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Room
Available


Leila



 


 

“Thanks, I still have a
few people to interview, but I’ll be sure to give you a call.” 


Yeah, right. Even after
the guy’s out the door, I’m still choking on his cologne.


I’ve been in Manhattan
for less than a month and my internship isn’t cutting it. You’d think that,
even as an intern, working for one of the major stock brokers in the world
would be enough to cover a simple, two-bedroom apartment.  You’d think wrong.


The big boss at my
company makes something like 2,500 times my salary. Now, I don’t really expect
to bring in the millions as an intern, but I should, at least, be able to hold
onto an apartment.


You know, I’m really
starting to think that my landlord only rented me the place for the eye-candy.
The way he stares at my chest when he talks to me should have tipped me off,
but I was just happy to talk to someone who heard my salary and didn’t laugh in
my face.


Right now, I’m going
around opening all the windows, hoping to air the place out before my next
appointment arrives.


I’m waiting a while.


My final appointment of
the day, a Dane Paulson, is already five minutes late.


Maybe he passed the other
guy in the hall and had to be wheeled out of the building. I can’t begin to
explain how, but opening the windows has only made the lingering stench worse.


I’m in the bathroom,
putting drops in to lessen the stinging in my eyes when there’s a knock on the
door.


“Just a minute!” I shout.


The last thing I need is
for a prospective renter to think I’m some crazy, emotional woman, crying about
nothing. Either that would scare him away or make me appear that special kind
of vulnerable that the worst kinds of people prey upon.


Neither one is an
acceptable option.


I’m at the door one
minute and three tissues later.


“Hi,” I say, opening the
door. “Here to see the apartment?”


The man on the other side
is tall, tattooed, and handsome. His black hair is cut short enough to nicely
merge into his scruff. He’s leaning against the door jamb like an antihero from
a noir film. He’s got that self-important look with his chocolate brown eyes
staring at me that makes it appear like he lives here already and is wondering
why it took me so long to answer the door and let him in.


I hate him already.


“Yeah,” he says, acting
as if he’s chewing something which, as far as I can tell, he’s not. “Are you
Lily?”


“No,” I tell him. “I’m
Leila.”


He leans back and looks
at my door as if there’s some kind of useful information posted on it, then he
looks back at me. 


“I thought the ad said
your name was Lily.”


“Well,” I tell him, “it’s
not. Would you like to come in?”


He doesn’t answer, but
just kind of struts in, his thumbs in his pockets. “Nice place,” he says.


“Yep,” I tell him.


“That’s quite the smell,”
he says. “Let me guess: modeling party?”


If it’s a line, it’s
about the worst one I’ve ever heard.


“No,” I tell him. “The
guy ahead of you seemed to think it necessary to actually bathe in his—what are
you doing?”


He’s by the countertop,
leafing through the newspaper I haven’t read myself.


“I was out late last nigh. I was hoping to get a peek at the sports section.”


Yeah, I already hate this
guy. Sadly, though, I’m desperate.


I have some money from my
modest inheritance, but it wouldn’t last long in a place like this. And this is
one of the more reasonably priced apartments in the city.


What I really want is to
get a full time position at the brokerage firm so I can save up for a nice
house; you know, somewhere far away from tattooed guy and the one who swims in
cologne. I’d try for a place like that now, but I’d much rather get settled
into my job before I blow all my money.


“Take it,” I tell him,
acting like he’s not being incredibly nosy.


He doesn’t bother looking
up from the paper. “That’s all right,” he says. “My team lost.”


For the next few seconds,
we just stand there: him, still going through the newspaper, me, pretending I
don’t want to chuck something at his head for the impropriety.


“I’m sorry,” he says,
finally looking up from the sports section. “I haven’t even introduced myself.
I’m Dane, Dane Paulson.”


“Leila Tyler,” I say and
hold my hand out to shake his.


He looks at my hand, then
turns his head toward the apartment. “So, what is this place: 700, 800 square
feet?”


“750. Your room would be
over here,” I say and start walking, but he doesn’t move.


“Nah, that’s all right,”
he tells me. “I like it. I’ll take it.”


“It’s not that simple.
I’ve had a number of interviews and some pretty solid prospects. I’ll need to
know what kind of income you bring in, I’ll need to check your references. We
haven’t even had our interview—”


“I just moved here,
actually. I follow the music.”


A musician: fantastic.
Not only would I have to deal with him, I’d have to deal with whatever
instrument he can’t really play and all the nonsense catchphrases that go with
it.


“Well, it’s been nice
meeting you, but I think I have enough—”


“Guitar, mostly,” he
says. He stops looking around the apartment like he’s planning a break-in and
looks at me for a moment. “Sorry, most people ask what I play when I tell them
I’m a musician.”


“Sorry for my lack of
etiquette. It’s been very nice meeting you, but—”


“120,000,”
he says.


“What?”


“Dollars,” he answers. “I
make a little over $120,000 a year.”


“That’s wonderful. Now,
if I can just show you the beautiful craftsmanship in the hallway—”


“I could move in tonight.
I mean, I don’t know what your schedule is like, but fuck it. Why wait?”


“Listen, Mr.—”


“Paulson,” he says.


“Mr. Paulson,” I rejoin.
“I think it would be best if you just left. I’ve decided not to rent the room.”


“Look,” he says, “I know
$120,000 isn’t that much in New York City, but it’s more than enough to cover
my half of the rent. That is the deal, right? We each pay half, have separate
bedrooms, but the rest of the place is shared?”


“That would be the deal,” I tell him, “but
you’re not listening.”


“What do you pay here? It’s
got to be, what, $3,000 a month?”


“It’s something like
that. But I just don’t think it’s the right fit.”


“All right,” he says.
“I’m sorry to hear that. If you change your mind, I’m still new enough to the
city and would never know if you were fucking me.”


My mouth drops open a
little. “Excuse me?”


“Fucking me,” he says.
“You know, cheating me on my share of the rent.”


Right now, it’s down to
him, cologne guy and the woman who walked in alone and accused me of wanting to
sleep with her boyfriend. Lovely.


“I’ll keep that in mind,”
I tell him.


“Sounds good,” he says as
if certain the room is his.


“Okay,” I tell him, no
longer caring whether he wants to see the open room or not, “I’ll let you
know.”


“Sounds great,” he says and
smiles. He turns and heads for the door. “Oh, by the way…”


“Yeah?” I ask,
frustration thick in my voice.


“Would you mind just
leaving the sports page on the counter? New York newspapers are thicker than
what we had back home. I can never find the damn thing.”


“I’ll take that under
advisement,” I tell him.


He’s out the door a
minute later, and I’m on the phone with my friend Mike.


“They can’t be that bad,” he tells me, somewhere around
minute fifteen of my diatribe.


“You have no idea,” I
tell him. “Today was a cakewalk. Yesterday, I had four twenty-year-olds come in
here, not so much to look at the room as a living space, but a spot for their
weekly swingers’ club meetings. Don’t even ask me what that entails, and I’m
not saying that because I haven’t been very well-informed. Then, there was the
cat lover.”


“Cat lover doesn’t sound
so bad,” Mike chuckles.


“Oh, did I not mention
that she brought the cat, and that the cat was actually an old cardigan with a
thin leash around it?”


“Okay, that’s pretty
bad.”


“Yeah,” I scoff. “We’re
still going out tonight, right?”


“Nine o’clock,” he says.


“Beautiful.” It’s the
first good news I’ve had all day. “I think I just need to get out there and get
shitfaced.”


He laughs. “You always
say that, but after cocktail number one… well, I’m not sure that I’ve ever seen
you finish cocktail number one.”


I ignore him. Tonight’s a
night to get hammered and make some bad decisions. “I’ll see you there.”


I hang up the phone and
try to visualize what life is going to be like. You know, as soon as I’ve
clawed my way out of the hell that has been this week.



 

*                    *                    *



 

By the time Mike and I
are at the club, I’m starting to forget about the relentless cavalcade of
freaks and psychos.


Ultra-repetitive dance
music can do that to a person.


Just to prove that I’m
not such a cheap date, I order my customary cocktail—a tequila sunrise—and a
sidecar.


I’m not entirely sure
what a sidecar is, but it always seemed like the thing to order at a bar.


“I’ll bet you a shot of
vodka I end up drinking at least one of those,” Mike teases.


He’s lived here his whole
life. In fact, he’s the one that got me the interview for my current position.


Mike and I met when I was
seventeen and I came through Manhattan on a school field trip. He helped me
find my hotel after I got lost trying to find Tiffany’s.


What can I say? I loved
the movie.


“You’re on,” I tell him
and down the sidecar in a single tilt.


It’s a terrible idea—I
realize that before I finish the thing—but it gets Mike’s attention.


“So, how much of the
sunrise do I have to drink before you give me my shot?”


“Hell, I’ll buy you the
vodka now just to see what you taking a shot looks like.”


“Drop the money,” I tell
him.


As his back is turned, I
take in a few slow, deep breaths, trying to fight the urge to vomit right here.


He turns back to me, shot
in hand.


“All right,” he says.
“Let’s see it.”


“I’m not drinking it
straight, though,” I tell him. “You’ve got to at least get me a chaser.”


He turns his back again
and I sit down on the bar stool.


I think I’m already
feeling the alcohol setting in.


I’ve never been much of a
drinker.


“You doing okay?” he
asks.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“What’d you get me?”


“Cola,” he says. “Now,
let’s see this shot.”


I scoff and take both the
shot and chaser in my hand.


“Take a deep breath,” he
says. “Hold it in and don’t let it out until you’re drinking the chaser.”


“You’re acting like I’ve
never taken a shot before.”


“Have you?”


I’d rather not answer
that question, so I take a deep breath and down the shot of vodka. It’s a
sensation unlike anything else I’ve experienced.


It’s not a pleasant one.


“Here,” Mike says,
patting my cola hand, spilling a little in the process. “Sip it slow so you
don’t get a ton of carbonation in your stomach.”


I do as instructed, trying
to make my expression portray nonchalance. That falls apart as I take a short
breath before the vodka taste is completely out of my mouth.


“Hold your breath,” he
says. “Drink the soda.”


He’s laughing.


Mike and I became pen
pals when I got back to Waterloo.


He’d given me his phone
number and address in case I found myself lost again. We’ve always been closer
friends than anyone I ever spent time with back home.


When dad died, he was the
one who got me through it.


Now, though, he’s
laughing at me, and I kind of want to punch him in the face.


By the time I get halfway
through the cola, Mike puts his hand on the glass.


“That’s more than
enough,” he says. “You don’t want to get sick.”


“I thought that was the
point of the chaser.”


“The point of the chaser—”
he sighs. “Who cares? You did it! You took your first shot!”


The people at and around
the bar look over at me with surprise and confusion. It doesn’t help matters
that Mike’s holding his hands above his head like I’ve just accomplished the
unthinkable.


“Now,” he says, “do you
still want that sunrise? Really, I’m really looking forward to those two
shots.”


I was hoping he’d
forgotten about the other drink.


“Two shots?” I ask.


Maybe if I keep talking,
I won’t gag.


“Yeah,” he says. “You’ve
still only finished one of the drinks you ordered. If you don’t drink the other
one, it’ll take you one shot to be even, one shot as the spoils of my victory.”


“First off, your math
there is a little fuzzy. Second, I can’t drink that now,” I tell him. “It’s
been sitting on the bar, barely guarded, just waiting for a roofie.”


“You are so full of
shit,” he says, “but that’s all right. I’ll take the free drinks.”


I didn’t bring that much
money.


New York still kind of
freaks me out, so I only brought enough for cab fare, club cover and a couple
of drinks. If I don’t want to walk home or have Mike pay my way, I’m going to
have to down that other drink.


“All right,” I tell him,
“but if I end up passed out in the back of some guy’s van, I’m going to kick
your ass.”


“Oh, I’ll be fine,” he
teases.


He’s kind of a smug
bastard, isn’t he?


I force a smile and reach
for the drink when the bartender grabs my hand.


“Maybe you should slow it
down a bit,” she says.


“I’m good,” I lie. I am a cheap drunk.


“Well, I’ve seen you in
here before and this is the first time I haven’t ended up dumping your drink.”


Mike just looks at me
with that big, stupid grin.


“He’s my designated
driver,” I tell her.


Mike’s not happy to be
volunteered for such a position, but he seems content enough to see what I’m like
drunk.


To be honest, so am I.
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Paper-Thin


Dane



 


 

“I don’t know,” she says
as we’re walking out of the club. “My roommate really doesn’t like it when I
bring guys home.”


“I don’t know what to
tell you, then,” I say. “I’m still waiting for the callback on my new place. We
could always go back to my hotel room, but—”


“Fuck that,” she says.
“Did you ever see that show where they took a black light into a hotel room and
had some guy explain all the different fluids and shit?”


“Yeah,” I say. I wanted
to ask “Which one?” but it doesn’t really matter. I know where she’s going with
this.


“All right,” she says.
“We can go back to my place, but you’ve got to be quiet.”


“It’s not me I’m worried
about,” I mutter, trying to hide my smile.


“What was that?” she
asks.


“I said that it’s not
going to be a problem,” I lie. Eh, it’s close enough to the truth.


It’s bad form to brag
about one’s prowess. It just makes you come across deluded. Better to let her
find out, that’s what I always say.


“All right,” she says.


She’s buzzed, not drunk.
I’ve never liked getting with a drunken chick. Too much hassle, nowhere near
enough reward. 


We get a cab. The driver
cringes when Buzzed Girl undoes my pants in the backseat, but the man doesn’t
say anything about it.


“Do you want me to go
down on you?” she asks.


Now there’s a stupid
question.


“Yeah,” I say, “why not?”


I’m sitting in the back,
pants around my ankles. I refuse to drop my boxers in a cab, though. You never
know what kind of shit happened on these seats.


To prove my point, she’s
slipping my cock through the slit in the fabric, and I’m looking in the
rearview mirror at the driver. This isn’t my first time in the back of a cab.


Sure enough, she’s about
halfway down my dick on her first time down when he looks up and spots me
watching him. I just smile and shrug my shoulders. The guy’s got to be lonely
driving all night, may as well give him a show.


“Do you like that?” she
asks.


I’ve never been a fan of
that question in this context. Chances are, if I’m not telling you to stop, I’m
not complaining.


“That feels great, babe,”
I tell her. I don’t really like the term, but it’s a lot easier than trying to
remember her name.


