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For my mother








The worst, the most corrupting lies are problems poorly stated.

—GEORGES BERNANOS
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PART ONE













PROLOGUE




nypdcrimeblotter.com

October 27th, 7am…The body of a 39-year-old woman was found early this morning in her downtown Manhattan apartment. There were no signs of forced entry, leading detectives to believe that the victim knew her assailant. The police are withholding identification pending notification of the victim’s family.










ONE




I lie in bed watching the numbers on the digital alarm click in slow motion to 6:00 a.m., 6:01. My right hand, curled tightly beneath my head, is cramping, but I don’t want to risk moving it. I lie perfectly still, listening to the birds chirping noisily outside, a high-pitched chorus wafting rebelliously through the harsh geometry of Manhattan. Nervous I would oversleep, I had tossed fitfully until dawn. Now, as with most missed opportunities, the only thing I long for is another chance at the night.

The lightness of the chirping fills me with a yearning I can’t quite place, for unabridged land, for air, for my own childhood forty miles north of here, though I wanted desperately to escape the precisely gridded suburbs with their overriding promise of safety. Still, it’s hard not to feel nostalgia for a time when I thought predictability was the worst fate imaginable.

I shut my eyes, willing the thought away.

It is a morning for fresh starts, after all.

Sam grunts softly in his sleep and rearranges his long legs, his left thigh brushing against mine under the sheets. I flinch unconsciously at the brief interlude of skin on skin and hold my breath, trying not to disturb him—he has been up most of the night. He settles into his new position, letting out an aborted sigh from somewhere deep within his dream, and I exhale, secretly disappointed that he hasn’t woken, turned to me. I look down, studying his face in the pale sunlight. Always handsome, he is more defined now, his edges sharper, as if everything soft and extraneous has been carved away, leaving his most essential self exposed. I run my fingertips gently through his matted dark-blond hair—I’ve always loved him best this way, disheveled, unguarded.

His skin is warm, almost moist.

I try to remember the last time we made love in this fragile sliver of time before the girls wake up. I try to remember when we stopped trying.

I reach over and shut off the alarm so it won’t wake him. All through the night I felt his agitation roiling his attempts at sleep, infiltrating my own. I’d turned to him once around two a.m. and asked what was bothering him.

“Nothing, just the story I’m working on. The pieces don’t jibe, a source won’t call me back,” he said, curving away from me, though whether it was to avoid disturbing me further or a desire to be left alone, I wasn’t sure. I’ve seen him like this many times before at the beginning of an assignment, waiting for a clear narrative to form in his head. He is a man who likes order and grows steeped in anxiety until he can impose it. Perhaps that’s all it is.

For months, though, all through the summer, Sam has seemed restive for reasons I can’t quite place. It has grown contagious, a malaise that has metastasized between us into a desultory low-level dissatisfaction, nothing I can touch, nothing worthy of accusation or argument, and yet. I hope the cooler season will wipe the slate clean, bring a new semester for our marriage.

I miss him.

There are moments, unexpected, unpredictable, when there is a sudden flash, a brief illumination in a look or touch, and we are us again, connected. They are hard to manufacture, though, no matter how hard I try. Sometimes I can feel him trying, too, missing me, too.

I slide carefully out of bed and pad barefoot down the hallway, bending over to pick up a crumpled gum wrapper, poorly hidden evidence of Claire’s latest habit, the cloying sweet smell of imitation strawberry, grape, watermelon, vanilla emanating from her like cheap perfume, the noisy snapping and chewing deeply annoying, even more so because it is surely interfering with the six thousand dollars’ worth of braces that encase her teeth, correcting a supposed crookedness that only an Upper East Side orthodontist can discern. Seizing the parental high road, I’ve taken to hiding my own gum-chewing habit, one of the pretenses I’ve recently felt it necessary to assume. I open the front door carefully, hoping its creak won’t wake the children, take the papers into the kitchen and make a pot of coffee.

I can feel their breath, Sam’s, the girls’, in their separate corners of the apartment, surrounding me, grounding me even as they sleep. I have twenty minutes before I have to wake them and make breakfast, which, as per first day of school tradition, will involve pots and pans rarely seen on weekday mornings, scrambled eggs with chives snipped from the shriveling strands of the window herb plant, toast slathered with strawberry rhubarb preserves from the farmers’ market, hot chocolate made from unsweetened cocoa and sugar rather than packets, ballast for whatever schoolyard intrigues, new teachers’ quirks, algebraic conundrums, vertiginous swings in popularity lie ahead. I turn on the radio and listen to the weather report, which predicts a humid Indian summer day, the temperature threatening to hit the high eighties.

I dip my finger in the jam and lick it absentmindedly. Long ago, when the girls were still young enough to need supervision at the breakfast table, Sam and I developed a tag-team approach. I would get them up, put the food on the table and then dress while he ate with them. Though Phoebe is eleven and Claire thirteen, the habit remains, one of the unexamined rituals of family life that you realize only later are its very glue.

I take one last sip of coffee and walk into Phoebe’s room first, stepping carefully over the huge shopping bag of new school supplies from Staples that have spilled across the floor, a kaleidoscope of colorful binders, highlighters in seven colors, six of which are totally unnecessary as far as I’m concerned, a new hole punch, index cards for book reports, neon-pink Post-its in the shape of hearts and arrows. Phoebe possesses a unique blend of laserlike focus and forgetfulness—she can concentrate on an assignment for hours but will leave it on the bus. It is one of the things—not just the forgetfulness, but her lack of concern about it—that she has promised, albeit halfheartedly, to work on this year, though when I suggested buying a memo pad for to-do lists, she refused. “I’m eleven,” she reminded me indignantly, as if lists were one more odious thing waiting for her in adulthood, along with mortgages, insurance claims, cholesterol readings. “Writing things on the back of my hand works just fine.”

I lean over to kiss her cheek and she rolls sleepily into me, burying her face in the crook of my neck, her eyes fluttering open and then closing again.

“You have to get up, sweetie,” I whisper as I run my fingers under the blanket and tickle her, her body at least nominally still mine. The softness of her neck, her arms makes the walls of my heart constrict. No one really tells you how much it is like falling in love over and over, how physical and encompassing it will be. Or that you will never feel completely safe and relaxed again.

“Not yet.” Her breath is heated, musty but sweet.

Since they got home from camp, the girls have grown used to lounging in bed till noon, especially in the last few weeks, when, like a final indulgent binge before a diet, we all lost the will for discipline of any sort.

“I hate school,” Phoebe groans.

“It’s too soon to hate school.”

“It’s never too soon to hate school.”

I smile, knowing the words are hollow. Phoebe is by nature an easygoing child who, despite her carelessness, is generally anxious to please her teachers and popular with her friends. “Get up, my little misanthrope.”

