mom there?”


“Hi, sweetheart!”


She’d been listening on the line, a habit of hers. She was convinced that if she was not on the phone, she was going to miss some part of the conversation, or someone was going to be talking about her, or, God forbid, we wouldn’t ask to speak to her at all.


My father took his cue. “I’m hanging up. Happy birthday, baby.”


“Thanks, Dad. Talk to you later. Hi, Mom.”


“Happy birthday! How was your day? Did you like the flowers?”


I got a little bit more detailed reliving the day for her, because I knew how badly she needed to hear every detail. Living vicariously through her children had become my mother’s full-time job. When you get married at nineteen and have three little girls by the time you’re twenty-four, you miss out on a lot of living.


“Oh Claire, I’m sorry. I wish your day had been better.”


“It’s not a big deal.”


“Yes it is; it’s your birthday. It’s supposed to be spent with the people you love.”


My mind raced to Sean. What was he doing? He was probably home by now, eating dinner with his wife. Laughing. Unwinding from a long day. Going to bed soon.


“Well, maybe next year. I’m actually going to call it a night, though. So I’ll talk to you later?”


“All right, sweetie. I love you.” Her voice rang with the longing of wishing her baby were home. It was a familiar sound, indescribable and probably unidentifiable to anyone else’s ears, but nonetheless, present.


“I love you too. Bye.”


“Buh-bye.”


I managed to end the call before it became apparent that I was sobbing. There was no need to get her worried when she couldn’t do anything about it. The roles of mothering had subtly shifted from her watching over me to me watching over her, my life experience at the age of twenty-five surpassing hers at forty-nine.


The Benadryl started to kick in, and my brain, thankfully, slowed itself to a reasonable pace. The day ended much as it started: me, alone, with a damp pillow.





$0.02


@clairlymalone Just read that the Chinese let their children shit on the street. America, we might not have to learn Mandarin after all.


Due to a negative call from the television studio about an upcoming script we were about to shoot, I was stuck in the Manhattan office most of the next week with the writers doing a rewrite, and I didn’t get to go see Sean. After one particularly difficult afternoon of reworking the story, Matt decided that we should all break early and start fresh the next day. He came to my little desk in the corner, putting on his coat.


“C’mon, kiddo, let’s go for a walk. I need some company.”


Without a word, I grabbed my coat. I needed some company, too, and although I was a little surprised that Matt chose me as his companion, I was equally flattered. A virtual television legend, Matt had been running shows for nearly as long as I had been alive and was one of the most respected, most efficient, and most well-paid producers in the industry. By a random stroke of luck, our paths had crossed when I interviewed for a position on his last show, and for some reason, our personalities had clicked. He appreciated my youthful respect; I enjoyed his slightly jaded yet still passionate perspective on the world. We were an odd pairing—he was barely five foot eight and nearly fifty-four years old, and I was almost six feet tall and young enough to be his daughter—but somehow, it worked.


We walked down Canal Street, Matt steering me toward Sixth Avenue. “So, how are you doing?” he asked.


“I’m good. I really love it here.”


“It’s so different than LA, isn’t it? The people, the energy . . . I can’t believe I’m fifty-three years old and I feel this alive. I would never have thought I’d be here, now.”


“Is it hard to be away from your family?” Matt was married with two teenage daughters, all in Los Angeles.


“Yes and no. It’s hard to be away from my wife, out meeting all these new and interesting, not to mention attractive, people, and not being able to act on it. And then I have to realize that they probably consider me old. How old are you again?”


“I’m twenty-five. But I feel much, much older.”


He sighed deeply. “To be twenty-five again. I’d give anything.”


I laughed at him. “You’d give anything to be twenty-five knowing what you know at fifty-three. I doubt you’d want to be twenty-five like you were when you were twenty-five.”


“True. I’ll have to settle for imparting my fifty-three-year-old wisdom so you can benefit at twenty-five.”


“Hit me with it. I need all the help I can get.”


“Okay. First off, enjoy your freedom. You have no responsibilities to anyone but yourself, and that’s a beautiful thing. Don’t rush to give that away until you’re absolutely positive you’re ready to.”


“If you’re talking about marriage, don’t worry. I’m no where even remotely close to that.”


“Not just marriage. Any situation where you feel suffocated. Love, work, family . . . all those things can act like chains around your neck if you don’t handle them correctly. You have plenty of time to be responsible. You aren’t young forever.”


We walked in silence for a while. After a moment of hesitation, I asked him, “Why did you come here?”


He put his arm out like a protective father to stop me from crossing the street as a car rushed past us. “I came because I needed a change. I’ve been doing the same thing for so long now. I knew that I wasn’t going to be responsible for running this show; that was going to be Sean’s job. I’m here to oversee and make sure the shit doesn’t hit the fan. But it’s not my neck if it does. I’m on my way out, and this seemed like a step in the right direction.” He took my arm and led me across the street. “Why did you come here?”


“Same reason, I think. I needed a change. I felt like if I stayed in LA, I was going to get stuck in a rut I wasn’t happy in. And coming to New York was a risk, a challenge. I knew I needed to experience something, and I still don’t know what that is yet, but it had to be drastic. So this was perfect, even if it is only temporary.” It was the first time I had tried to verbalize my reasoning, and in doing so, I surprised myself. I was in New York looking for life experience.


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
25
Sense

aonovel

Lisa Henthorn





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
25
Sense





OEBPS/images/9781940716299.jpg