“Get another drink or two
in me, and I bet I can deepthroat that,” she says.


It’s not a terrible idea,
other than the risk that alcohol and gag reflexes can cause when put together.


“We’ll see,” I tell her.
“I’m more interested in what you
taste like.”


Yes, it’s a line, but it
works.


In response to my
“selfless act,” she’s all the more adamant in her action. Tonight’s not a bad
night.


She pops me out of her
mouth a moment to lick my sac. This is why I shower three times a day. I never
know when it’s going to happen; only that it is going to happen.


“That’s fucking great,” I
mutter, hoping the driver can’t hear me. I don’t like talking during the act
any more than I like responding to that ridiculous question she asked a minute
or two ago, but if that’s what she wants, that’s what she wants.


The driver glances up at
the mirror, and I can see his eyes squint into a smile.


It’s when he angles the
mirror down to get a closer look at exactly what’s going on that I put my hand
on my companion’s shoulder. I’m fine with the driver having an idea what’s
going on, even catching a glimpse here and there, but having another guy
staring at my junk is just awkward.


“What’s wrong?” the woman
asks. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”


Eager to please, loathe
to offend: it is a beautiful thing.


I nod toward the mirror,
and whatever-her-name-is throws a fit big enough to convince the cabbie to give
us a discount for the trip.


I’m still hard when we
pull up to her building.


We get out of the cab,
and I grin as I wish the driver a good night.


I doubt his is going to
be anything compared to mine.


Buzzed Girl is all laughs
as the doorman opens the door for us, and I’m just hoping she’s not one of
those chicks that’ll spend all of our time giggling and talking about how she
never does this kind of thing.


I get that the
super-innocence thing is a turn on for some guys, but I’m not one of them.


I like a woman who knows
what she’s doing.


We get to the elevator
and, although we’re not the only people in the car, she’s standing in front of
me, rubbing her butt against the front of my jeans.


Yeah, I’m ready.


“Tell me about your
roommate,” I say.


She stops grinding.


“What?” she asks. “Why?”


“I mean, if she hears us,
what’s she going to do? I mean, she’s not going to call the cops or anything
stupid, is she?”


“No,” Buzzed Girl says.
She starts laughing again. It’s not a pleasant noise. “She hasn’t yet.”


Ah, a little depravity.
That’s what I was looking for.


“Do this sort of thing
often, then, huh?”


“What do you think?” she
asks, rubbing up against me.


The whole scene makes the
elderly man standing next to me shift anxiously. I can almost hear him praying
for the elevator to just reach his floor so he can get out.


“There’s just not a good
answer to that,” I whisper.


For once, I’m the one
trying to be discreet.


“I guess you’re about to
find out,” she says.


She turns around to face
me, and I can see the man next to me turn his head.


For a moment, I’m worried
this chick is going to drop my pants right here in the not-so-private elevator,
but she eases that particular fear with a deep kiss, her arms wrapped around my
neck.


I’m a fan of kissing.
It’s probably my favorite part of the whole game, you know, except for
everything else.


That said, this chick is
biting my lip hard enough that I push her away.


“Fucking ease up,” I
whisper. “Planning on taking that home with you?”


“Only if I can bring the
rest of you, too,” she whispers in my ear.


With those words, my goal
for the evening has just become trying to nail her roommate.


It’s a lofty goal, but
unless this chick can come up with something less clumsy to say to me, I don’t
know that I’ve got much choice.


I pride myself on my
game, and having a partner who’s not pulling her own weight is a turnoff.


If the roommate thing
doesn’t work out, though, I guess I’ll manage.


“Two more floors until we
reach heaven,” she whispers, palming the front of my jeans.


“Shh…”


She thinks I’m worried
about the other people in the elevator.


In reality, I just want
to get her to stop saying such ridiculous shit.


The elevator slows to a
stop, and I’m wondering what god this man standing next to me pissed off so
much to end up on the floor right beneath—you know, whoever this woman still
groping me said she is.


He hurries out of the
elevator and Buzzed Girl turns around, rubbing herself against me a little bit
more before we get to her floor.


The sweetest sound in the
world is that elevator door opening again.


“You have no idea what
kind of shit you’re in for,” she tells me.


It’s a challenge.


We’re on her floor and
she’s testing me to see how I’m going to react to such a bold statement.


Believe it or not, that
kind of thing is enough to make a lot of guys nervous.


“We’ll see,” I tell her.


As we approach her door,
she grows quiet, serious.


I was beginning to think
the woman didn’t have any spatial awareness. It’s good to know that’s not
completely true.


She unlocks her door and
puts a finger to her bottom lip.


I wonder if it’s too soon
in our forty-five minute relationship to gauge her interest in a threesome with
her roommate.


“So, tell me more about
this roommate,” I whisper as we get into her room and she shuts the door behind
us.


“Oh, she is so boring,” Buzzed Girl says. “All she
ever does is go to the gym and do yoga. She’s such a flake.”


Be still, my beating
heart.


“So you feel threatened
by her,” I say.


If I have any chance of
making this happen, this is how it’s going to go down.


Buzzed Girl’s eyes
narrow.


Tonight is going to be a
good night.



 

*                    *                    *



 

I don’t have the
slightest idea what Buzzed Girl said to Yoga Chick, but now I’m lying back on
the bed, closing my eyes for a moment so I don’t just immediately trigger.


Yoga Chick has one of her
legs behind her head to allow Buzzed Girl better access to her pussy. All the
while, Yoga Chick is swallowing my member.


Buzzed Girl’s a little
competitive, but that’s not a bad thing—at least right now it’s not, as she’s
replacing her mouth with a couple of fingers on Yoga Chick’s clit and the two
vie for better position between my legs.


I’m not taking sides.


Buzzed Girl works her
mouth up the side of my erection while Yoga Chick plays with my tip, her tongue
warm and soft as she slides her mouth up and down my shaft, clearly trying to
get Buzzed Girl to go back between her own legs.


There’s a power dynamic
here that’s simply fantastic.


“Who’s better?” Yoga
Chick asks, frustrated at Buzzed Girl’s continued trips up the side of my
length.


“Now, there’s a question
that I’m clearly not going to answer,” I tell her.


I’m the only one
laughing.


Yoga Chick takes that as
a confirmation of her own victory and moves up, putting one leg on each side of
my mouth, lowering her slit enough for me to get to work.


Buzzed Girl, thinking herself to be the victor, snorts
derisively at her roommate and doesn’t take her mouth off of me as she reaches
into the nightstand and pulls out a condom.


The way she’s positioned,
there’s just enough space between Yoga Chick’s ankles and ass for me to watch
Buzzed Girl undo the wrapper with one hand.


“Oh yeah,” Yoga Chick
moans, in a clear attempt to make her roommate jealous. “That’s it, baby,” she
goes on. “I love the way you eat my pussy.”


Not to be outdone, Buzzed
Girl slips the condom over me and climbs on top.


She’s moaning now, and
the two continue to grow louder.


Maybe they think it’s
some kind of secret, but this is what’s really turning them on: the
competition.


I’m just glad to be a part
of it.


“I’m going to come!” Yoga
Chick yells, and I’m just hoping she’s not a squirter
for reasons which should be obvious, given her positioning.


“I’m going to come!” Buzzed Girl yells back.


I’m starting to wonder if
they’re just trying to verbally outdo one another, right up until the moment I
can feel both sets of legs shaking and the muffled sounds of their groans as
they kiss somewhere above me.


This is one of those
times I wish I could congratulate myself for a job well done, but honestly, I’m
not sure I have more than a mechanical part in any of it right now.


When the two finally
separate, I can barely hear them, as Yoga Chick’s thighs are still quivering
against each side of my head.


That, mixed with their
continued vocalizations, is almost loud enough that I don’t hear it.


“Breann, I told you to
turn your cellphone off,” one of them says to the other.


I wish I could tell which
one says it, but my field of vision is somewhat restricted at the moment.


“It’s not mine,”
whichever one is Breann answers.


“Shit,” I say—if you can
call what I’m doing right now talking. “It’s mine.”


Yoga Chick raises herself
off of me just enough to ask, “What?”


“That’s mine,” I tell
her. “I’m sorry, but I really have to get that.”


“You’ve got to be
joking,” Buzzed Girl says, still grinding her hips against mine, pushing me
into her again and again, so deep.


“It could be about my
apartment,” I tell her. “If I don’t answer, someone else might get it.”


Yoga Chick sighs and
lifts herself enough for me to angle my upper body toward the edge of the bed.


Buzzed Girl takes this as
an opportunity to get one up on roommate and only rides me harder.


I pull the phone out of
my pants pocket, just hoping that it’s not my mom calling to see if I’ve found
a new place to live yet.


I’m not a total neophyte
to the city, but my last apartment, well, let’s just say things kind of got
complicated with the roommate.


“If you don’t get the
apartment, you can stay in my room,” Yoga Chick says, running her hands down
the front of my body.


“Oh, hell no,” Buzzed
Girl retorts. “If he’s staying with anyone, he’s staying inside of me.” She
giggles.


The slip was clearly
intentional.


“Shh,” I whisper. “This
is Dane Paulson,” I answer the phone.


I can only hope that
whoever’s on the other end can’t hear Yoga Chick lifting Buzzed Girl—by the
ass, mind you—off of my cock or the mostly-self-satisfied tone she exudes as
she works me inside of her.


“Dane, yeah,” an only
vaguely familiar voice answers, “I just wanted to let you know that my first
three choices were unavailable, so it looks like the room is yours.”


“Thank you,” I say,
trying not to sound anywhere near as relieved as I am to hear the news.


As fun as this whole
thing is tonight, I really don’t want to be anywhere near either one of these
women in the cold, sober light of day.


“Oh, that’s it!” Yoga
Chick gasps as I start working my thumb over her swollen bud.


“What was that?” the
woman on the phone asks.


I really need to get
better with names.


“Nothing,” I answer.
“When should I plan on moving in?”


“Screw it,” she slurs.
“Move in tomorrow.”


The line goes dead a
moment later.


I can’t quite be certain
with the amount of distraction going on at the moment, but the woman on the
phone sounded kind of drunk.


Oh well, verbal contract
and all that. Right now, I’m more interested in watching as Buzzed Girl places
one of her thighs over Yoga Chick’s shoulder while Yoga Chick, straddling me in
what amounts to a modified version of the splits, holds her roommate in place
with both hands on the latter’s ass and proceeds to go down on her.


All things considered,
life is pretty great.
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Resolutions


Leila



 


 

My head hurts.


I lie in bed for what
feels like an hour before I gather enough courage to open my eyes.


“Mike?”


There’s no response.


The brightness of the tiny
beam of light that’s made its way through the blinds is pinning me down and
keeping me sightless. I’m not even sure where or who I am right now.


After what feels like
another hour, I manage to sit up and scoot over to the side of the bed.


If this is what a
hangover feels like, I can’t begin to imagine how anyone in the world has ever
decided that getting drunk twice is a good idea.


I did something stupid
last night, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it was.


I’m in my own bedroom.
There’s no one in here with me.


That’s a positive sign.


Still, there’s that heavy
pull in my gut that tells me I’m going to regret something just as soon as I
remember what the hell happened.


I’m naked. Somehow it’s
taken me this long to realize it.


I’ve never slept naked in
my life. I’m way too uptight to feel comfortable without some sort of clothing
on my body at all times; showers and sex excluded, of course.


I lean toward the floor
and feel my pants pockets for my cellphone, but it’s not in them.


After the long, nearly
impossible task of standing up, I check the rest of my room, but the phone’s
nowhere to be found.


Not knowing if there’s
anyone sleeping on the couch, I wrap myself in my bath robe before I open the
door.


Empty.


I would think that
something happened with Mike last night, but I’m confident that he’d stick
around for a while if that were the case. Then again, that would be weird
enough that I might never see him again either.


Huh.


I give up on the phone
for a while and try to remember what cures a hangover. Apparently, though, even
thinking hurts.


Coffee, whether it’s
going to help or not, sounds like a great idea right now, so I head into my
kitchen and start a pot. The clock on the microwave reads: 11:36.


“Great,” I mumble to
myself, “even after getting hammered, I still can’t sleep past noon.”


I was trying so hard to
be one of those derelicts who throw caution to the wind and, whatever.


There’s a knock on the
door, and I’m almost at the peephole when I realize what I did last night. It’s
worse than I could have imagined.


If Mike and I had slept
together, at least we could chalk it up to being such close friends getting
drunk and doing something stupid. It would be weird, but I think we’d both find
a way to live with it.


No, the truth is much
worse.


“Hey, is anyone in
there?”


It’s him.


“Just a minute!” I call
out.


There has to be a way for
me to get out of this. I know I told him that he could move in here but, in my
defense, I was drunk and drunken people should not be held accountable for
their phone calls.


Now that the generalities
of the mistake are clear, the specifics start to set in. I can’t really be
certain, but I think he was having sex while he was on the phone with me.


“I don’t have a key yet,”
Dane calls through the door, and I bite my fingernails on one hand while, with
the other, I unlock the door.


“Dane, look, I—”


“I’m glad you called,” he
says, trotting in. “Fucking thrilled is more like it, actually.”


“When I called you last
night,” I start again, but lose my train of thought.


He shrugs and says, “I
don’t have that much to move in, really. I’m having my mattress delivered here
today along with some other essentials, but I’m sure I’ll be all settled before
I have to go to work.”


“Isn’t it Saturday?” I
ask.


“Yeah,” he says. “It’s my
busiest night of the week.”


“That’s right,” I yawn.
“You’re a musician.”


He shoots me a look that
I’m nowhere near interested enough to decipher and starts talking again. It’s
insufferable.


“Yeah,” he says. “In this
city, the two best jobs to have are also the ones that’ll kill your Saturday
night more than any other.”


I wait for him to expound
on his philosophy, but he either chooses not to or simply hasn’t thought it
through far enough to have decided what the other “best job” would be. Neither
possibility would surprise me.


“Listen,” I say. “It’s
Dane, right?”


“You’re good at that,” he
says. “I can’t remember someone’s name if we’re fucking.”


I get the feeling the
statement isn’t hyperbole.


“Charming,” I mock. “You
and I are going to have to talk about that little phone call last night, but
before that happens, I have got to
get some more sleep.”


“I can tell,” he laughs.
“Looks like you got hit by the drunkest train in the state.”



 

“Uh huh,” I say
dismissively. “Anyway, so, why don’t you help yourself to some food and make
yourself comfortable for a while? Just keep it down. I’d really rather not have
to kick you out before I’ve had a chance to drift into a hangover-induced coma
and die.”