She looks at me suspiciously and is about to ask what the word means when she thinks better of it, knowing I will tell her to look it up, something she has absolutely no intention of doing. “It’s not too soon for me to get a cell phone, either,” she calls after me.

I leave without answering. I have decreed, repeatedly, that twelve is the age of consent for that particular piece of technology, my desire for being in constant touch, for being able to place her, outweighed by my certainty that Phoebe will lose at least a dozen phones within the first month. I make my way to Claire’s room, where every available surface is lined with ornate boxes, jewelry cases, embroidered journals, the artifacts of her life stashed in tiny drawers, a Chinese puzzle of secrets and mementos. There is no one on earth quite as sentimental as a thirteen-year-old girl. In the rare moments when I am alone in the house I sometimes go through her drawers, scan her Internet history, her notebooks, looking not for evidence of crimes but for clues to who she is becoming. When I lean down to wake her, Claire shrugs away, curling deeper beneath the stained pale blue quilt she refuses to part with. It takes three increasingly strenuous shakes to get her to at least raise her head temporarily, her face hidden by a tangle of thick brunette hair almost the exact color as mine. If Phoebe is Sam’s daughter, lighter in coloring and temperament, Claire, with her olive skin, her broodier nature, is mine. Claire’s chosen outfit for the day—a loosely knit pale-pink cable sweater, denim mini and leggings—is carefully laid out on her desk chair. She spent a few days last week in East Hampton with a school friend shunning the beach to shop on Main Street and New-town Lane, Claire suddenly one of those tanned, long-legged girls of indeterminate age still so alien to me with their giddy sense of entitlement apparent in every avid stride. I wonder if strangers, seeing Claire, assumed she was one of them, with an enormous shingled house and a credit card of her own.

“Honey, I think you may need to rethink your outfit,” I say gently. “It’s going to be too hot today.”

Claire shakes her head at the ridiculousness of the notion. The outfit can’t be rethought—the skirt is too short for the school’s restriction that hems be within four inches of the knee to wear without leggings and the sweater is, well, perfect. Any dolt can see that.


“I’ll be fine,” Claire insists. Under the best of circumstances, she has a certain rigidity that, though frustrating at times, I nevertheless hope will serve her well later in life when self-doubt, frankly self-reflection of any kind, has a tendency to impede progress, if not happiness. I have come to see the benefits of having blinders on. Anyway, when it comes to clothes Claire is particularly ironclad. It’s useless to fight, though that doesn’t always stop me from trying. It’s a hard habit to break—thinking you can control your own children.

The girls are dressed, Phoebe in capris and an Urban Outfitters T-shirt she pulled out of her dresser at the last minute, Claire in precisely the outfit she had planned, and at the table, pushing their eggs around with the tines of their forks when Sam stumbles out. He looks momentarily surprised at the presence of actual cooked food before recognition dawns on him. “Ah,” he says, smiling, “the first day. The anticipation, the dread, the scramble for good seats.” He bends over and kisses the top of the girls’ heads. He has an informal, easygoing manner with the kids, who accept the undertone of irony as part of his makeup, like one’s particular scent or way of walking. It is the same relaxed, loping charm I fell in love with nineteen years ago when we sat next to each other in the back row of a class on Hawthorne and James during our junior year in college: the smile that even then creased the sides of his cheeks, the tatty burgundy wool scarf draped casually around his neck in a way that only prep-school boys can ever truly pull off, his sly running commentary about professors, his baritone that entered my pores and stayed there like smoke. Sam seemed to have an innate sense of belonging and yet not take it seriously—a lethal combination to someone like me. My own family had struggled into the middle class, there was nothing effortless about it, every move, every emotion was splayed out, picked over, vociferously debated. The very notion of privacy was alien, suspect. Sam’s cool distance was as deeply attractive to me as my lack of it was to him. Then, anyway.

I watch Sam, yawning as he takes his first sip of coffee, breaks off a piece of Claire’s toast and gets his hand slapped, a shopworn routine that nevertheless tangles me up with comfort and affection.


This is what we have created, this family.

Sam flips through the stack of newspapers in front of him, quickly scanning the front pages of The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post before turning to the business sections. There is an unmistakable testosterone-induced anxiety—has anyone gotten a juicy story he has somehow missed?—and poorly concealed relief that there is only the usual stock market pabulum and speculative opinion. An observer by nature, he has a talent for intuiting shifts in mood and influence, the way power moves around the city. It’s what makes him a good business journalist. Still, two weeks ago, Sam’s latest competitor at the magazine, Peter Borofsky, a reporter six years younger and ten times as hungry, broke a story about how the board of a Fortune 500 company spied on its own president, bugging his phone, getting his financial records. The report made it onto the evening news and Sam can’t help but grit his teeth every time he hears it mentioned. This morning, at least, he is safe. So far. I know that the moment I leave he will race to his laptop to check an ever-expanding list of Web sites and blogs. There are so many more ways to be bested now.

“What kind of day do you have?” he asks, glancing up from the paper.

“Some forms to fill out at school…”

“What forms?” Claire demands, suspicious.

“Nothing, just the class trip consent things.”

“Didn’t you do that? They were due weeks ago.”

“I thought I had, but apparently not. I got an e-mail from the school on Friday.”

Claire looks at me disdainfully.

I shrug. There are so many forms, a new batch every day, and newsletters and invitations and updates and e-mails, as if the school is worried parents won’t feel they are getting their money’s worth if their mailboxes aren’t constantly overflowing. “It’ll be fine,” I insist. I turn back to Sam. “Then I’m having breakfast with Deirdre.”

Sam nods and as he flips the page of his newspaper the corner dips into his coffee and threatens to fall off into soggy little islands of print. The three of us went to college together on an upstate campus so snowy that ropes stretched like cat’s cradle yarn across it for students to pull their way to classes. In recent years, though, my friendship with Deirdre has come to exist largely outside of a broader social context, a skein that binds us from our early days in Manhattan, when we shared a loft in the East Village. For fifteen years we have been meeting once a week, or close to it, though what had once been late-night drinks in cheap dive bars has morphed into early-morning breakfasts. “This is the most long-term relationship I’ve ever had,” Deirdre often jokes. I have Sam, of course, but I know just what she means.

“You’ll see her at Jack’s dinner tomorrow night,” I remind him.

“How could I forget? The big birthday celebration.”

“Who’s Jack?” Claire asks.

“Someone we went to college with.”

“How come I’ve never met him?” Any pre-child life is suspect and murky by default; neither of the girls truly believe in its existence.

“He lives in Boston.”

“You’re going to Boston?” Phoebe asks, perplexed.