“You know what helps with
that?” he asks.


“What?” I ask, for the
first time looking forward to hearing something that’s about to come out of
this idiot’s mouth.


“Hair of the dog,” he
says.


“What does that even
mean?”


“Hair of the dog that bit
you,” he says. “It means to have a couple of shots or a Bloody Mary or
something. Trust me, that shit fucking works.”


“Have you ever gotten
through a conversation without pumping it full of obscenity?”


“All the time,” he says.
“If you need to go lie down now, I can fix you up something to drink. Just tell
me what you like.”


“That’s okay,” I tell
him. “I think that would just make me puke right now.”


“Oh yeah,” he says,
“you’re going to need a vomit can. I’ll get one for you, roomie.”


I’m done listening to
him. That is, until I get to the door to my room and realize that I’m about to
pop.


“You look like shit,” he
says. “Think you can make it to the bathroom, or are we about to get to know
each other in a very new and disgusting way?”


“Just grab me a ‘vomit
can’, will you?” I ask, only hoping the phrase means what it sounds like it
means.


“All right,” he says. “Go
sit on your bed and I’ll bring something in for you.”


I sit on the edge of my
bed for about twelve seconds before I give up and lie down flat on my back.
It’s a long time before I move again.


Whether I actually fall
asleep at one point or another is hard to say, but the next thing I know, I’m
hearing what sounds like someone hammering a nail into the drywall in the other
room.


I’m about to get up and
tell my new and very temporary
roommate to “knock it off and, oh, by the way, get out, you’re not moving in
here” when I hear a woman’s voice punctuating the same rhythm as the banging
noise.


“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” I exhale.


I would love to go in
there and throw him out right now, but I’m really not willing to see whatever
it is that he’s doing to that poor woman. Either he’s killing her or they’re
having sex. Either way, I don’t want to be a witness.


Sure, I could knock and
call through the door, but it’s so much easier to just bury my head between two
pillows and wish for death. His or mine: it doesn’t really matter.


Even through the pillows,
though, I can hear the woman’s screaming moans, or whatever you’d call that
noise.


To me, it sounds like a
cat being nailed to a board. It’d almost be sad if it weren’t so infuriating.


“Oh fuck! Oh fuck!” the
woman is screaming, and I’ve got to get the hell out of here.


The man’s only been in my
apartment a couple of hours, and he’s already driving me out of it. If I had
any residual guilt about going back on my offer for him to move in, it’s being
drowned out by the woman’s howling.


She’s got to be faking
it. I wonder if he knows.


He probably doesn’t care.


I’ve had sex before, and
at no point did I feel the need to start making noises like a tortured rabbit.


Real or not, I’m done. I
start to think that I might not hear them if I get in the shower—a necessity at
the moment, I assure you—but the squealing is way too loud for me to hang onto
that illusion for long. 


Luckily, I find my phone
and call Mike.


“Hello?”


“Mike, I’ve got to get
the hell out of here. Remember that idiot I told you about—the one who went
through my newspaper?”


“Yeah?”


“I called him last night
and told him that the room is his. Now, he’s in the other room, doing
unspeakable things to a poor woman, and I can’t even—”


“Is he hurting her, or
are they having sex?” Mike asks.


“Probably the latter, but
I have no way of knowing. You’ve got to get me out of here.”


“Just go for a walk or
something. When you come back, tell him that you made a mistake and that he’s
got to go. Wait, you didn’t sign a contract with him or anything, did you?”


“No.”


“There you go. I’m at
work right now, but just go get food or something. It’ll be uncomfortable, but
you’ll be fine.”


“Are you sure you can’t
do it?” I ask.


I’ve never liked
confrontation.


Mike sighs on the other
end of the phone.


“I’ll tell you what,” he
says, “if you can hold out until I’m off, I’ll come over and provide moral
support.”


Deep breath
in. Deep breath out. “All right,” I sigh and hang up.


I had been so focused on
the phone call that I hadn’t noticed the disembodied grunting in Dane’s room
had ceased.


I go back to my room and
close the door. I don’t want to see him or the woman that’s in there.


Sadly, the two were
apparently taking a breather as that thump, thump, thumping of the headboard is
back and louder than before.


I get dressed in record
time, grab my wallet and am out the door. It’s not until the latch clicks
behind me that I realize I forgot my keys.


This is quite possibly
the worst day of my life.



 

*                    *                    *



 

I’m not going to lie. I’m
a little drunk.


Dane was right about that
whole hair-of-the-dog thing. This is fantastic.


That is, I feel fantastic
right up until I feel my phone vibrating in my bra and realize that I now have
to go home and deal with everything.


I order another drink for
the road.


Walking used to be the
easiest thing in the world. It’s been years since I’ve even given the task much
thought, but trying to keep a straight line down the sidewalk takes every bit
of concentration I have.


Mike’s on his way. At the
rate I’m going, I should get there about ten minutes before he does.


I just hope he relents
and does some of the talking. Sauced or not, I’m not looking forward to kicking
the guy out.


When I get to my
building, I don’t bother waiting out front for Mike like I told him I would; I
just go straight up there.


Maybe if I do this quick,
Mike can arrive just in time to throw Dane out on his ear.


That’s the dream.


I spend a few solid
minutes going through my pockets before I remember having left the keys inside.


I knock on the door and
wait.


While I’m waiting,
something triggers a memory within me. Something about my father, but I can’t
put a finger on it.


I knock again, but
there’s no answer.


He must be out.


I don’t have Dane’s
number in my phone since my call history automatically deletes itself, so all I
can do is wait for Mike to get here and then track down the super.


As I’m walking away from
my door, I realize what’s triggering the memory: someone's cooking confit de
canard. My dad used to make it in his restaurant.


This is just perfect. I’m
drunk, irritated and now starving.


As I walk down the
stairs, I pull out my phone.


“Hey,” Mike answers.
“Where are you?”


“He’s not there,” I tell
him. “Are you out front?”


“Yeah,” he says. “Are you
drunk?”


“I wouldn’t say that I’m drunk,” I tell him.


“You know, if we don’t
get that guy out of there, I’m going to have to start taking you to meetings.”


“Yeah, yeah,” I say,
stumbling down the final two steps to the ground floor.


“You okay?” Mike asks.


“I’m fine,” I answer.
“Why?”


The knock on the glass
door of the building answers the question for me.


“Are you going to let me
in or what?”


I hang up and open the
door.


“Are you all right?” he
asks. “It looked like you rolled your ankle or something.”


“I’m fine, but we need to
find the super. I forgot my keys.”


The quest takes a while
as we chase Mr. Traven from floor to floor, the people in each apartment we
stop at saying that he just left. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear
that he’s avoiding me for some reason.


We finally catch up to
him on the fourth floor and little droplets of spit fly out as he chastises me
for making such a ridiculous mistake.


Grudgingly, he walks with
Mike and I back into that hallway, still filled with the fragrance of confit de
canard.


“I’ll let you in,” Mr.
Traven says at the door, “but you’re going to have to figure something else out
next time. I’ve got two broken radiators, a refrigerator that stopped working
around three o’clock yesterday afternoon, and six or seven toilets to unclog. I
really don’t have time to save you every time you—”


“I really appreciate it,
Mr. Traven,” I interrupt. “You’re an absolute lifesaver.”


The gambit works and he
opens the door without showering me or my companion with any more spittle.


As soon as the door is
open, I’m struck by the smell wafting from inside.


“Smells like your
roommate is quite the chef,” Mike says, stopping to sniff the air. “What is
that, anyway?”


“I don’t know,” I lie.


My mind is elsewhere.


Sitting on the kitchen
table is a plate of confit de canard with a note off to one side.


I walk toward it and
breathe deep the succulent aroma while Mike makes his way to my side and picks
up the note.


“I wanted to serve this
hot, but didn’t know when you were going to get back,” Mike reads. “Thank you
for renting me the room. I look forward to living here—Dane.” He looks up at
me. “Well, that was nice of him.”


In my mind, I’m back in
my father’s restaurant, taking no small amount of joy in the fact that I’m the
only one in the whole place who doesn’t have to dress up to get a seat. Without
knowing it, Dane has given me the perfect gift.


“This sucks,” I say,
finally opening my eyes again.


“What sucks?” Mike asks.


“I can’t kick him out now,” I whine.


Mike shrugs, but doesn’t
say anything.


I don’t know what to say
either, so I settle on the obvious question: “Are you hungry?”
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Tension


Dane



 


 

As fun as last night was
in the beginning, the feud between Breann (apparently, she’s the one I was
calling Buzzed Girl) and Yoga Chick only intensified after our exploits. Once
the enmity stopped translating itself into physical contact for me, I lost my
tolerance for it.


Getting out was no small
feat, though, as both Breann and Yoga Chick were constantly looking to me to
resolve individual, and increasingly odd, disputes.


“I think the ficus looks better by the sofa, but Breann thinks it looks
better by the window. She’s crazy, right?”


I wouldn’t have gotten
out of there at all if I hadn’t directed them toward the bathroom, saying some
bullshit about how I thought the bra hanging over the shower rod was sexy. It
was about the stupidest idea I’ve ever had, but it worked well enough. They
both went in there to argue over whose it originally was.


Today’s been great,
though.


Not only did I move into
my new place, but I nailed my friend’s secretary while my roommate was passed
out with a hangover.


This is why I love my
job.


Okay, so I lied to
Roommate Chick about what I do. Yeah, I play guitar and I sing, but I’ve never
played a show.


“What the fuck happened
to this foie gras?” I ask my sous chef.


Yeah, I lied about my
job, but I’m sick of people asking me to get them reservations or teach them my
favorite recipes. It’s a nightmare.


Telling a woman that
you’re an executive chef at one of the better French restaurants in the city is
great if you’re looking for a quick lay, but living with someone who knows
you’re a chef—it’s just not worth the hassle.


That is one of the better
things about this job, though; it has been years since I’ve had to use a pickup
line to get a date. Women love chefs. Tell them about something sizzling in a
pan and you can almost feel the change in humidity.


It worked wonders on
Secretary Chick.


“I didn’t—”


“You didn’t feel like
taking it off the stove before you burnt it to shit?” I interrupt.


Yeah, Ramsay’s got
nothing on me. Well, nothing but the TV shows, cookbooks, multiple restaurants
of his own, fame and fortune.


Still, I’m pretty sure I
get more play than he does.


I’m calling that a
victory.


“What are you waiting
for?” I ask. “Do it again!”


“You’d think with tattoos
like that, the health department would be more worried about hepatitis,”
someone behind me says.


I turn around.


“Jim, you old fuck, get
the hell out of the kitchen before my restaurant loses a star,” I jab back.


“You are an ungrateful
little shit, aren’t you?” he asks.


“What’s up?”


“I need to borrow you for
a minute. Is there someone that can take over for you?”


“Nobody worth a damn, but
hey, it’s your restaurant. Why should I care that your customers are about to
eat burnt shit?”


Jim and I have a strange
relationship. As the owner of l’Iris, he’s my boss.
On the other hand, he’s about the only person I’ve ever met with a filthier
mouth than mine. That’s just his way of connecting with me, though, and I can
appreciate the effort.


I think it’s hilarious.


“All right, sit down,
fuck face,” he tells me. “We’ve got a bit of a problem.”


“Did Wilks jerk off in
someone’s French onion soup again?”


“No,” Jim says. “Wait,
what?”


“I’m just fucking with
you,” I tell him. “Calm down.”


“It’s our covers,” he
says. “Business is down—”


“It was Cannon,” I
interrupt.


“What?”


“The French onion soup
thing—I’m sorry, you were trying to tell me something.”


“Dane, I’ve got to level
with you. We’re pretty fucked right now, and I don’t know how long I’m going to
be able to keep you on. Short of adding pussy to the menu, I’ve been trying
everything to keep people coming in, but with this fucking economy—”


“You’re closing down?” I
ask.


I had no idea he actually
wanted to talk to me about something. Usually when he calls me into his office,
we end up taking a couple of shots and bragging about our exploits. Although,
come to think of it, his tales bear a striking resemblance to some of the
stories in Penthouse Forum.


I wonder if there’s a
connection.


“I’m trying not to,” he
says and sighs. “Look, I’ll keep you on as long as I can, but you’re going to
want to start looking for more work. I just can’t swing an executive chef right
now. I’m thinking of having your sous chef run the day-to-day—”


“Cannon?” I blurt. “I
wasn’t joking about that French onion thing. The guy actually sent that out. I
didn’t even find out about it until—”


“Yeah,” Jim says, “that
was actually a special request from a VIP—it doesn’t matter. What I’m trying to
tell you—”


“Don’t tell me it was
that chick who wrote those perverted fantasy-romance novels for teenagers,” I
interrupt again, trying to lighten the mood.


It doesn’t work.


“Dane, I can give you a
recommendation, but I just can’t afford to pay you anymore.”


“I just moved into a new
fucking place, Jim,” I snap. “How am I supposed to pay for shit if I don’t have
a job?”


“You’re a great chef,”
Jim says, “but I’m out of options.”


“What if I stay on at a
lower salary?” I ask. “Come on, man, I just need enough to pay rent and all
that. People are going to start coming back as soon as—”


“What?” Jim asks. “People
are going to start coming back as soon as the economy recovers? The people who
have the most money aren’t fucking spending it, Dane. That’s why the economy’s in the goddamned tank.
That’s why l’Iris is circling the drain.” He puts his
hands together and leans forward. “Look, I’ve put in too much time, money, and
energy to let this place go under without a fight, but I’m getting my ass
handed to me, here. Trust me, letting you go isn’t an easy—”


“So that’s it, then?” I
ask. “You’re firing me? I put this place on the fucking map, Jim. I’ve got just
as much blood and sweat in this hole as you do and you’re just going to throw
me overboard?”


Jim takes a moment.


“You’re not the only one
I have to let go, Dane, but you’re the one with the biggest salary. When things
get back on track—”


“What?” I ask. “You’ll
condescend to offer me the same job that I’ve been doing six years in this clusterfuck of a city? You can shove that up your fucking
dick hole.”


“Oh, for god’s sake, will
you grow up?” Jim yells. “Six years I’ve been listening to you screaming that
bullshit in the kitchen like you’re Gordon Fucking Ramsay and I’m sick of it.
If you were him, this place wouldn’t be falling apart, I’d have money in the
till, and we wouldn’t have to keep moving the tables farther from the kitchen.”