“No. He has a job interview in New York and asked us all out to dinner,” I explain. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”

Jack Handel was Deirdre’s college boyfriend, a scholarship kid from northern California. From the start, he and I shared a special empathy; we were both outsiders on that hilly, privileged campus, though our reactions were quite different. If I wanted—a little too desperately—to fit in, Jack wore his interloper status defiantly. It’s not that he had a chip on his shoulder, but his sense of direction set him apart; he was sharper, faster, more strategic, while the rest of us were still a little soft, unformed, blurry around the edges. I still remember one Christmas vacation, when the four of us met up in the city almost every night. For Deirdre and Sam, who both grew up here, Manhattan was already a checkerboard of memories: There was Trader Vic’s at the Plaza, where Deirdre swore they let her drink at sixteen—we got plastered on Scorpions, with their sickeningly sweet floating gardenias and two-foot-long straws, Deirdre and I in our thrift-shop fifties cocktail dresses wobbling out into the cold night; we went to Sam’s favorite jazz club downtown and were scolded for talking during the sets; we ended up at three a.m. at Brasserie, where Deirdre’s father had a running tab and we could charge enormous breakfasts, though I asked repeatedly to the point of annoyance if she was sure it was okay. I was barely able to afford a diner on my own and couldn’t imagine anyone being that cavalier about money. And there were the places that they avoided. Deirdre wouldn’t go to Serendipity because it was where her father used to take her to drown her parents’ divorce in Frozen Hot Chocolates; she centered her life downtown as much as possible. Sam had written off all of Park Avenue on principle. The city was a game of Twister to them, and if I would never catch up I would also never risk falling into one of their valleys. That winter break, though, Jack and I were along for the ride, giddy, exuberant, lucky to be chosen. For that brief moment, opportunity, the future itself, felt boundless.

We thought it would always be that way.

Sam turns another page of his newspaper. “Who is Jack interviewing with?”

“He wouldn’t tell me. He signed a confidentiality agreement.”

“I can’t see him moving to New York.”

“Why not?”

“It’s easier to be a big deal in Boston. Is Alice coming?”

“I don’t think so. He’ll only be here overnight. His actual birthday is next weekend, so I guess they’ll do their own thing up there.”

Jack is the first among us to hit forty. Deirdre’s birthday is in seven weeks, Sam has six more months, I have eight.

“You’d think Deirdre would be the last person he’d want to spend his birthday with.”

“It was all so long ago,” I remind him.

Claire listens intently. She worships Deirdre, scavenging for clues to a life so much more captivating than anything we could possibly offer.

Sam shrugs without looking up and runs his hands lazily down his flat stomach—he still runs three miles most mornings, though his knees have lately begun creaking with alarming regularity. At thirty-nine he considers this a decidedly premature development that he plans on ignoring for as long as possible. Like most men he is determined to deny the physical signs of aging to the same degree that women obsess about them. “By the way, I may be late tonight.”

“Late as in don’t hold dinner?” For years, Sam and I ate after the girls, but reading numerous dire magazine articles has convinced me they will be hooked on heroin by the age of fourteen if we don’t change our evil ways. Lately I’ve been making a concerted, if erratic, effort for all of us to eat approximately the same thing at approximately the same time. There have been spurts of upstart rebellions from various involved parties ever since.

“I’m not sure. I’ll call you as soon as I know. I’m hoping to meet with someone about the Wells profile. I’m waiting to hear back from him.”

I study Sam, weighing my options. It would never occur to me that being late on the first night of school is even a choice. Still, I don’t want to fight this morning. And I know how much he needs this profile.

Sam has recently been assigned to write a cover story on Eliot Wells, the founder of Leximark. An early innovator in Web functionality, he is supposedly about to introduce some breakthrough cross-platform first-step artificial intelligence something or other—I don’t quite get it, though I pretend I do rather than suffer through one more excruciating explanation. All I know is that the most controversial thing that has been written about Wells in recent years, aside from allusions to his cataclysmic temper, is that he has a proclivity to skip showers—though it seems to me this is said about any number of Internet gurus, as if a lack of personal hygiene is in and of itself a sign of genius. Sam is hoping to uncover something grittier and has convinced himself—though not, as yet, his editor, Simon—that there is dirt lurking in Wells’s background. Of course, the great inverse law of journalism is that the further you bring someone down, the higher you raise your own profile.


“All right, let me know.” I get up to dress.

“Lisa?”

I turn partially around. “Yes?”

“There’s something I want to talk to you about.” His face, still hatch-marked with indentations from his pillow, is earnest, almost nervous.

I look at him quizzically.

He glances over at the girls. “Later. Tonight.”

“All right.”

As I pass, he reaches over and grazes my forearm with his fingertips.

I will feel it there for the rest of the day, he can still do that to me.

I leave the three of them in the kitchen and go to shower, letting the hot water pour down my face, thinking of the day ahead, what to wear, my schedule at work, wondering, too, what Sam might want to talk to me about and why he thinks he needs to reserve my time. I mean, where else would I be?

When I get out I notice that his cell phone, charging on the night table, is flashing with a message.

I wrap the towel tighter about my chest, shake out my shoulder-length hair, the thick, dark waves not yet expanding from the heat into the total unruliness that had me wearing a ponytail most of the summer. I open the top drawer of my dresser, consider three different versions of a white V-neck top that to the naked eye look identical but which are in fact each completely necessary for varying levels of bloat. I can hear Sam and the girls clearing their plates. I glance at the door, still closed.

I don’t know why I pick up the phone. I have never done anything like this before. It would be easy to say it is intuition, but we always claim that in retrospect.

With it still charging, I push “voice mail” and listen to his message.

It is a woman’s voice, she does not leave a name, she does not have to, judging by the intimacy lacing through her tone. “I’m going to be a little late tonight,” she says, the words slightly muffled by the whoosh of traffic in the background. “Can we make it six thirty? Same place.”

I press the button to save the message as new and sit down on the edge of the bed, a cool sweat beading along the back of my neck and trickling slowly down my spine.









TWO




Twenty minutes later, I shepherd the girls out the front door and am surprised, despite the radio, by the warm liquidity of the air. It is the kind of day that can please or hurt or both, bringing an unexpected last chance to get whatever it is you’d had such hopes for at the beginning of the summer, a day for impulse purchases, risky e-mail. Calls to restless married men.

“Can we make it six thirty?”

I shake my head. Surely, there are any number of explanations.

“Same place,” she said. “Same place.”

Perhaps I misheard Sam, perhaps he said the source he was meeting with about the Wells piece was a woman. But…

“Mo-om.”

I am snapped back by Claire’s insistent voice.

“What?”

“Can I go to Coach with Lily this afternoon and buy sunglasses? They have these really cute ones with butterflies.”

“It’s the first day of school.”

“Exactly. How much homework could we have?”

“Those sunglasses cost one hundred fifty dollars. No.”

Claire pauses, considering this. “How about Dolce then?”