“You know I—”


“Will you just listen to
me?” he interrupts. “In spite of all your bullshit, I like you, Dane. You’re a
foul-mouthed asshole, but you are a
good chef. This isn’t personal, got it? I would have offered you sous chef just
to keep you on if I didn’t think—”


“That it would be a slap
in the face and the kitchen staff would never respect me again?” I ask.


“This is your problem,
Dane; you’re too fucking arrogant. If I thought you could work under anyone
other than me, I wouldn’t have to let you go, but you can’t,” Jim says, leaning
back in his chair. “I looked at the books, and I can keep you on for another
month or so, but that’s it. You’ve got to find something else.”


“This is such—”


“I don’t have a choice,
Dane,” Jim says. “I’ll give you a good recommendation. I’ll help you get set up
somewhere else, but I can’t keep you here.”


“Yeah, don’t do me any
favors,” I say, getting up from my chair. “I’ll stay on for a while, but don’t
expect Cannon to amount to shit. He needs someone to breathe down his neck and
berate him or he falls apart like a little bitch that couldn’t make himself a
bowl of cereal.”


“I’ll take that under advisement,”
Jim says. “Hey, I’m sorry it has to be this—”


“Oh, fuck yourself, Jim,”
I tell him and am back in the kitchen a minute later.


On the upside, that’s
nowhere near the first time I’ve told my boss to fuck himself. On the downside,
I think that’s the first time he really knew that I meant it.


I’ll be lucky if he keeps
me on until the end of my shift.


Somehow, he resists the
temptation to fire me straight away, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell
Roommate Chick. Although I’m fairly certain that learning her name would be a
positive step before I tell her I just lost my job. First, though, I’ll have to
tell her what it is that I actually do. That’ll be a great conversation.


When I get home, Roommate
Chick is sitting on the couch, reading.


She’s obviously busy, so
I decide not to disturb her.


“Hey,” she says, not
looking up from her book.


Shit.


“Hey,” I answer. “How’s
it going?”


“Fine,” she says, turning
the page. “Where’d you get the confit de canard?”


“I didn’t get it,” I tell her.


“Whatever. I’ve been
looking for a place that serves a decent version of it. Where’d you pick it
up?”


Right now, I’m fighting
two urges: My chef’s pride wants me to tell her that I made it. On the other
hand, if I tell her, she’s going to want me to cook for her all the time. Worse
than that, the conversation will inevitably lead to the one topic I’m trying to
avoid.


“I picked it up at some
French place a few blocks from here.”


It’s not a complete
falsehood. L’Iris is
only a few blocks from the apartment, and I do work there, for now, anyway.


“Does this place have a
name?”


“Yeah, but I can’t
pronounce it,” I lie. Day one on the job was learning the proper French
pronunciation of everything in the restaurant, and I do mean everything.


Jim insists that we call
the spoons “Cuillère.”


She scoffs and returns
the modicum of focus she was expending on me back to her book. Or, at least
that’s what I was hoping she was doing.


“Do you remember the
address?” she asks, her eyes moving side to side as she reads.


“Not remotely.”


That one’s not a lie.


“Do you know the name of
the chef?” she asks. “I could probably look it up from that.”


“You really liked it,
huh?” I ask, secretly patting myself on the back.


“Yeah,” she says. “Oh
well. If you can’t remember, you can’t remember.”


“All right,” I say and
start to walk back toward my room.


“Only…”


I stop.


“I don’t know. I’d love
to find out where you got it. It’s the best confit de canard I’ve had
since—well, it’s the best I’ve had in years.” She finally looks up from her
book. “Maybe some time when you’re free we could walk through the area. I’m
sure we could find it.”


I have to give her
something; otherwise every conversation is going to end up here. We really
don’t have anything else to talk about.


“It has a flower on the
sign,” I tell her. “Other than that, I’m not sure that—”


“L’Iris?”
she asks, her breath bated.


“I don’t know,” I say.
“Maybe.”


When I’m free and clear
of the restaurant, I’ll tell her where to go. Not that Cannon could even dream
of making confit de canard without me holding his hand and slapping him in the
face with it.


“I bet that’s it,” she
says. “I’ve wanted to try it out, but I hear the chef is a real jerk.”


“You don’t say.”


“Yeah,” she says. “If the
food’s that good, though, maybe it’s time to drop in and see what happens.”


“Nah,” I tell her. “I
could hear that guy from the kitchen. Everything was ‘fuck this,’ and ‘fuck
that.’ It kind of kills the mood.”


“Yeah,” she says. “Maybe
you’re right. Maybe I’ll just have Mike go in there for me. People who curse
all the time get on my last nerve. I mean, what kind of idiot—”


She pauses a moment and
looks up, but she doesn’t look at me.


“Thanks for picking that
up for me anyway,” she says and goes back to her book.


I smile, but don’t pursue
the insult.


It’s already twelve-thirty,
and if I’m going to find any wet comfort, I’d better get showered, changed and
on my way. Otherwise, I’m going to end up booty-calling one of last month’s
rejects, and that’s really not worth the drama if I can avoid it.
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Work


Leila



 


 

A couple of weeks have
gone, and I haven’t kicked Dane out yet.


That’s not a testament to
his improving manners: rather, my saint-like patience.


I’m walking down the hall
at the firm right now, hoping Mr. Kidman isn’t in his office.


Every time I pass, he
calls me in just to see if I’m going to take him to HR for sexual harassment this time.


To tell the truth, I
would—the man’s a degenerate—if I didn’t know he was just trying to get fired
so he could cash in his ridiculously bloated severance package. This may be the
only situation in which I’m willing to put up with his crap.


I pass the office, but am
immediately beckoned back.


Unfortunately, Mr. Kidman
is one of my many, many bosses. If he wasn’t, I’d just keep walking and let him
use someone else for his little game.


“Miss Tyler,” he says as
I poke my head into his office. “You look absolutely fuckable
today.”


“Did you want something,
or are you just trying to make me think you have a less embarrassing package
than you actually do?” I ask.


It helps that I can give
as good as I get.


“You know I love it
fiery,” he smirks. “Why don’t you waddle that juicy ass over here and pick up
this file? It needs to go to Atkinson, so don’t suck any dicks on your way to
his office. This needs to go out today.”


Okay, maybe I can give as
good as I can get, but this jerk is so far past the line, I almost don’t care
that one complaint from me and he’d get rewarded with a check larger than what
I’ll make in my lifetime. It’s almost worth it just to have the man out of my
life.


This is really a horrible
position to be in.


I walk over to his desk
and take the file.


“Now, why don’t you give
me a little kiss,” he says.


“Try it and you’re going
to find the business end of my high-heel embedded in your left grape.”


He just laughs, and I am
so sick of it.


I don’t know if he
actually thinks I’m enjoying this or what, but I do know that things only got
worse when I told him to stop.


My only consolation is
that my silence is causing him pain.


“One more thing,” he says
as I’m almost out the door.


“What?” I ask; any
tolerance I had left now gone completely.


“Would you mind walking
out again, only this time with your skirt pulled up above that bubble butt of
yours?”


Leila,
don’t hit senior citizens. It’s not worth it. You’ll be the one to end up in
jail.


Oh, but it would be so
worth it.


“Screw you.”


As I exit the office,
fully intending to just give up and get the prick fired, I glance back: he’s
smiling and pumping his arm in celebration. Getting him fired is what he wants,
but I can’t deal with his crap much longer before I come in here and become the
latest office-shooting statistic.


And I’m really a very
calm, nice person.


I get the file to
Atkinson’s office. Luckily for me, he’s always been respectful.


The problem with Atkinson
is that he always has a couple dozen things for me to do, and I’m not sure he
realizes that I’m still an intern.


It’s not like I haven’t
told him a few dozen times.


He tries to get me to
make a call to the SEC and go over my monthly numbers as some part of our
firm’s latest investigation that I still don’t quite understand, but I have no
personal numbers to go over. To make the conversation go more quickly, I just
tell him that it’s already taken care of.


He smiles, and I only end
up getting coffee for him and half the floor, emptying his wastebasket, calling
his wife to tell her that he won’t be home until after midnight because he’s
slammed with work and then call his favorite drinking buddy to tell him that
they’re still on for six o’clock, water his plants, place his picture of the
Great Wall in a more Feng-Shui-friendly position,
explain to him yet again that I don’t know anything about money laundering, but
reassure him that I’ll look into it, tell him which tie is most appropriate for
a trip to a sports bar and organize his stack of subpoenas by date of
appearance.


This is my job.


And college was so
exciting.


I stayed up every night
before an exam to make sure I’d always be at the top of my class. A social life
was a concept that I only became aware of in a sociology class, and then only
as a study of human behavior. It was never a participatory topic for me.


Now, I’m the office bitch
and this is somehow supposed to prepare me for life as a big time broker.


“Hey, Lei-Lei,” Annabeth
says.


She’s the only one here
who knows the hell that is this job. By that, I mean she’s also an intern.


“Hey, Annabeth,” I sigh.


“Bad day?”


“I don’t know if I
remember what a good one is to make a suitable comparison,” I answer. “How
about you?”


“Well,” she says, “I
tried slapping Mr. Kidman, thinking maybe that would get him to shut his
fucking mouth without getting him fired, but that only seemed to turn him on.”


“What the hell is it with
men, anyway?” I ask. “I get that he wants the severance, but even in his
position, with that much money riding on it, I would never treat anyone that
way.”


“You and me both, girl,”
Annabeth scoffs. “Smoke break?”


“Please.”


I don’t smoke, but going
out on the roof with Annabeth is about the only time on the job where I can
pretend like I’m making some kind of a difference.


Annabeth blows out her
first puff before we’re out the door and I’m holding my breath.


“Have you gotten any
offers yet?” she asks.


“Nothing yet,” I tell
her. “I would say that I hope I can get something here when my internship is
up, but I really don’t know that I could handle working in this hellhole for
the rest of my career.”


She takes a drag. “I know
what you mean. If it wasn’t for Kidman, I’d say we could make it work, but
sometimes…”


“Have you heard back on
anything?” I ask, walking to the other side of her to avoid the cloud floating
by me.


“Not a damn thing,” she
says. “I always thought that summa cum laude meant I could walk onto any job I
wanted. Too bad everyone else had the same idea and we all moved to New York.”


The problem with Annabeth
is that she tries to work how she got summa cum laude and I only got magna cum
laude into every conversation. Still, other than Mike, she’s the closest thing
to a friend that I’ve got in this city.


“Things still bad with
your roommate?”


“Oh, you wouldn’t
believe,” I tell her. “Last night, he came in at like four in the morning,
drunk and knocking over just about everything that stands upright on the way to
his room.”


“Well,” Annabeth says,
blowing her drag out, “at least he was alone this time.”


“Oh, did I forget to
mention that every time he crashed into something, I could hear the chick
behind him running into the same thing?”


Annabeth laughs.


“It could be worse,” she
says, but doesn’t offer any proof to back the theory.


“I guess,” I tell her. “I
wish that just once, something could go right for me in this city. Everything’s
so competitive and everyone treats each other like dirt.”


“It’s not the city,”
Annabeth tells me. “You just need to get out there and get your freak on.”


“My freak,” I tell her,
“is permanently set in the off position. Besides, I think people stopped saying
that like ten years ago.”


“Whatever,” Annabeth
says. “I have the perfect guy for you.”


This is the other problem
with Annabeth. She’s always trying to hook me up with someone, and she has the
worst taste in men.


“My cousin just got into
town and he’s looking for someone to take out to a nice dinner. He’s a really
funny guy, and people tell me that he’s pretty handsome, too. He’s my cousin
and all, so I don’t really look at him like that, but I think you two would
really hit it off.”


“And now tell me what’s
wrong with him.”


“Nothing,” she says,
taking another drag. “Nothing’s wrong with him.”


Wait for it.


“Okay, I guess he can be
a little impulsive, but girl, you know spontaneity’s the spice of life.”


“You said he just got
into town. Where was he?”


“Upstate,” Annabeth
answers, looking at her feet.


I really hope I’m not
that bad at hiding things.


“Where upstate?” I ask.


And here it comes.


“Okay, he was kind of
locked up for a little while, but the whole thing was just a total misunderstanding.
He was drunk and thought the car was his!”


“Yeah,” I say. “I’m
sorry, but I do have a no-felons rule in my dating life.”


“Oh, like you’re going to
find a good-looking single man in this city without a record,” she scoffs.


“I’ll take my chances,” I
tell her.


“I’m done. You wanna play hooky?”


“I still have to go
downstairs and help Atkinson write a speech for his son’s career day.”


Annabeth groans.


“I know,” I tell her.
“Maybe next time.”


“You always say that, but
you’ve never slipped out with me longer than a smoke break,” she complains.
“Who’s even going to know that we’re gone?”


“Everyone!” I snap.
“Every time you leave in the middle of the day, I have to pick up your crap
just to make sure no one wonders why you’re
not here. Nobody’s going to do that for me, and they’re certainly not going to
do that for both of us. Maybe, with your summa
cum laude, you might have better luck landing something if you ever did any
damn work around here!”


I don’t know what exactly
she said that pushed me over the edge, but here I am on my way down.


“Easy, girl,” she says,
holding her palms up and toward me. “I didn’t know it was such a burden for
you.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, not
knowing why I’m crying. “I just hate this stupid job and I hate this stupid
city, but I can’t leave or else I’ll always be the one who couldn’t make it in
the real world.”


“You think New York is
the real world?” she asks. “Hell, you think there is something called the real world? Lei-Lei, you gotta calm down and realize everyone out there’s going
through the same shit as you. None of us are going to land half what Kidman
would pull down with his golden parachute and that man hasn’t done a hard day’s
work in thirty years. What you’ve gotta do is learn
to find some kind of happiness for yourself. That’s the only way you’re going
to make it.”


“I’m sick of the
platitudes,” I tell her. “I get what you’re saying, but going out there and
hooking up with a car thief isn’t going to make my life any better.”


She laughs. “Fine, you
don’t have to go out with my cousin. Actually, he’s not really my cousin. Joe
just wants us to double with someone. Can you believe it? He says that when we
go out alone, I just dominate the conversation and never let him get a word in.
He tells me that I’m always trying to tell people what to do…”


She starts to trail off
as I roll my eyes.