I stare at her as if she has gone insane. “No.” In her defense, Claire is not being sarcastic or even knowingly demanding but is merely spewing brand names she’s heard from friends with no real conception of the cost. As we wait for the Madison Avenue bus, surely the slowest on the East Side, I pull out my MetroCard and try to flatten a dent in it, making a mental note to talk to Sam about reconsidering the public school options.

Claire boards the bus without another word, inserts her iPod’s jewel-encrusted earbuds and stares out the window, safely ensconced within her bubble of sound. Every now and then she offers up a brief semi-apologetic smile; at thirteen she is still slightly uncomfortable in the nascent world of rebellion and wavers dizzyingly between affection and affectation. I smile back across the distance and debate with Phoebe the merits of various after-school clubs, from knitting to computer graphics.

The Weston School, determined to live down its reputation as a bastion of old WASP wealth, takes a newly discovered if self-conscious pride in fostering an artistic sensibility unusual for a girls’ academy. It is one of the only single-sex schools that no longer requires a uniform, though it took a three-year study and much smoothing of alumni feathers to make such a bold move; it contributes to a plethora of community projects and offers up an impressive array of pseudoexperimental cultural performances at weekly assemblies—all undeniably good and important steps. Still, we are one of the few downtown families. “They consider diversity anyone who lives below Fifty-seventh Street,” Sam observed. A product of private schools himself, he never truly considered an alternative, despite the enormous pressure the tuition is putting on us. He once admitted that he had never actually met anyone who went to public school until he got to college. I have in the past argued for applying to the gifted public-school programs, that single word, gifted, bestowing a quasi-acceptable excuse for free education in our admittedly insular world, but I didn’t put up too strong a fight. Along with the tiny class size, I had—and sometimes still do—the hope that a girls’ school would instill in our daughters a confidence about assuming their rightful place in the world, a lack of apology about the space they take up that would suit them well in later life. It was not simply a matter of wanting the best education for our daughters, academic or psychological, though. Sending the girls to Weston also suited the image I had of life here, so far removed from how I grew up that it still feels unreal at times. I’m not particularly proud of this, but there it is.

As soon as we get off the bus both girls peel away from me so fast it leaves my head spinning and purposefully lose themselves in the sea of children heading to the various private schools in the neighborhood, a gilded ghetto of Spence girls in pleated skirts rolled up to their crotches, St. Bernard’s boys in blazers, their shaggy hair the only thing distinguishing them from little stockbroker Mini-Me’s, the ramshackle Dalton kids. I trail after them, catching glimpses of the tops of their heads until they arrive in front of Weston’s large brick building and join their friends clustered outside the heavy blue double doors.

The street is clogged with huge shiny black SUVs driven the five or six blocks from home by mothers who wave thin, tanned arms at each other or uniformed drivers discreetly opening the back doors to emit their munchkin passengers. When they are older, many of the children will request that the drivers stop a block or two away so they can appear to have walked, which serves only to move the domino lineup of cars to a different side street, fooling no one. To the left, half-a-dozen nannies in baggy jeans and faded print tops stand in a tight little group, reconnecting after the summer break. Now and then they glance over at a semicircle of mothers a few feet away, Starbucks in hand, their jeans tighter, their tops less worn. They all smile reassurances of goodwill that they hope will hide a nagging mutual suspicion and go back to their own conversations. Because it is the first day, more fathers than usual are present, their faces glowing with self-congratulatory bonhomie above their well-cut suits, knowing that they can use their attendance as evidence of their involved parenting if the need arises at a later date.

“Lisa.”

I turn to see Georgia Hartman calling to me. The lead mother of Phoebe’s class just as she was surely the lead girl at her Connecticut boarding school, Georgia stands in the epicenter of a knot of women, looking expensively dewy without a stitch of makeup, her perfectly streaked hair pulled back into a ponytail. She has three girls at Weston, which, I figure, comes to roughly $96,360 a year in tuition. Of course, I am also quite aware that Georgia does not, like me, have a running-cost calculator in her head.

“It’s so good to see you,” she exclaims, with an enthusiasm out of proportion to our actual relationship. She is one of those women who treats everyone with an equal degree of intimacy, a habit quite possibly meant to put others at ease but which carries an unmistakable whiff of noblesse oblige. Then again, I may be overly sensitive on this score. Just the idea of her makes me feel hopelessly clumsy. Terrified that I will say or do something irrevocably gauche, I tend to become weirdly stilted around her, which only makes matters worse. “How was your summer? Did you go someplace fabulous?” she asks.

Fabulous is a relative term, but under any definition I am pretty certain that our vacation wouldn’t qualify. Aside from a few long weekends at Sam’s brother, Henry’s, house in the Hamptons with his new wife, Abbie, a former ballet dancer who, I suspect, remains a borderline anorexic, our main sojourn was five days at a resort in Puerto Rico. We had sold it to the children as a good idea because it would be less crowded (read: cheaper), but it had proven to be almost painfully hot and, as it was close to the rain forest, riddled with mosquitoes. Claire counted eighteen bites the first day, though the resort record was apparently held by a woman we met on the boat ride to the beach who claimed a whopping ninety-two due to a severe allergy to the only repellent the hotel stocked. Phoebe got dehydrated on our second day and, lying in bed, her head spinning, looked up plaintively at me and asked, “What’s happening? Am I going to die?” All in all, the glories of the Caribbean off-season are highly overrated.

I quickly dispatch with the trip, leaving out the infestation and Phoebe’s existential crisis. “How about you?” I ask, anxious to change the focus. Georgia and her husband famously take their entire brood to a different country every vacation, averaging three a year. They have already been to India, Russia, France, Kenya, the lesser-known Greek islands and Istanbul. “There’s no education like it,” she assured me last year, as they prepared for spring break in Beijing and Shanghai. A Chinese tutor came three days a week to teach them all rudimentary Mandarin. “Don’t you agree?” Of course I did, though that wasn’t quite the point. Once, I made the mistake of confiding to another mother that I was worried about money and she told me to stop obsessing and just take my nanny and the kids to St. Barth. Seriously. “That’s what I always do when I’m feeling anxious,” she confided. There were so many things wrong with that sentence all I could do was nod mutely.

The funny thing is, I don’t even think they recognize that we inhabit different universes. Perhaps their imagination doesn’t stretch that far—anyone in the Weston community must surely reside in the same stratosphere. Except, of course, for the scholarship girls from the outer boroughs who are treated with determinedly nonchalant yet outsized kindness. I suppose there is the chance that they are simply too polite to acknowledge it; like having a friend with cancer and being uncertain whether it is best to inquire about her health or pretend that everything is normal. I can’t blame them, really. The veneer of Sam’s and my life is in many ways indistinguishable from theirs. It is only when you dig a little deeper, look at the forensic details, that the variables become apparent. The fact is, we are in their world on a visa.