“Listen,” she says,
“things aren’t that bad, okay? Yeah, we’ve got shitty jobs, but we’re working
for a company that moves millions of dollars around every day. The whole
economy can rise or fall depending on what mood the boss is in—yeah, that’s
terrible planning on a societal level, but this
is where it all happens and we’re a part of it.”


“Atkinson wants me to
help him lance a blister between his toes.”


All right, I’m smiling.


“Okay, that’s
disgusting,” she says, “but you know how good this place looks on a resumé. Hell, getting kicked out of the lobby will land you
a couple hundred-thou anywhere else.”


“I guess.”


For all her flaws, this
is why I love Annabeth. She always knows how to cheer me up when I’m starting
to look at the edge of the building too seriously.


“There you go,” she says.
“Now you get in there, and you lance the shit out of that old dude’s blister!”


I laugh. “You almost had
it there,” I tell her.


“Took it one too far, didn’t
I?” she asks, smiling back at me.


As I’m walking back into
the building, the strangest thought comes into my mind.


I think it started as a
way to comfort myself and keep Annabeth’s pep talk going, but the direction my
brain just went is strange and I don’t like it.


At
least I have Dane to go home to.
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The
Building across the Street


Dane



 


 

She doesn’t really talk
to me, so I can’t be sure, but I’m starting to get the feeling that Leila
doesn’t like me.


It probably didn’t help
that I only learned her name last week when I was going through her mail. Maybe
it wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t caught me in the act.


After knocking that lamp
off the table in the living room last night, it’s probably best if I don’t go
home tonight. As I open my eyes and take in the gorgeous view that is this
naked redhead, I think I’ll be fine.


“You know,” she says,
pulling me down to her mouth, kissing me softly, “I never do this.”


They never do.


“Well, I’m glad you made
an exception,” I tell her.


The next thing I know,
she’s somehow pulled me down onto the bed, rolled us both so she’s now on top,
and she’s sliding me inside of her with a greedy look in her eyes.


Her muscles wrap around
me, holding me tight, and I kiss her neck as she breathes, “You feel amazing.”


“So do you,” I respond.
It’s not the most romantic or clever option, but it’s close enough.


She leans back slightly,
positioning her breasts directly in front of me, and I take her nipples into my
mouth, each in their turn, drawing little circles with my tongue.


She leans back further
and now I’m running my hand between her breasts and down the front of her body,
her skin so warm to the touch.


“I love the way you fill
me up,” she moans, and I place my hands on her hips, guiding her smoothly up
and down my erection.


I meet the motion of her
hips with my own and we move in sensual harmony, our only goal to bring each
other to that release that just makes every problem in the world seem so
trivial.


“Can I ask you
something?”


“What’s that?” I ask.


She continues to rock her
hips, and she throws her head back, her long, red hair flipping with the
motion.


Her eyes are closed as
she utters, “There’s something I’ve always wanted to try, but I’ve never had
the courage to ask anyone.”


“Sure,” I said. “What is
it?”


She leans forward and
presses into me hard. She’s reaching for something with both hands, but from
where I’m lying, I can’t tell what until I feel the cold metal around both
wrists.


I snicker a bit.


“A bit kinky,” I tell
her, “but that’s all right.”


“Shut up, bitch!” she
yells and slaps me hard across the face.


I can feel her growing
wetter, and I think maybe it’s time she and I have a little talk.


“I’m really not into any
rough stuff,” I tell her.


“Oh,” she says, pulling
off of me. “I’m so sorry.”


A moment later, my hands
are free and she’s sobbing uncontrollably.


I haven’t the slightest
idea what I’m supposed to do here.


“It’s all right,” I tell
her, putting a hand on her shoulder.


“No, it’s not,” she says.
“I’ve just always wanted to make someone my bitch.”


Okay, now I really don’t
know what to say. I honestly didn’t think people talked like that.


“Really,” I say. “I’m
fine with the handcuffs, but maybe we just don’t do the slapping or the
name-calling.”


“Oh, what do you know?”
she asks.


I’m at a loss.


“I really don’t know what
you mean,” I tell her.


“You think it’s so easy
for a woman to open up sexually. Well, it’s not. Everything we do either makes
us a prude or a freak-slut. It’s such bullshit.”


I actually agree with
her, but am having a bit of trouble expressing that with half of my face still
numb.


“Why don’t we,” I start,
standing up and discreetly looking for my pants, “just get dressed and talk it
out. I bet it’ll make you feel better.”


“Oh,” she says, her tone
changing completely, “so now you don’t think I’m good enough to have sex with?”


“I really—”


“No, see this is what all
you guys do. The handcuffs go on and your balls just shrivel up because you
can’t handle letting a woman be in charge for once.”


What’s the word I’m
looking for?


“Seriously, if I’d known
you were such a pussy, I never would have picked you up—I mean seriously, how
do you get out of bed in the morning?”


Flummoxed: that's the
word I’m looking for.


“Fucking say something,
will you?”


I open my mouth, but
can’t find any words to adequately describe my surprise or my terror in this
moment, so I do the only thing that my body will allow.


I laugh.


“I’m sorry,” I tell her
as soon as I can catch my breath. “Really, I am. I’m not laughing at you. I
just have no idea how to even begin to approach this conversation.”


Her eyes start going wide
again.


“No, no, no,” I say.
“It’s all right. We can figure this thing out. Now, there are some things you
want to do, some of which make me uncomfortable, some of which I’m okay with.
What would be the ideal situation for you? Let’s start there, and I’ll tell you
what will work and what won’t work for me. I’m sure we can find a consensus
somewhere here.”


“I don’t know,” she says
in a creepily normal tone. “I guess, when I saw your tattoos, I just kind of
figured that you were into some freaky shit. Maybe I went overboard without
seeing if you were cool with everything.”


“That’s okay,” I tell
her. “Now, what would be ideal for you?”


“What I really want to do is tie you to the bed,
ride you like a bull and, I don’t know…”


“It’s okay,” I tell her.
“Just tell me what you want. That’s how we’re going to find a compromise here.”


My goal for the evening
is to find some way to sleep with her and not end up with a black eye.


“I just want to make you
my bitch, you know? I want to have you do what I tell you to do and maybe smack
you around a little if you don’t do it right. Is that so much to ask?”


“Wow,” I chuckle. “You
know, that’s a bit much for me,” I tell her. “Not that it’s weird or anything,
it’s just not my particular cup of tea.”


I wonder what Yoga Chick
is up to.


“Well, what do you want?”


“Me? I don’t know, I
guess I’m a bit more old-fashioned when it comes to the bedroom. I like a nice,
pleasant evening where we fuck like bunnies, maybe take a few pages out of the
Kama Sutra and see if we can get your neighbors to file a noise complaint.”


“Okay,” she says, giving
the situation the kind of thought one would put toward what college to attend
or whether or not space-time is a fixed or mutable concept. “Well, I like what
you’re saying, but I’m going to need a little more than that.”


“I can offer you light
spanking.”


“Who’s spanking whom?”
she asks, surprisingly articulately.


“I guess that’s really up
to you,” I tell her.


“Oh, I’d definitely be
spanking you,” she says.


I’m starting to get the
feeling that we may be trying a bit too hard to make this work, but I’ve
already put so much into it, I don’t want to just give up.


“I can live with some
spanking—some light spanking,” I tell
her. “But I’m talking with your hands. No paddles or whips. A riding crop might
be acceptable, but that’s really going to come back to the force of the blow.”


“Okay,” she says. “I
think I can live with that, but that’s still not quite enough for me. I mean,
you’ve really taken me out of the
mood here.”


If I didn’t know any
better, I’d say that she’s enjoying this more than she was enjoying the sex.


Actually, I don’t know
any better.


“What did you have in
mind?”


“Well,” she says, “you
seemed to be okay with the handcuffs, but you weren’t okay with me slapping
you.”


“Yeah,” I emphasize. “Not
into the slapping. While we’re at it, I’m also not into either of us drawing
blood, head-butting or any phrase that starts with donkey—just not my thing.”


“Well, you’ve got to give
me a little more than some light spanking and handcuffs,” she says, her voice
most of the way back to what it was when she uttered those memorable words:
“Shut up, bitch!”


“This isn’t your first
time with any of this, is it?” I ask her.


She shrugs. “Most guys
like to hear that sort of thing,” she says.


“Isn’t it funny the
things we say to each other, never really knowing if it’s what the other person
wants or not?”


“I know, right?” she
smiles.


I feel like the term
emotional rollercoaster is too slow a metaphor to capture this particular
moment.


“Okay,” she says. “How do
you feel about adding someone else? If you’re going to veto the fun stuff, we
could at least switch gears.”


I lightly clap my hands
together. “Okay,” I tell her. “That’s something we might be able to—”


“Yeah,” she interrupts.
“I have a friend who’s a dom—”


“You know, maybe we
should figure this out between the two of us before we bring a third party into
the equation?”


“Okay,” she says and
shrugs.


About a minute goes by in
awkward silence with me sitting with my pants on but undone, her still naked
beside me.


“I know!” she shouts,
clapping her hands hard in triumph.


A few minutes later,
we’re on top of her roof, she’s up on the ledge, leaning back and my arms are
wrapped around her lower back, just trying to figure out a way to get through
this without her falling.


Don’t misunderstand; I’m
definitely feeling the draw.


Her hands go above her
head and she leans back even farther. I have to move my grip from around her
back to around her legs, but she’s quick to pull them together and rest them on
my shoulder.


She’s not quiet, but that
only adds to the thrill of the moment as I enter her, the sound of our skin
hyphenating every movement as she falls again and again onto my hard, throbbing
cock.


“This is fucking great!”
she calls into the night, and I can’t help but agree with her.


I tighten my grip around
her thighs as her legs begin to quiver in my arms, and as she erupts into
screaming orgasm, I’m checking the windows of the building across the street to
see if anyone’s filming this.


We’re in public, so it’s
not really an invasion of privacy.


Really, I’d just like a
copy for myself.


No luck, though. There
are plenty of people nudging their friends and pointing but not one of them is
holding a camera.


Lame.


I’m not much of an
exhibitionist, but it is a bit of a rush being on display like this, bringing
this gorgeous woman to orgasm on the very edge of the building.


As her contracting
muscles relax again, I reach up and put a hand on her shoulder.


She gets the idea and
grabs my arm with one hand and pulls herself up. Without a word, she hops down
from the ledge and turns around, placing her stomach over the towel we set on
the ledge—which, by the way, only made keeping her from slipping that much
harder—her breasts hanging just over the side of the building.


A few drapes have shut in
the building across the street, but even more have opened.


That’s one thing about
New York: almost everyone’s a voyeur.


I run one hand down her
back while, with the other, I reach around her front and write the alphabet in
cursive, print and at one point, I’m pretty sure,
Cyrillic over her clit with the pad of my middle finger.


She’s using the ledge as
leverage to push herself onto me so hard that I have to hold onto her hips not
to lose my balance.


“Say my name!” she
shouts.


Okay, this is awkward.


“Come on,” she says. “I’m
almost there again. I want everyone over there watching us to know who you’re
fucking!”


I’ll be the first to
admit that she’s a lot more hardcore than I am.


It’s not even a contest.


“I don’t—”


“I don’t know yours
either!” she pants. “Just think of something!”


It’s not dignified and
it’s not romantic.


I have no illusions
there.


It is, however,
surprising that the name that I call out as I feel that rising pull in my body
is Leila.


It’s not that big a deal,
I guess. She told me to call out a name and I called out a name. There’s no
reason to read anything more into it than that.


“Oh, Wrigley!” she
screams.


Wrigley? Really?


I guess it works for her,
as I can feel the tense-and-release in her body as she grinds against me hard
and that does it for me.


I come hard with an eager
audience across the street.


I’m a little disappointed
that I don’t see or hear applause, but as my body spasms in pleasure, that
disappointment quickly dissipates.


“Woo!” she interjects.
“That was perfect! I’ve never done that
before.”


Once my orgasm fades
away, I pull out and remove the condom, cleaning first her and then myself—for
obvious reasons—with the towel from the ledge.


I’m naked and still hard
as I turn to see the security guard standing in the doorway to the roof.


I tap my companion on the
shoulder and she turns her head. She’s still leaning against the ledge, her
arms fully outstretched.


“Wrigley!” the security
guard shouts. “I told you to stop coming up here. You have any idea how many
complaints we get when you pull this shit?”


I should probably feel
more exposed or fearful, but I can’t help but laugh with the realization that
the woman was calling out her own name from the top of a rooftop as she was
having sex, basically in front of her neighbors.


This might just be true
love.
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Just
another Day at the Office


Leila



 


 

Thus far, I’ve managed to
avoid Mr. Kidman, so today’s a good day.


Good might be a bit
liberal a phrase, but it hasn’t been completely soul crushing, so at least it’s
a step in the right direction.


I’m having trouble
concentrating, though. Annabeth is right: I do need someone in my life.


My last boyfriend, Chad—a
jerk’s name if ever there was one—kind of did a number on me. Between his
near-constant cheating and the way he would always find something wrong in
anything I did, it’s been a bit difficult for me to find a measure of
confidence in myself.


That’s why they do it.


That’s why men treat
women like crap—it’s probably why women treat men like crap, too. It’s just a
way to make the other person feel like less so that you can feel like more.


Even knowing this,
knowing that Chad was just a coward, it doesn’t change anything. The damage is
done, and I don’t even know where to start with finding a guy to get to know,
to start dating. I’ve all but given up on finding anything resembling real
love, but at this point, I’d be satisfied with a reasonable knockoff.


“Tyler!” that grating
voice calls behind me.


“Mr. Kidman,” I say,
turning around, “I’m really not in the mood.”


“Well, I think we both
know that I am,” he says and licks
his lips.


It’s not an attractive
gesture.


“But listen, I did want
to tell you that you’ve been doing great work around here, and if you’d like to
knock off early one of these days, I’d be happy to approve it.”


“What’s the catch?” I
ask.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that you’re a
pathetic letch and you’d never say something like that unless there was some
disturbing euphemism to accompany it.”


That’s what I want to
say.


What I really say is,
“You’d just approve it? No special favors or anything?”


“Not unless you’d like to
show your gratitude by coming back to my office, and—you know what? I’m not
really in the mood for this today, either,” he says. “My wife’s been on my case
all week, asking me when I’m going to retire, and I don’t have anything to tell
her. Anyway,” he breathes, “just thought I’d let you know that. Oh,” he says,
“and if you see your friend Annabeth around, would you tell her that I know
she’s been skipping out and her ass is about an inch from the chopping block.”