“We took the kids hiking in Scotland,” Georgia replies. She takes a sip of her latte. The tiniest speck of foam clings to her pale, thin upper lip and slowly evaporates. “The soggiest country I’ve ever been to but absolutely gorgeous.” I imagine her writing the benediction in a ledger, putting a check mark next to “Scotland” and running her finger down the page to see what country is next on the family to-do list.

There is some discussion of various trips before conversation moves on to the merits of a new Pilates studio that has recently stolen its competitor’s best teachers. Everyone agrees that they want to give it a try but are worried that, if discovered, they will be banned from the original studio and thus risk being homeless. Like breaking up with your hair stylist, it is an extremely dangerous proposition and a course of action has not yet been communally decided upon.

I accompanied Georgia just once to the original studio, where Birkin bags lined the splintery wooden cubbyholes like lunch boxes for Madison Avenue grown-ups. I had never felt so poor, fat and uncoordinated in my life. Luckily, my office is too far from either of the studios and I don’t have the time midmorning to work out anyway. There’s only so much insecurity I can handle in a single day.

I glance down at my watch. “I should go.” I leave them drinking their coffee and plotting their Pilates exit strategy.

There was a time when I prided myself on how busy I was, rising to vice president of the PR firm I work at. Sometimes I would count the number of phone calls and e-mails I got a day, tangible proof of my place in a world I had fantasized about since I was a teenager. It brought a certain thrill, a verification. At some point, though, the excitement began to wane. Now I can’t help but look at the other, wealthier, nonworking mothers at Weston and envy them the gift of time, the afternoons spent with their children, most of all their freedom to choose. Of course, Sam and I are blessed by any standards other than those within Weston’s immediate radius. Chances are I wouldn’t opt for a different life even if I could. I have everything I’ve ever wanted, more. I know that. And I’m truly thankful.

It’s just that I realize, particularly lately, that it might all collapse in an instant, throwing us into an endless financial free fall with no net beneath us. The prospect, growing ever more likely, terrifies me.

It’s not Sam’s fault. I knew precisely who he was, what he wanted, when I married him. And I admired him for it. When he first started out he quickly made a name for himself breaking some big investigative pieces. Magazines vied for his allegiance, he gained acclaim for doing something he valued, tearing back corporate curtains to expose the seaminess within, and his choices, while not vastly remunerative, were commendable. I have always loved the stubborn, un-swaying goodness in him.

I know, too, that I went along with the near-disastrous choice six years ago that landed us in our current predicament. After his early flush of success there came for Sam the inevitable settling in as the excitement of having his name bandied about, his phone calls returned, became rote, and he was left with the ongoingness of simply showing up for work every day. As most of us are. When the initial Internet boomlet began to simmer in lofts throughout the city, he was happy to have a fresh panorama to report on. But as more and more of the people he started out with defected to various dot-coms, he grew restless and, worse, began to suspect that he was a chump for staying in print.

That was the mood he was in—vocally defensive, secretly open to persuasion—when we went out to dinner one night with Deirdre and the man she was dating at the time, Gerard Neiporent, the scion of a once-wealthy, now somewhat frayed, Canadian newspaper family. Gerard, fast-talking, crackling with the kind of energy you only later realize reeks of ADD or cocaine or both, had dreamed up the archetype for a new Web site that would provide instantly updated information to media professionals on the deals being made in television, books, movies, fashion and beauty. New York is a city jet-fueled by an insatiable need to be first; he assumed that companies would pay hundreds of dollars in subscription fees for the privilege. It was close enough to Sam’s purview to be intriguing without making him feel like a total Internet whore. We invested most of our savings (worrisome, yes, but all that pre-IPO equity was so very tempting), and Sam left the magazine. Fourteen months later, the venture went bust. The model was flawed, no one was actually willing to pay for information after all. And we were broke. Even our 401(k)s were gone. I don’t blame Sam, I don’t even blame Gerard. I certainly don’t blame Deirdre, who, by the way, did not put any of her own money in and split up with Gerard five months after that dinner. But there it is.

Fortunately, the magazine was happy to take Sam back. Even those who had resented the dot-com defectors were too polite for I-told-you-so’s. They considered themselves lucky; they had not made a fortune but neither had they lost one and they were content to pass their lack of nerve off as prescience. Sam settled back in and we embarked on our fretful course of economic catch-up. We debated pulling the girls out of Weston but in the end we didn’t have the heart to take them from a place they loved and felt at home in. After being denied financial aid, we refinanced our apartment and cut back where we could. And then the stock market crashed.

I head south on Lexington Avenue, maneuvering around people hurrying to the subway, women wheeling double strollers, deliverymen with beefy tattooed forearms already glistening with sweat. I’ve loved walking the city streets from my very first summer here, when, exhilarated by the initial rush of independence, I would stroll home at all hours of the night, past bars spewing out people, outdoor cafés closing up, unafraid, free, every neighborhood a revelation, every man a potential lover. Sam and I had broken up—after endless nights of red wine and Marlboros, that’s how long ago it was—three weeks before graduation, and I knew that somewhere in the city he, too, was walking the streets, perhaps eating in the same restaurants. I could feel him sometimes just around a corner, though by chance or design we never actually bumped into each other.

I thought of him more often than I cared to admit. It had been so easy at first between us. It seemed to be always fall then, the sloppy, cozy messiness, the warmth of our hands sliding beneath sweaters as we lay together on dank campus lawns, the musty smell of books as we sat in the library, our legs sneaking up against each other until neither of us could see the words, make sense of anything but each other, late nights spent confiding the nooks and crannies of our lives, skin, most of all skin, discovering the curves of my own body beneath his touch so that later, alone, I would retrace his path with my fingertips. I had made love with only one boy before—and that was not borne out of passion, but simply my desire not to be a virgin when I went to college—so in every way that mattered Sam was my first. We were both so porous, so unguarded in our love. Maybe that can truly happen only once, that unbruised optimism, that total lack of reserve or doubt. I still have, someplace, the notes he used to slip in my backpack, under my door, in my coat pocket when I wasn’t looking, adorning them with quirky little line drawings and proclamations of love, unembarrassed, fearless. It seemed the most natural thing in the world.

Sometimes in the beginning, we would lie in whatever narrow dorm bed we could appropriate and indulge in a luxurious worry about that very ease, wondering if it—we—could be real. But we were just playing with the concern from the self-congratulatory distance of requited love, deep down we believed we were invulnerable. After almost two years together, though, we both began to test, to stretch the skin of our bond. Because it was the only serious relationship either of us had been in, it was normal, I suppose, for some curiosity to fester, if only so we could reassure ourselves that we truly did belong together. But trying to prove a negative when it comes to love is a dangerous proposition. In London for a semester during my senior year (which, thankfully, my scholarship covered) I made the mistake of sharing a snippet of uncertainty in a letter to Sam, whose response was to embark on a brief and, he later insisted, thoroughly meaningless affair.

When I returned, there were teary confessions, though Sam refused to tell me who the girl was other than that she was a junior majoring in philosophy, of all ridiculous things. For years I’ve pictured a spindly, neurasthenic girl in a moth-eaten sweater talking about Kierkegaard while she fucked my future husband. I admitted to a single night with a Moroccan exchange student I met in a Muswell Hill pub. (In fact, I had run out on him before anything really happened, but I was angry with Sam and wanted to even the score.) In the end, we decided to forgive each other’s transgressions and pick up where we left off, but it wasn’t that simple. The difference between what we had been and what we were now, flawed, suspicious, resentful, proved too jarring. We moved to Manhattan within weeks of each other, but by then we were no longer speaking.

Within a couple of years, I grew weary of the single life, trying on personalities, trying on men, the bass player in an eighties band making an all-too-brief comeback, the corporate lawyer who taught me to play poker with his friends but pouted like a spoiled two-year-old when he lost, the restaurant owner who brought me massive amounts of leftover food every night that I threw out as soon as he left—no one seemed to fit. What had at first seemed a landscape of infinite possibility came to feel aimless and disorienting. The city constantly shape-shifted around me; there were so many potential groups of friends, alliances, neighborhoods, so many people you could be. Deirdre was better at it than I was. After a cataclysmic breakup with Jack when she refused to move to Cambridge with him no matter how much he reasoned, pleaded, banged on her door in the middle of the night with entreaties and threats, she reveled in the freedom. But I missed a sense of belonging to a person, a place. Most of all I missed Sam—the way he cupped my hip bone in the palm of his hand, the esoteric quotes he used to send me, the calm solidity he possessed that allowed me to relax in a way I never could with anyone else, the feeling of being known, truly known. When I ran into him at a party given by a mutual friend on a frigid December night—okay, actually I had asked my friend to be sure to invite him—it was like landing on familiar ground. He phoned the next morning. He, too, had come to think of our separation as a rebuke that had outlived its purpose. He refers to it now as our “period of exile” when he tells the story to friends, to our children. How foolish we were, everyone agrees, smiling because there was, after all, a happy ending.

We were married within the year.

We moved into a cheap studio apartment in Chelsea with a slanted splintery wooden floor that mocked us whenever we went barefoot and furnished it with pieces we picked up at thrift shops and the local flea market. I loved watching Sam on Sunday afternoons bare-chested in his tattered khaki shorts sanding away—his ability to refinish furniture a revelation to me—the radio blaring, his broad back, his muscles and his shoulder blades all the more erotic because he was truly mine. Even now, all these years later, a reverberation of that early desire passes through us both whenever we walk by that block and remember that compressed time when it was just us and we had so much to look forward to.


“Can we make it six thirty?” she said. “Same place.”

I turn up Forty-second Street and weave through a parade of women dressed as if from different hemispheres; some are wearing summer outfits that are not quite as fresh as they had been in June, others have impatiently pulled out their new fall clothes and are already trying to hide the inevitable wilting.

When I first moved to Manhattan I studied other women’s habits of dress, of grooming, of speech and manners as closely as an anthropologist, anxious to pass as one of them. It was all I had dreamed of, coming here. Now, years later, I know that I do, most days, anyway—my hair is cut in a studio on lower Fifth Avenue favored by beauty editors, though I stretch out appointments for too many months, I know that pleated pants are the devil’s handiwork and if, at thirty-nine, I am endlessly battling the same five pounds, it is never more than that (well, rarely)—but I am constantly aware of the effort it takes. I sometimes wonder if everyone else in the city is passing, too.

I used to think I could tell who was, who wasn’t.

But I am beginning to think that I was wrong.









THREE




I walk into the pseudo-French bistro across from Grand Central Terminal and scan the room crowded with men and women hunched over their croissants and their spreadsheets, looking for Deirdre. I finally spot her in a back booth, her head turned away from me to avoid the flash of annoyance she knows she will find on my face. Either that or she is so immersed in Ben she has forgotten all about my arrival.

I watch them pry reluctantly apart when they notice me, peeling inch by inch off of each other as if their skin is covered with duct tape. They both smile a little too enthusiastically as I approach. Ben’s presence is breaking an unwritten rule barring intruders from our breakfasts. Under the best of circumstances it would make me feel slightly dispossessed. And I wouldn’t exactly call this morning the best of circumstances.

I bend over, kiss them both hello, Deirdre’s dusky Creed perfume, at once familiar and exotic, filling my nostrils, and sit down opposite them.

“Don’t worry, I’m not staying,” Ben says lightly. “I just came for a quick cup of coffee.” His face is slightly ruddy, his angular features just asymmetrical enough to make his good looks intriguing, open to interpretation. At forty-one, he is lean and muscular—he still rides a bike everywhere he goes.


“Don’t be silly. How have you been?” I ask casually. I haven’t seen Ben since last spring, when Deirdre broke it off with him. In fact, Deirdre and Ben have broken up and gotten back together so many times over the past two years, their desire for each other chronic and insoluble, that I no longer believe in either state and thus refrain from offering judgment or encouragement. A photographer, Ben flies all over the country on assignment, often disappearing for days at a time with no word, a nomadic man with a nomadic heart. Famous for his black-and-white portraits that highlight every line, every pore, every sorrow and vanity, he is a master at exposing a subject’s innermost self while maintaining a formal aloofness. The juxtaposition is his trademark, a lure to everyone who thinks he can conquer it, win him over, everyone who thinks he will be the exception.

“I’ve been great,” he says. “Busy. Traveling too much, but that’s nothing new. How about you?”

Before I can answer, Deirdre rushes in. “Did you see Ben’s portrait of Branson in yesterday’s magazine section?” she asks, anxious to score points for him.

He smiles at her indulgently, too confident in his own talent to need her public praise, but basking in it nonetheless.

“Yes.” I vaguely recall glancing at the full-page image of the mogul’s stark, aging face. It was certainly not what I would call a flattering image. “I can’t imagine he loved that picture,” I remark. This is not at all how I thought this breakfast would go and it is hard to shift gears.

“Maybe not,” Ben replies, pushing his auburn hair off his high forehead. “Most people are too embarrassed to admit that what they really expect is an airbrushed version of themselves. Then again, I don’t think they quite know which is the more accurate reflection, the one they see in the mirror or the one they are confronted with in black and white.” While he speaks, Deirdre leans into him with the eagerness of one who cannot take possession for granted. Some part of their bodies has been touching since I sat down, their hips, their elbows; I cannot see their legs beneath the table but I am sure they are intertwined, in play. It’s hard not to feel extraneous around them, as if you are simply a dull and distant background, a bas-relief to highlight their intransigent attraction.