“I’ll let her know,” I
say, smiling.


I’m not thrilled with
what he said about Annabeth, but that was the closest thing to a mutually
respectful conversation I’ve had with the man.


“One more thing…”


My joy may have been
premature.


“I’ve been talking with
the partners, and we think there might be a future for you here. I don’t know
if you’ve received any other offers, but I do hope that you’ll consider staying
on. We’ve really appreciated all the hard work you’ve been putting in.”


This is too good to be
true, I’m sure, but my day just got a whole lot better.


“Thank you, sir,” I tell
him. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“You know there’s always
a position open under me,” he says. “Huh. Look at that, I guess I am in the
mood. Anyway,” he laughs, “keep up the good work.”


All right, he kind of
marred it at the end there, but all-in-all, I’d say it was a pretty uplifting
exchange.


Rackham Morris, one of
the partners, passes me in the hall and right now, I’m not even bothered by the
fact that he completely ignores my existence. Nothing is going to get me down
today.


“Tyler!”


Why do I always tell
myself that nothing is going to get me down? I know better than to jinx it like
that.


“Yes?” I ask, turning to
face Atkinson.


“Yeah,” he says, “I’m
going to need your help with a few projects. Are you busy?”


Come to think of it, I
think I see a way out of this.


“Actually,” I tell him,
“I’m just on my way out for the day, but Annabeth should be around here
somewhere.”


That should keep him busy
for a while, as I happen to know that Annabeth is at Reginald’s for a
ridiculously extended lunch break.


I pop over to Mr.
Kidman’s office to ask him if he needs anything else. He tells me to go and
spread my wild oats. Yeah, he also tells me to take pictures of the
oats-sewing, and I’m pretty sure he’s using the wrong expression given my
gender, but it’s close enough to a nice moment that I
walk back out of his office with a spring in my step.


I pull out my phone.


“Hey,” I write, “still at
Reginald’s?”


I get to the elevator and
wait in the lobby for a response before I do anything else.


“No,” Annabeth’s return
message reads, “but if you’re up for skipping out, I’m getting some drinks with
some guys down at the bar.”


With Annabeth, there is
only one bar in New York. “I’ll see you there in twenty minutes.”


A minute or two later,
I’m in a cab, telling the driver to step on it. He sighs and rolls his eyes at
the cliché, but damn it, I’m having a wonderful day.


When the cab pulls up, I
spot Annabeth standing outside the door, sucking down a cigarette.


She drops it when I step
out of the cab.


“Ho-ly shit, girl!” she
says. “I never thought you’d actually blow off work to come get drinks with
me.”


I would tell her that I
was actually offered an early day, but what’s the point?


“I had to see what you
were up to one of these times, didn’t I?” I ask.


“Ooh, ooh,” she says,
“you have got to meet these guys I’ve
been talking with in there. I have a feeling your dry spell is about to
experience unseasonable precipitation.”


She holds her hand above
her head for a high five, but I can’t reward her for that comment. “You know I
love you,” I tell her, “but can we not do the double-entendre thing. We’ve
talked about this and decided that neither one of us is any good at it.”


“Oh fine,” she says,
lowering her hand. It goes back up when she announces, “Girl, you gonna get laid!”


I laugh and do my best to
give her a high five that doesn’t completely embarrass both of us, but that’s
really not why I’m here.


“Don’t get me wrong,” I
tell her, “from what I remember of it, sex is pretty nice, but I’m really not
looking for something like that right now.”


She nods awkwardly.
“Yeah, I guess you’re—”


“Oh, who am I kidding?
I’m an apple tree that needs to be plucked.”


“I thought we just
agreed—”


“I know, I know. We
really are terrible at that, aren’t we?”


“You said it.”


Annabeth finishes up her
cigarette and we walk into Club Allen, the worst-named bar in New York and the
only place in this world that Annabeth would rather be than Bali. Come to think
of it, I’m not sure that’s she’s ever been to Bali, but I do remember her
talking a lot about it.


Huh.


We’re twenty feet from
the bar when I spot the group that Annabeth was talking about. It has to be
them. They’re the only ones who look like escaped convicts.


Annabeth bounces over to
them and gives them all hugs. I’m pretty sure she said they just met, but
whatever. She’s rather friendly that way.


She points to me,
obviously telling them something, but it’s too loud for me to hear what she’s
saying, so I walk closer to the group.


“…I mean a long time,” she says. “Leila, we were
just talking about you! Come have a seat. Rick, here, is going to buy you a
drink. What do you want?”


Drunk in the middle of
the day: is this my life now?


“I guess I don’t have to
go back to work today. I’ll have a tequila sunrise,” I answer, eliciting a
cheer for some reason.


The one that must be
Rick—my clever deduction is due to the fact that he’s the one leaning over the
bar, ordering my drink—has dark, shoulder-length hair and there’s a tribal
armband only partially hidden under his shirtsleeve.


He’s really not my type.
I’m more into the clean-cut gentleman, but now that I think of it, the only
“clean-cut gentleman” I ever dated was Chad.


What the hell? I’ll see
if there’s something to this Rick guy other than the tattoos and the somewhat
unsettling look that he’s giving me as he hands over my drink.


Boy, he is really staring
me down.


All right, maybe Rick’s
not the guy, but I do feel like letting loose and maybe doing something stupid.


“So, what do you guys
do?” I ask, scanning each of the four men in turn, looking for anyone who
doesn’t look like they’d kill me in my sleep.


“Finance,” they all
answer at once.


That explains it.


“We’re in finance, too,”
Annabeth says.


“No we’re not,” I rebut.
The tone catches the guys off guard. “I mean, we’re in brokerage, but that’s
hardly the…” I trail off, realizing just how full of crap I am. If Annabeth and
I aren’t in finance, what are we?


Annabeth just smiles and
touches my arm.


“Will you guys excuse us
for a minute?”


Four men with blank faces
nod, startlingly in unison.


We get about ten feet
away from the bar when Annabeth turns on her heel and asks, “What’s your deal?
Those guys are totally into us.”


“I don’t know,” I hedge.
“I guess they’re just not my type.”


“Yeah?” she asks. “What is your type, then?”


I shrug.


“I think I know what the
problem is.”


“Yeah?”


If she has any ideas, I’m
more than open to hear them.


“You’re scared,” she
says. “It’s been so long since you’ve gotten yourself some strange that you
don’t know what to do when it’s sitting right in front of you.”


“Strange is a pretty good
way to describe it,” I say, looking over at Annabeth’s brood, not one of them
speaking or showing any kind of emotion whatsoever. They’re just sitting there,
staring off into what I’m nearly certain is nothing.


“You need to loosen up,”
she says. “Now, drink that shit down and I’m going to order us some shots.”


“I didn’t really bring
that much—”


“You’re a pretty girl in
a bar,” Annabeth interrupts. “The last thing in the world you have to do is buy
your own drink. There’s not a man in here that wouldn’t rather see you drunk,
so chug that down and let’s get it started.”


“Get what started, though?” I ask, my adventurousness almost completely
dissolved already.


“A nice, pleasant,
one-hour relationship,” she says. “You need to get someone to clear out the
cobwebs.”


“Cobwebs?”


“Right,” she says, “the
rule. But you know what I mean. Just take a breath, will you? I’ll tell you
what. Go over there and I’ll help you build some confidence.”


“They’re really not—”


“I’m not saying you have
to marry any of them,” she says. “Just sit on the stool, drink whatever they
buy you—I know you worry about roofies, but I
promise, I’ll watch all your drinks, okay? Besides,” she says as she’s walking
away, “something happens and we’re going over to your place.”


“What?”


She’s already back at the
bar.


In response to something
Annabeth is telling them, one of the men gives up his seat and motions for me
to take it. Timidly, I walk over and sit down.


“All right,” Annabeth
says, “who wants to buy this beautiful woman a vodka?”


My stomach churns.


“Not vodka,” I tell her.


She rolls her eyes. I’ve
been getting that a lot lately.


“Fine, who wants to buy
this beautiful woman a shot of bourbon?”


Rick raises his hand like
he’s in junior high.


Maybe these guys aren’t
so scary after all. Maybe they’re just idiots.


That’s better somehow,
right?


“All right,” Annabeth
continues, “so Rick, what do you think of my friend
here?”


He blushes and looks
away.


Yep. Not scary: idiot.


“I don’t know,” he says.


“Go on,” Annabeth says.
“Tell her what you like about her.”


“Well,” he says, “she’s
got—”


“Don’t tell me, tell
her,” Annabeth interrupts.


This has to be the most
uncomfortable moment of my life.


“You’re very pretty,” he
says. “You’re tall, but not too tall. I like the way your hair catches the
light.”


His friends are laughing
at him, but this isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.


“Okay, you three,”
Annabeth says, pointing to everyone but Rick and I, “you’re coming with me.”


“I don’t—” I start, but
Annabeth puts a finger to my bottom lip.


“You’ll be fine,” she
says. “I’ll be right over there.”


She doesn’t indicate
where “there” is, but I suppose I’ll live.


“Now,” she says to Rick,
“go on.”


She leads the other three
away and my shot arrives.


I down it without
prompting, and Rick starts again.


“I don’t know,” he says.
“This is kind of uncomfortable.”


It is uncomfortable, very
uncomfortable, but I haven’t really had a man talk to me in so long that I tell
him to, “Keep going.”


He sighs. “Well,” he
says, “your hair reminds me of picking up chestnuts when I was a kid. I know
that sounds weird, but—”


“It’s okay,” I smile. “Go
on.”


“Your eyes,” he says, “I
don’t know, they’re like really blue.”


Okay, so he’s no poet.


“One more over here!” I
call to the bartender.


The barkeep brings me
another shot and I down it.


Bourbon just might be my
drink. I haven’t felt the need to vomit once.


“Go ahead,” I say.


“This is too weird,” he
says. “We just met, and I’m sitting here going on like I’m Wilhelm
Shakespeare.”


“You’re really not,” I
tell him.


Really, he’s not.
“Wilhelm” Shakespeare would probably know his own name.


“Why don’t we just sit
here and talk,” I say. “Where are you from?”


After the initial fear,
pity and revulsion, Rick and I actually start to hit it off.


He’s into foreign films,
I’m into foreign films. Of course, he’s more Godzilla and kung fu while I’m
more Amélie and 8 ½, but it’s something. He likes
horse racing, and I like horses running free without someone kicking them to
make them go faster.


All right, so it’s not a
match made in Elysium, but I guess I could see myself spending a little time
with him. Probably not more than the hour Annabeth suggested, but I’ve got to
get back into the swing of things one way or another.


After I’ve had drink
number four, I’m starting to feel tipsy again and decide that if I’m going to
make a move, I’d better do it before I’m too drunk to remember anything, so I
put my hand on his thigh.


His eyes grow wide and he
stares at my hand as if it’s some alien object, the likes of which he’s never
encountered before, and I ask, “Would you like to get out of here and go
somewhere we can,” I blow a strand of hair out of my face, trying to come off
coquettish, but landing somewhere closer to clumsy, “talk?”


“Sure,” he says, far too
eagerly and he’s off his stool, walking toward the door before I’ve really
given a serious thought to standing.


You would think that
someone in finance would have a little more poise or some sort of—what’s the
word?—instinct, but this is my frog. I’m not expecting a prince.


Do I really want to sleep
with a man that I’m not attracted to, though? If I wanted to do that, I’d see
what Dane was up to. At least I know he’s been with a woman before.


I cringe and wait to see
if Rick comes back, but he’s out the door and hailing a cab.


He must be waiting for
me, and I don’t want to be rude, so I think I’ll just go out there and tell
him—and now he’s getting in a cab and the cab is pulling away from the curb.


Well, there’s half an
hour of my life wasted. I guess, on the bright side, I could have wasted what
I’m sure wouldn’t be more than another three-and-a-half minutes with him and
then another hour, clutching my knees and rocking back and forth in the shower.


I look out on the dance
floor and spot Annabeth.


She’s grinding with her
three finance goblins. Best not to disturb whatever strange ritual this is, but
I really don’t want to leave here empty-handed.


My options this time of
day in this ridiculous hole are pretty limited, though. It seems like Rick was
one of the better specimens available.


What a frightening
thought.


So, I ask the bartender
if he’ll pour me a shot of something strong enough to forget what a waste of
time my life is and when he reaches for payment, I just point to Annabeth, who,
seeing the smile on my face, waves at me. 


It’s close enough a
gesture for the bartender to put the drink on Annabeth’s tab and after one shot
of what I’m fairly certain is kerosene and a quick trip to the ladies’ room to
vomit later, I’m in a cab, trying to figure out where my life went so wrong.
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I’m half-asleep when I
hear the apartment door slam shut.


I get up and put some
clothes on. If someone’s breaking in, I’m not going to be one of those people
found dead with their dick out.


Slowly opening the door,
I wonder if I shouldn’t go for some kind of weapon, just in case. Leila’s not
supposed to be back here for a few more hours, and as far as I know, nobody
else has the key to the place.


There she is, though,
stumbling around drunk, trying to scoop some peanut butter into her mouth with
her bare hands.


I think she’s a bit of a
lightweight.


“How you doin’ out here?” I ask, trying to sound concerned and not
like I’m thinking of her as that good-girl who just got talked into breaking
into her parents’ liquor cabinet for the first time.


Not that she’d really
know the difference right now.


“Men are stupid,” she
slurs.


“No argument here. What
are you doing home so early and, you know, drunk?”


“My boss told me to take
the day,” she says, holding her peanut butter hand out and making a snatching
motion, “so I took it.”


It would actually be
somewhat endearing if I didn’t know that I’m going to be the one who has to
clean the whole place up.


“I can see that,” I tell
her. “Well, I’m going to go back to—”


“Dane,” she whines. “What
is it about me that’s so awful?”


“Awful?” I ask. “What do
you mean?”


“Oh, don’t act like you
don’t know,” she says.


I’m getting the strong
impression that she’s a lot drunker than she thinks she is. Hilarious.


“I don’t think you’re
awful,” I tell her. I walk over to her and lightly grab her wrists. “I do,
however, think you should wash your hands before you get peanut butter all over
the entire apartment.”


“You know, you’re not
such a bad guy, Dane,” she says. “I mean, you swear like a jackass and your
tattoos look like they were done by a sociophatth—a scossiopthahh—”


“A sociopath?”