“I’m always surprised people agree to sit for you. I don’t think I want to see myself that clearly. I need a little bit of denial to get out the door.”

“It’s a mixture of curiosity and conceit. Most of the people I photograph are used to being in control. They assume they’ll be able to exhibit only the public version they want seen. But it’s actually harder than they realize to hide your true nature. I just have to be patient. The trick is to offer up a little piece of yourself and wait for them to respond in kind.”

“So it’s an act of calculated confession. Don’t they feel betrayed?”

“It’s been said all journalism is seduction and betrayal. I’m sure Sam would agree. Photography isn’t all that different. My responsibility is to the finished product, not to the subject. Only second-raters and sentimentalists get the two confused. The other person knows the game going into it. If they choose to pretend otherwise it’s not my fault.” Ben talks the way he photographs, observing everything from a distance. He was on the debate team at Yale, he likes the give-and-take. Sometimes I think he takes a contentious position just to keep things crackling. Then again, I find him awfully hard to read. Perhaps he believes everything he says.

“That’s rather cynical,” I remark.

“It’s just how it works,” Ben says. “All relationships are based on a deal. Sometimes it’s verbalized, sometimes it’s not, but it’s always there.”

Deirdre rolls and unrolls the corners of her napkin, hyperalert to his words.

He smiles. “I’m sure you two have far more interesting things to discuss than the sordid workings of photography. Deirdre made it quite clear that I was supposed to leave right after hello. Say hi to Sam for me.”

“I will.”


Ben rises and leans over to kiss Deirdre good-bye, lingering on her lips. I jiggle my spoon between my fingers, uncertain where to look.

Eventually, they separate. “It was good to see you,” Ben says, resting his hand on my shoulder.

“You, too.”

Deirdre watches him walk out and then turns to me. “Sorry. I thought he was just going to walk me over.” There is too much subterranean pleasure in her look for me to think she is sorry at all.

“I take it this means you two are back on track?”

“I guess.” She shrugs. “I know this sounds crazy, but it feels different this time. We’re in touch almost every day, we’re seeing each other more often.”

“What does ‘in touch’ mean?”

“E-mail, mostly. He doesn’t like the phone.”

I can’t help but wonder why even the smartest women are so often willing to contort themselves around a man’s predilections. Myself included. “Does he still want to date other people?”

“We haven’t talked about it. Frankly, I think he just likes holding it out there as an option. He travels so much, he has his kids every other weekend, how much time does he actually have?”

This seems mildly delusional to me but there is nothing to be gained by pointing that out. “What’s up with his divorce?”

“You are in a bad mood, aren’t you?”

“Sorry.”

Deirdre shakes her head. “Nothing. She’s still refusing to sign the papers.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, she won’t tell him. She’s some goddamned oil heiress, so it’s not about money.”

“Oil heiress? I didn’t know there was such a thing anymore.”

“It’s old money.”

“Apparently.”

“She and her brothers seem to have a penchant for ending up in rehab in Arizona. They should put their name on a clinic instead of that ridiculous arts center in LA. They certainly spend more quality family time there.” Deirdre’s voice, throaty, rich, seemed, even at seventeen, especially at seventeen, hopelessly sophisticated in its perpetual weariness. We are, in many ways, opposites, but we recognized something essential in each other from the very first: Neither of us has the slightest sense of entitlement. An only child, Deirdre shuttled between the two warring camps her parents had set up twelve blocks from each other on the Upper East Side and in the end was left largely alone. Her father moved in with his latest mistress when Deirdre was fourteen. Her mother, sobbing, broken, shameless, sent her two, three times a week to beg him to return. Deirdre still cringes when she recalls the distaste she spied in his eyes, the set of his mouth.

It left her with a deep-seated abhorrence of appearing needy, as if the very act of asking for anything, ever, is a sign of weakness. Even now I don’t think she can differentiate between justifiable need and neediness. Any amateur shrink—and she has seen umpteen nonamateurs over the years—could tell her that explains Ben, her entire roster of brilliant, ambitious, semidetached men. I’ve told her so myself. She knows, of course, but knowing doesn’t change a thing. It rarely does. The only man I have ever known her to be with who wasn’t completely elusive was Jack. And that did not end well.

I stare at the menu, trying to decide between a cranberry scone and oatmeal. “Not to change the subject, but are we doing carbs this week?” I ask.

Deirdre is always one step ahead of me when it comes to diets. She got a head start, after all, growing up in this city where all forms of beauty maintenance start a good ten years younger than in the rest of the country. I remember how she came to college with some esoteric black soap that you had to lather your face with and then rinse off using exactly thirty splashes of lukewarm water every night. Which she did. Religiously. No matter what. It does seem, though, that the list of what constitutes the bare minimum keeps expanding from manicures and blowouts to Brazilians (judging by my informal poll in the gym locker room, there is not a single female pubic hair left in Manhattan) and year-round spray tans. Nevertheless, I have always followed Deirdre’s advice when it comes to this sort of thing. She once admonished me not to wear gray because it saps the sexuality out of you and I never did again. She instructed me how to make up my deep-set eyes that are just a hairsbreadth farther apart than most people’s, something she convinced me was an asset though I had never even noticed it before.

“I’m trying these seaweed capsules,” Deirdre replies.

“I thought we agreed, no diet drugs.”

“They’re not a drug. They’re completely natural. They’re from Germany,” she emphasizes. The European origin adds to their cachet, much like this past summer’s rampant use of a certain SPF 60 sunblock from Sweden whose ingredients are not yet FDA-approved and thus has to be brought back from Europe, serving the dual purpose of announcing where you have been and that your skin is far too sensitive for any lotion America can come up with.

“You take three before every meal,” Deirdre continues. “They’re supposed to expand in your stomach and make you feel full. The only potential side effect, according to the box, is the risk of choking to death if one accidentally expands in your throat on the way down.”

“That would certainly prevent you from overeating. Do they work?”

“Who knows? My stomach is so bloated from them that I couldn’t zip my jeans this morning.”

I glance at Deirdre, who is, in fact, wearing jeans. White jeans. And looks quite thin. As always. With her lankiness, tangle of long, blond hair and strong bone structure, she has the kind of effortless style that appears unthinkingly thrown together and is impossible to deconstruct. Trust me, I’ve tried. But what works for Deirdre comes off as merely disheveled on me. I console myself with the notion that it is because at five-feet-eight she is a good three inches taller than me, though deep down I suspect there is more to it than that. “You have that hourglass kind of figure men love,” she has assured me whenever I point out our differences. I appreciate her kindness but remain unconvinced.

“These are a different pair,” Deirdre explains. “My fat jeans.”

I roll my eyes. “There is no such thing as ‘fat’ white jeans. It’s a complete oxymoron.”

She ignores me. “I’m assuming this is a temporary setback. I’ll give it a few more days.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“What question?”

“Carbs or not?”

She shakes her head. “Too risky.”

We both order scrambled egg whites.

“So how are you?” she asks.

I shrug. “Okay.” I take a sip of coffee, which manages to be both tepid and burnt. Deirdre is having green tea, two bags, and is feeling rather virtuous about it. “I hate this weather.”

“Tell me about it. I made the brilliant decision over the weekend to devote the entire front of the store to cashmere sweaters and boots and it’s ninety goddamn degrees outside.”

Four years ago, when her father died and left her all of his not insubstantial estate, Deirdre, who had drifted through various corners of the fashion business, never quite settling in, signed the lease for an eleven-hundred-square-foot boutique in the Flatiron district. She had studied the market carefully and knew precisely what the store would look like, its feel, its tone—though she didn’t mention she was even thinking about it until the day she took it over. Despite how close we are, Deirdre rarely tells me of any decision until it is already made. She is not a woman who likes to show her work. Convinced that, faced with too many choices, women end up anxious and confused, she settled on a deceptively simple strategy, classics with a twist, a hem that dipped when it shouldn’t, an asymmetrical neckline, just enough to make each piece unique but wearable, a formula that, if not exactly cutting edge, withstands the vicissitudes of trends better than most. Deirdre champions young designers, some of whom leave her at the first whiff of renown, finds others who have been overlooked and keeps the prices relatively affordable. After a slow start, Aperçu gained word-of-mouth momentum that tipped when The New York Times did a quarter-page feature on it in the Sunday Styles section. Despite ebbs and flows as new boutiques opened, her business has settled into a steady groove, though lately she, too, has felt the effects of the economic pall descending on the city.

“Claire is still planning on coming in this Saturday, right?” she asks.

“Are you kidding? It’s the only thing she’s talked about for days.”

When Deirdre offered to let Claire help out in the store in exchange for clothes her face lit up as if the heavens had opened. Not only did it promise close proximity to her idol, but as far as I can tell shopping is Claire’s sole extracurricular interest these days, though she doesn’t have an eighth of the allowance some of her classmates do. She and her buddies have taken to going to Bloomingdale’s and spending the entire afternoon trying on evening gowns, though why on earth the saleswomen put up with this is beyond me. Then again, there are probably some thirteen-year-olds who whip out their credit cards at the first good fit. Though I do worry that Claire’s main area of expertise is the subtle differentials in designer jeans, seeing her look of pure glee at Deirdre’s proposal convinced me. I am not above trying to win points with my daughter these days.

“You will of course report any tidbits you pick up on boys, drugs or other illicit activities,” I add.

Deirdre rolls her eyes. “Relax. Deep down, Claire’s a straight shooter just like you.”

“You make me sound so unimaginative.”

“I can’t help it if your idea of acting out is using your Rose Day Cream at night.”

“Just keep in mind she’s a minor. With a strict budget. I can’t afford for her to develop a taste for accessories.”

“Yes, ma’am. So. What did you do this weekend?”

“Not much. Sam went in to work on Saturday and I took the kids back-to-school shopping. A frustrating time was had by all.”


“Was he closing a story?”

“No. Trying to find one is more like it. He’s doing a profile on Eliot Wells.”

“Really? I’ve always thought he’s kind of hot, in that weird Silicon Valley never-seen-the-light-of-day kind of way.”

“Actually, he’s based in Chicago, as odd as that is. Sam is convinced he had some shady financial doings when he was starting out. Something about predating options. This is, of course, confidential.”

“I take that as a given.”

“The thing is, Sam doesn’t have any actual proof. I can’t tell if he’s deluded or if he really is on to something. But if he’s wrong, he’s fucked.”

“Why? Reporters follow leads that don’t pan out all the time. What’s the big deal?”

“He needs a major story. He’s apparently not the flavor of the month anymore.”

“Who is?” Deirdre pushes up the sleeve of her boho chic Indian tunic absentmindedly. “Christ, can’t they turn the air-conditioning up in here?”

“Good Lord, what is that?” I lean forward. Pale blue bruises in the shape of fingerprints peek out from beneath the navy and fuchsia paisley silk.

She quickly pulls the fabric down to cover them. “Nothing.”

“That didn’t look like nothing.”

She smiles sheepishly. “Sex injury.”

“Can I assume that’s Ben’s handiwork?”

She nods.

“What the hell were you two doing?”

“Nothing.”

“We obviously have different definitions of nothing.”

I stare at her, waiting for details. Our friendship was forged on dorm beds, late-night phone calls, two a.m. bathroom rendezvous where we traded the most intimate minutiae of our nascent sex lives, the fine and not-so-fine points that gained true currency only in the retelling.


“I bruise easily,” she says dismissively.

“Do you know how long it’s been since I had sex like that?”

“You have other things.”

“Yes, but they don’t leave fingerprints behind. Listen, you’re not doing anything I should be worried about, are you?”

“No.”

“Deirdre?”

“No,” she reiterates. Then, considering, she adds, “It’s strange. The sex with Ben hovers on the edge but it never goes over. At least not yet. I can’t quite figure it out.”

“The edge of what?”

“I’m not sure. Everything is always just a touch—more. Harder. Let’s just say he’s enthusiastic.” She laughs. “He once told me that a girl he was sleeping with in college used to make him wear mittens when they had sex. I could never figure it out.” She nods to the bruises. “Maybe this is why.” She smiles back at me. “Don’t look so worried. He said he just likes something to grab on to. It’s fine.”

“Deirdre, are you sure getting back together with Ben is a good idea?”

“Of course I’m not sure. But look, even if I’m wrong and Ben hasn’t changed, would that be so terrible? I have a great time with him. And he’s been totally honest with me.”

“Honesty is not a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

“Why can’t I use him as a placeholder while I look for something better? Men do that all the time. Besides, other men always find you sexier when you’re sleeping with someone else. It’s like they can smell it.”

“I have nothing against it in theory. I just don’t happen to think it works. You care about him.” I am certain that Deirdre is lying, that she does hope for something from Ben, a sign, forward movement. Women always do.

“Maybe he’s right, maybe monogamy is against human nature.”

“That’s a convenient excuse. Besides, even if it’s true, it’s a recipe for disaster. Doesn’t it bother Ben if you go out with other men?”

“I wish it did,” she admits. “I’ve never met anyone so totally lacking in jealousy. It’s impossible to get a rise out of him. He told me the only thing that would really hurt him is not seeing me at all.” Her voice sinks. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. All I know is that no one makes me feel as good as he does when I’m with him. When we’re together, he’s totally present. He actually listens, and remembers everything. He makes me laugh. He’s not intimidated by me.”

“And when you’re not with him?”
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