“Right!” she says,
flicking her wrist in a motion that sends little bits of the chunky peanut
butter flying in places I’m positive I’m never going to find.


“What was I saying?” she
asks.


“Let’s get you washed
up,” I tell her, turning on the kitchen sink. “You were saying that I’m not
such a bad guy even though I swear and have tattoos.”


“Yeah,” she says, leaning
her head back.


“How much did you have to
drink?” I ask.


“Let’s see,” she says,
“there was tequila and bourbon…” she’s using her fingers to count. Trying to
get her hands under the water is a nightmare. “Oh!” she ejaculates, both of her
hands going up in the air, peanut butter landing in one of my favorite eyes.
“Then there was the big shot, but I
puked, so that makes four!”


“You’re not supposed to
mix large quantities of different kinds of alcohol,” I say. “It’ll make you sick.”


“I didn’t drink a lot,” she says. I’m having a bit of
trouble believing her. “I had four drinks.”


“Four drinks,” I say.
“Sounds like you’d better ease up on that party lifestyle, you crazy animal,
you.”


I don’t even get buzzed
until shot number six.


After finally persuading
her to put her hands under the faucet, I squeeze a generous amount of dish soap
into her hand and start rubbing her hands together, hoping she’ll get the idea.
Her mind is on different things entirely, though.


“It seems like I can’t
attract a decent man,” she tells me. “That is, when I can attract anyone at
all.”


“I’m sure that’s not
true,” I tell her. “You’re a beautiful woman. You can’t hold your liquor worth
a damn, but that’s not a crime.”


“You’re so nice,” she says, and I’m starting to
get worried.


That’s got to be the
first nice thing she’s somewhat-willingly said to me.


“I do what I can,” I say
and give up on trying the fantasy of getting her to wash her own hands,
cleaning them one at a time, myself.


“I’m not a virgin, you know,”
she says.


“That’s really none of my
business,” I tell her.


“No, I’ve seen the way
you act around me. You think I’m some
prude who never does anything crazy.”


On the word crazy, both
of her hands go up in the air. Maybe the dish soap will help clean up the bits
of peanut butter.


“I think you’re a very
nice person who’s having a rough day,” I tell her and help her get her hands
under the water. “Maybe you should dial back the drinking, though.”


“Oh, you don’t know,” she
says. “I know you stick your dick out and women just come running, but it’s
harder for me.”


And now I’m trying not to
laugh.


I finish helping her
rinse her hands and I shut off the water. The plan was to give her a towel, but
she’s decided to use her pants instead.


Close enough.


“Maybe we should get you
to bed,” I tell her.


“I’m not tired.”


“Yeah, but I think you
should lie down before you fall down. You seriously only had four drinks?”


“Hey, man, four drinks is
a lot for me,” she says.


“Oh, I get that.”


“Maybe help me over to
the couch?”


“I think that’s a good
idea,” I tell her. “I’ll put on a movie for you.”


“You know, Dane,” she
starts.


“Do we have any gum in
the house?”


“I almost had sex today.”


“That’s wonderful,
Leila,” I tell her and help guide her to the couch.


“No,” she laughs. “It’s
really not. This guy was so stupid.”


“Yeah, we’ve established
that men are stupid. You’re going to want to sit down, now.”


She doesn’t sit so much
as she falls onto the couch.


“I was ready, though,”
she says. “I wouldn’t say I was really turned on, but I was ready to just get
in there and get it over with so I could get back in the game.”


“Sometimes that’s what
you need to move on,” I say absently. “So, are you good? Do you want me to put
on a movie or something?”


“Dane?”


Deep breath. “Yeah?”


“Do you think I have a
big butt?”


“No,” I answer
mechanically. I really don’t know why women ask that question anymore. Everyone
knows that there’s only one correct answer.


“Oh, come on, you didn’t
even look at it,” she says, rolling onto her side.


For a woman trying to
show me her ass, this isn’t the most attractive scene.


“Be honest,” she says. “I
need to know.”


I chuckle.


“It’s fine,” I tell her.
“So, do you want a thriller? Comedy?”


I turn and walk toward
the bookcase where she keeps her movies.


“A foreign film?” I ask
as I try to decipher the various French, Italian and Swedish titles. “Do you
actually speak these languages?” I ask. 


“Ja,” she says, “sì, oui.”


“That’s pretty
impressive.”


“You never answered my
question,” she said.


“What question’s that?” I
ask, turning around.


Her knees are on the
couch and her upper body is resting against the back. Her pants are pulled down
around her knees. She’s wearing underwear, but the way she’s trying to fix it
to get the best result isn’t doing much to hide her skin.


“Yeah, I think we should
get you to bed,” I tell her, shocked. “This isn’t you right now, Leila.”


“Just tell me if I have a
nice butt or a dispropriarportionalately…” she sighs.
“Is it too big for my body?” she asks, giving up on the word.


I breathe in and out.


“Fine,” I tell her. “You
have a very attractive posterior.”


“Yeah, like I believe it
when you say it like that,” she says,
laughing through her nose. “That’s not how you talk.”


Drunk or not, she’s
hilarious right now, and I can’t help but laugh with her.


“I don’t know,” I tell
her. “What do you want me to say? You’re my roommate and—”


“I’m not your roommate
right now,” she says. “Just answer the question and I’ll let you go back to
whatever it is that you do.”


“Honestly,” I tell her,
trying to find that line between looking enough to form an opinion and staring,
“it’s pretty perfect. Not too big, not too small. Good curvature.”


I really hope she doesn’t
remember any of this.


“Yeah?” she says. “Chad
told me that I had a huge butt,” she sputters.


“Why don’t we just get
your pants on?” I ask and walk closer to the couch.


“He said a lot of things,
actually.”


“Well, I don’t know who
this Chad guy is, but he sounds like an asshole,” I tell her. “Now, you’re
going to need to turn around so we can pull these up, all right.”


Like a foal or a drunken
toddler, she slowly makes her way to her feet, her legs shaking and unsteady
beneath her.


She turns around to face
me, her pants falling to her ankles.


Sure, I may sleep with a
different woman every night, but I’m not completely without respect, so I avert
my eyes as best I can as I bend down and pull her pants up.


“I’m such a mess,” she
says, starting to cry.


“You’re just drunk,” I
tell her. “Once you get some sleep and maybe a bit to eat, you’ll start feeling
better.”


I’m still holding her
pants up, as zipping or buttoning them would be a bit too familiar as a
platonic roommate. She fastens the button and zips herself up, then falls back
onto the couch.


“What is the matter with
me?” she asks.


“Nothing,” I tell her.
“You’ve just had a bit to drink—”


“I’m drunk,” she says.
“Yeah, I get that. I mean, why is it that everything has to be so screwed up?
My sexually inappropriate boss just told me that there’s an opening at the firm
and that they’d love to hire me on permanently, but he looked like he was going
to burst a blood vessel by being decent to me for once.”


“Leila,” I tell her. “I
know you don’t think so right now, but this will all be better after you’ve had
a chance to sleep it off, all right? I’m going to bring you a blanket and put
on a movie for you. You can sleep on the couch.”


“I think you’re right,”
she says.


“Good, do you want me to
grab a blanket from your room, or—”


“No, I mean about what
you were saying before. When you said that sleeping with someone is what it
takes to move on sometimes. That’s what I was trying to do earlier, but that
idiot got in a cab and left me there.”


“He left you?” I ask.


She relays the story and
I do my best not to crack a smile.


“Some guys are like
that,” I tell her. “People can get weird when they haven’t been with someone
for a while.”


“That’s what I’m saying.”


“But do you know what’s
going to help even more?”


“Yeah, yeah, sleep and
alcohol wearing off and blah, blah, blah,” she answers.


“That’s right,” I tell
her. “Do you want me to grab you a blanket?”


“You know Dane,” she
says.


“Yeah?”


“Maybe we could, I don’t
know.”


I think I know where
she’s going with this.


“Let’s talk about it in
the morning.”


“You’ve been so nice to
me today,” she says. “I always thought you were kind of a jerk, but you’re
really taking care of me right now.”


“Leila, I’ve got to level
with you.”


“What’s on your mind?”
she asks.


I’m not sure whether it’s
the guilt from not having told her yet, or if I’m simply trying to change the
subject, but I blurt out, “I’m losing my job.”


“What? What happened?”


“Well, let’s just say the
place where I work,” I start, trying not to throw the fact that I lied about
what I do onto the pile of things I should have told her a while ago, “they’re
having some money problems. People just aren’t coming in like they used to. My
boss told me that he could keep me on for another month.”


“When did he tell you
that?” she asks.


If this conversation’s
going to take a bad turn, it’s probably going to be right here.


“About a month ago,” I
tell her.


“Oh,” she says.


“Yeah, he hasn’t said
anything to me yet, but it’s probably not going to be long. I’ve been putting
out my resumé, but I haven’t heard back on any—”


“Musicians use resumés?” she asks.


“Everyone does,” I
answer.


“You know,” she says with
a knowing look, “I’ve seen your guitar, but I’ve never heard you play.”


“I like to save that
for…” I start but don’t know how to finish.


At this point, I’m just
lying about my job because I’ve been lying about my job.


“Whatever,” she says.
“I’m sure you’ll find something.”


She has a lot more faith
than I do.


“You look like you were
really worried to tell me that,” she says.


“Yeah,” I answer. “I was.
Still am, actually.”


“We’ll figure it out, all
right?” she says.


She holds her arms out.


I don’t know, maybe I
should take the hug now and maybe when she sobers up she’ll be less likely to
get pissed that I waited a month to tell her that I was going to be losing my
job in about a month.


The logic is blurry at
best, but it’s worth a shot.


I bend down and put my
arms around her. She embraces me and it actually feels pretty great.


I can’t really remember
the last time a woman, drunk or sober, showed me affection just to make me feel
better about things.


Her head starts to pull
back and her grip loosens around me, so I start to pull away, but her face
turns toward mine. Leila’s eyes are closed and I can feel her hot breath
against my cheek.


When her eyes open, she’s
looking into mine in a way I’ve never experienced. It’s like she’s actually
seeing me for the first time, really seeing me and she’s not put off. She’s not
scared or disappointed.


She pulls back a little
further and our lips are almost touching when I hear the sound behind me.


“Dane? Have you seen my
panties? I can’t find them anywhere.”


“Well,” Leila says,
pulling away entirely and patting me on the cheek. “I don’t see anything in
your eye. You’re good to go.”


“Thanks,” I mutter; my
eyes still intent on Leila.


“Aren’t you going to
introduce us?” Wrigley asks.


I turn and Wrigley’s
standing there in the doorway to my bedroom, naked from the waist down.


“I’m not feeling so
well,” Leila says, getting up, her eyes on the ground. “It’s nice to meet you,”
she adds as she passes Wrigley and makes her way into her own room.


“Too bad,” Wrigley says.
“She looked like she was ready to go.”


What the fuck just
happened?
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I don’t think I’m going
to be drinking again any time soon. At least, that is, as long as Dane is still
living here.


It’s funny, but I never
thought I’d be longing for that temporary amnesia I had after that night in the
club with Mike. Given what happened, or almost happened, between Dane and me
last night, I don’t think alcohol is the best idea.


Today’s the first day
I’ve called in sick in my life.


It’s well into the
afternoon, and I’m scared to leave my room. I can’t face Dane right now. Not
after that.


There’s a problem,
though.


I’ve had to pee for about
the last hour, and I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to lie in
here and avoid reality.


Usually, this is one of
those times when I would give Mike a call and suckle from the teat of his
folksy wisdom. Yeah, that’s what he insists on calling it when I go to him for
advice.


I’d much rather just act
like nothing ever happened in the first place.


Maybe that’s my in.


I get up and open the
door.


Dane is in the kitchen,
eating a sandwich, and I pretend that I don’t see him as I walk across the
living room to the bathroom.


“Good morning,” he says,
his mouth full and losing crumbs.


“Hey,” I answer, not
looking over or slowing my pace.


A few minutes later, I’m
on the inside of the locked bathroom, and I’m having that dilemma again. He
acknowledged my presence, so he’s going to want to talk to me when I come out
of here.


Maybe I can just stay in
here.


I mean there’s running
water to drink—from the sink, mind you. I’m not an animal. Well, no more than
anyone else.


If I’d remembered to grab
my phone, I could order pizza and Chinese food and have them come up the fire
escape and deliver my sustenance through the smallish bathroom window. Yeah,
I’m sure they won’t go for it at first, but I’m an excellent tipper. A pizza
box wouldn’t fit through the window, but I can always have the guy pass it
through piece by piece.


I could make a bed out of
towels and have Mike run any personal errands that may arise.


Sure, I’ll run out of
money pretty fast as I won’t really be able to work, but maybe I can have Mike
bring over a laptop and try my hand at stay-at-home customer service.


For a bed, I can simply
lay down some towels, making sure to double a couple up for pillows and, with
the towels that are left, I can cover myself. It actually doesn’t sound
half-bad.


My other option is going
out there.


Out there where I’ve got
at least five bosses, though I’ve only ever met four, who each make my life
unbearable in their own special way.


Just outside this door,
I’ve got a roommate that still bugs the hell out of me who I pretty obviously
came onto just before his mostly naked sex-buddy popped her cooch
out of his room in a pretty literal sense.


I’m in the bathroom for
half an hour.


By now, as I haven’t had
the shower running, I have yet another reason not to go out there. Now, not
only am I the drunk chick who makes inappropriate advances on her womanizing
roommate, but I can only imagine what he thinks I’m doing in here.


There’s a knock on the
door about ten minutes later.


“Hey, you all right in
there?”


“Just taking a bath!” I
call back.


I know that we don’t have
a tub. We have a standup shower.


“Oh,” he says.


It’s an excruciating
amount of time before he says anything else.


“Okay.”


Maybe if I don’t flush
when I come out, he’ll know that I wasn’t in here doing unspeakable things. Of
course, that’ll only work if he’s standing near the door when I do flush.
Otherwise, he’s just going to assume that I did, and when the hell did I become
so damn neurotic?


I flush the toilet.


I have no idea why I
flush the toilet.


Is it better for your
roommate to think that you just spent half an hour in the bathroom doing… that,
or for him to walk in and find an unflushed toilet with pee in it?


Am I the only woman who
thinks about these things?


Oh well, I’m pretty sure
it doesn’t matter anymore, and all I can really do is take a breath and hope
for the best.


When I come out of the
bathroom, I don’t see Dane.


Maybe he’s in his room,
maybe he left. Regardless, I think it’s pretty clear he was out of
flush-hearing-range.


I really need to get out
more.


I’m almost back to my
room when I hear him. I can hear his voice through his door.


At first, I start to
think that his little biscuit is in there with him, but he’s responding to an
inaudible second party.


I press my ear against
the door the moment I hear my name.


“…kind of weird. I mean,
last night, she was coming onto me and today, I don’t even know where to start.”


Great. This is just
great.


“No, nothing happened. I
mean, Wrigley came out of the room with her vag
hanging out, but I really think she was going to kiss me.”


Wrigley is a stupid name
for a person.


Of course, given the
entrance, I’d probably think her name was stupid whatever it was.


No, Wrigley is a stupid
name. Last name: That’s fine. First name: I mean, are you joking?


“Yeah, she was drunk.
What does that have to do with anything?”


If I left the city today,
I wonder if I could join up with the Amish. What’s the rule on that? Does
anyone know?


“Yeah, whatever,” he says
on the other side of the door. “I’ll see you in a few hours at l’Iris.”


I knew that’s the place
he was talking about. He even pronounced it correctly.


I’m sure he’s going there
to meet up with Wrigley.


Stupid, dumb-named,
crevice-flaunting Wrigley.


Wait.


If he’s off the phone,
what are the chances that he’s about to—


The door opens and I
almost fall into the room.


“Leila!” he says, jumping
back. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry,” I say.


I’m stuttering. Why am I
stuttering?


“I got a bit lightheaded
on the way back to my room. I drank way
too much last night.”


I’m trying to look casual
as I lean against the door jamb. I have a feeling that I’m not pulling it off.


“Yeah,” he says. “You
were pretty out of it last night. Actually, I think maybe we should talk about
that.”


“Why?” I ask, having no
recourse left but pure denial. “What happened? I don’t really remember anything
after I got home.”


“You don’t?” he asks.


It’s a plausible story,
Dane. Just go with it, ya bastard.


“No. Why? I didn’t try to
drive, did I?”


There is a difference
between playing stupid and being stupid. I’m not sure exactly which I’m doing
right now, but I’m fairly sure it’s somewhere in between the two.


“You don’t have a car,”
he says.


Oh,
just let me off the hook, will you? I’ve done really well pretending like I
don’t hear every tiny, disgusting noise coming out of your room. The least you
can do is just let me act like I never came onto you.


He never mentioned any
special skill in reading minds, but I’m hoping that the force with which I put
those thoughts through my head is sufficient to communicate my meaning.


He laughs quietly.


“Got ya,”
he says. “No, you didn’t do anything too far off the reservation. Although…”


Oh, just kill me.


“It’s kind of silly,” he
says.


“What?” I ask.


We may as well get it
over with.


Let the mocking begin.


“You were eating peanut
butter out of the jar with your hands,” he laughs.


All right, I guess no one
has to kill me. Call off the hit.


“Really?” I ask. I
remember the incident, but only vaguely. Pretty much the clearest portion of
the evening involved me trying to—oh my god. I dropped my pants and asked him
if I have a big butt.


“Yeah,” he says. “I had a
hell of a time cleaning it up this morning. Never mind trying to help you clean
your hands. You weren’t very cooperative.”


I laugh. Ah, relief,
sweet relief.


There’s no doubt he
remembers everything, but we’re not talking about it and every synapse in my
brain is focused on the concept that that’s good enough.


“Really?” I ask.


I know I’m just repeating
myself, but I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know what might make him
bring up the impromptu mooning.


“Yeah,” he says. “It was
like trying to herd cats into a bathtub.”


“That’s,” I snort. I’m
pointing now. Why am I pointing? Crap, I still haven’t finished my sentence.
“Hilarious,” I say. “That is hilarious: hearding cats
into a bathtub.”


I’m laughing way too
loudly and he’s just standing there looking at me. If I close my mouth, I don’t
know what’s going to happen, so I just continue to make things awkward on my
own terms.


“Yeah,” he says. “Well,
I’ve got to go to work.”


“Oh yeah,” I say. “Do you
know when your last day is going to be?”


“I thought you didn’t
remember anything from last night.”


I should have just kept
laughing. “What do you mean?” I ask, dumbly. “You told me they were letting you
go a while ago.”


Come
on, Dane, don’t let’s make this worse than it already is. Just keep playing
along. You know it’s the right thing to do.


“Oh,” he says mercifully,
“I guess I forgot that I mentioned it. Actually,” he smiles, “I’ve been really
nervous to talk to you about it. I think that’s why I let it slip last night
while you were drunk.”


“Yeah,” I tell him, “you
already told me. Good memory there, chief.”


Leila,
don’t push it.


“Right back at ya,” he says.


The smiles slowly fade
off both our faces and it’s a lot longer than it should be before I realize I’m
still standing in his doorway, not saying anything.


“So, yeah,” he says. “I
should probably get going. Boss doesn’t like it when I’m late.”


“All right,” I say. “Go
get ‘em, sport.”


Oh,
what the hell are you doing to me?


“Right,” he says.


Now he’s just standing
there. I thought he said he was leaving.


“Leila?”


“Yeah?” I ask, popping my
lips for some absolutely unknown reason.


“I work outside my room.”


“You’re kind of a weird
guy,” I respond.


“Yeah,” he says. “You’re
standing in my doorway.”


“Oh,” I say and move with
all the grace and majesty of a giraffe on a tilt-a-whirl.


To further embarrass myself,
as I seem to be incapable of doing anything else in the world right now, I give
him the “You may pass” gesture, or whatever it’s called, and he can’t possibly
get out of the room quick enough.


“Yeah, well you have a
good night, Leila,” he says. “Maybe dial it back a little on the sauce.”


“You betcha!”


Who
am I right now?


He doesn’t say anything
else on his way out.


Maybe that should have
been my strategy: silence.


The door to the apartment
opens and closes, and I’m smacking my forehead with both palms. The action
doesn’t last more than a couple of seconds as my hangover rises from its grave
to punch me right in the prefrontal cortex. So, now I’ve gone from smacking my
forehead to cradling it.


“Are you okay?”


The sound that comes out
of me is some kind of mix between a scream, a squeak and a sneeze.


“I thought you were
gone,” I say.


Good
move. You’re really making it better now.


“I forgot my keys,” he
says.


He’d opened the door,
remembered to grab his keys and closed it.


Great
detective work, Leila. You’re an inspiration.


“Ah,” I say. “I do that
all the time.”


“Really?” he asks. “I
don’t think I’ve ever known you to forget your keys.”


“Will you just grab your
keys and get the hell out of here?” I ask.


Shock adequately
describes the look on his face.


“I mean, you’ve got to be
running late,” I say.


“Right,” he says.


With that, I just give up
and turn toward my own door. I open it and close it with myself on the other
side, imagining a utopian scenario when I’d just done that after spending a
much more reasonable amount of time in the bathroom, not bothering to say a
word or even look at him once.


Ah, the joy of fantasy.



 

*                    *                    *



 

Call it masochism, call
it stupidity, call it an insatiable craving for confit de canard, but I’ve been
at this table in l’Iris for over an hour and I think
Mike is starting to tire of just sitting here.


“Okay, what’s going on?”


“What?” I ask.


“You’ve hardly talked to
me at all,” Mike says. “You just keep looking around the restaurant. Are we on
a stakeout or something?”


His expression turns
serious.


“Are you a spy?”


“You’re an idiot.”


“Are you a cop? If you’re
a cop, you have to tell me. It’s the law.”


“I’m not a cop and that’s
not a law anywhere. Do you have any idea how many morons have walked right into
a sting because they thought cops weren’t allowed to lie? How do you think they
get confessions?”


“So,” he says, “if cops can lie about being cops, then you’re saying you
actually are a cop.”


“Oh for heaven’s sake…”


He smiles.


“Why are we really here?”


“I told you about the
confit de canard. It was delicious
wasn’t it?”


“Leila, I swear to god,
you’ve got to stop calling it that,” he says. “Just call it candied duck.
You’re not French.”


“Whatever,” I tell him,
dismissively waving my hand.


“See?” he says
incredulously.


“What?” I ask, sipping my
virgin tequila sunrise. Without the tequila, do I just call it a sunrise?


“Why are we really here?
It’s not for the duck.”


“Canard,” I say, not
deigning to dignify him any more by actually looking at him while I’m talking.


“Leila.”


“Fine,” I tell him. “I
heard Dane on the phone making a date to come to this restaurant.”


“So what?”


“I just want to know if
he’s two-timing what’s-her-name.”


“Wrigley,” Mike says.
“Why do you care?”


“Mike,” I start.


I don’t know where to go
from there.


“Yes?”


“How are things at work?”


“Skillful,” he says.
“Things at work are fine. Why are we spying on your roommate?”


“I just want to know,” I
tell him. “Isn’t that enough? I’ve lived with the guy for over a month, and I
really don’t know anything about him other than the fact that he’s not really a
musician.”


“How do you know that?”


“Have you ever met a
musician who doesn’t subject you to their dreadful caterwauling on a daily
basis?”


“Come to think of it,” he
says, smiling, “I don’t think I have.”


“I’ve never heard him
play or sing. I want to know what’s going on. He told me last night that he’s
losing his job, whatever that actually is—besides, if he was making $120,000 a
year as a musician, wouldn’t I have heard of him?”


“I don’t think you’re the
musical aesthete you think you are,” Mike says.


“Whatever. Just help me
keep an eye out.”


With the wicked smile
that climbs up Mike’s face, I know I’ve made a mistake asking the favor.


“Don’t embarrass me,” I
tell him.


“From the sound of it, you
don’t really need my help in that area.”


“What are you doing?” I
ask him.


What he’s doing is
holding up his spoon and using it as a crude mirror to look over his shoulder
at the people behind him.


“I’m helping you spy on
your boyfriend.”


“He’s not my boyfriend,”
I snap.


Mike just smiles that
adolescent smile of his and I’m starting to regret inviting him along.


Our waiter, a man with
very little patience and a thick English accent, approaches.


“Will you be requiring
anything else this evening?” he asks.


“I have a question,” Mike
says, alternating eyes as he continues to pretend like he’s doing something
useful with the spoon in his hand.


The waiter lets out a
sigh. This isn’t Mike’s first question of the evening.


“Yes?” the waiter asks.


“Why a French restaurant?”
Mike asks.


“What do you mean, sir?”


“Mike, leave the man
alone,” I say, trying to get my oldest and dearest friend to stop being a
jackass.


“Well,” Mike starts, “you
have quite the British accent.”


“Yes, sir,” the waiter
answers.


“So, why work in a French restaurant? Aren’t there any good
English restaurants in the city?”


“Will you be requiring
anything else this evening, madam?” the waiter asks, doing his best to ignore
Mike’s idiocy.


“No, I think that will be
all,” I tell him. “I do apologize for my companion. He doesn’t get out much in
proper society.”


“I will have you know,”
Mike butts in, “that I have personally
attended many a silent auctions where I have placed bids alongside many of New
York’s cultural elite.”


I’m starting to wonder if
our food came to the table clean.


“Yes,” the waiter says,
“well. If there’s nothing else.”


I take one more look
around.


The waiter’s going to
kick us out if we don’t leave soon and Dane is nowhere to be found.


“Actually,” I start, “if
you don’t mind, I’d like to compliment the chef. I’ve only had confit de canard
like that once before in my life.”


“Very good, madam,” the
waiter says. “Perhaps your friend can fetch your coats while I take you back.”


He glares at Mike, and
I’m having a little trouble keeping a straight face. I get up from the table
and lead the waiter away before someone throws a punch.


When we get to the
kitchen, the waiter asks me to wait outside. He’s not in there for five seconds
before I can hear the chef yelling at him.


The waiter comes out,
saying, “The chef will see you now, but I’d make it quick.”


I just kind of stand
there for a minute.


On the other side of the
door is the most talented chef I’ve ever come across since my father died, and
I really don’t know if I can deal with him screaming at me. Things have been
tense enough in my life.


Oh well, here I go.


The room is hot, busy.
People are talking over each other, somehow keeping everything straight in the
process.


It reminds me of my dad’s
kitchen.


“Will you fucking look at
this? It’s supposed to be braised,
not reduced to soggy shit!”


“Dane?”


“What?” he shouts.


He turns around and, once
he sees me standing in his kitchen, the murderous expression falls from his
face.


“Leila,” he says. “What
the fuck are you doing here?”


I don’t have a good
answer for him.


“I could ask you the same
thing,” I respond.


“I, uh…”


“Chef?” the man standing
to the left of him says.


“What the fuck do you
want, Cannon? I’m talking to someone here.”


The man goes back to his
work without another word.


“So, you’re a chef.”


“Yeah,” he says, “about
that—”


“Why wouldn’t you tell me
that? Wait, is this the job you’re getting—”


“Hey guys, I’m taking a
break,” Dane interrupts.


“Chef, we’re in the
middle of dinner service.”


“Shut the fuck up,
Cannon,” he says and walks over to me. “Yeah, we should probably have this
conversation outside.”


A minute later, we’re
standing out back and he’s lighting up a cigarette.


“I didn’t know you
smoked,” I tell him.


“I wasn’t trying to hide
the fact that I’m a chef from you, it’s just—”


“Just what?” I ask. “Oh,
let me guess: You’ve got it in your head that if you were a professional
musician, I would be that much more inclined to sleep with you?”


“No,” he says. “It’s not
that at all. It’s just that, well, people kind of treat a person differently if
they know he’s a chef.”


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


This whole situation is
surreal and only growing stranger.


“It’s really not
important,” he says. “But yeah, this is the job that I’m going to be losing.”


“After hearing the way
you talk to your people, I can see why.”


“Oh, that’s just Cannon.
He’s only ever useful if you’re flat out abusive to him. That doesn’t matter,
though. Listen, I’m sorry that I—”


“I came back to
compliment you on the confit de canard,” I tell him. “Did you make that?”


“Yeah,” he says. “I’ve
been kind of dreading making that dish ever since you interrogated me about
it.”


“I didn’t interrogate—”


“You kind of did, Leila,
but that’s not the point.”


“What is the point?” I ask. “Why are we even
out here?”


“Other than the fact that
you were about to announce to the grunts that I’m getting fired?” he asks.


“Oh, right.”


“Yeah,” he says. “I don’t
know why I lied to you—well, the truth is that I didn’t want you asking me to
make you French cuisine every day. I get enough of that at work, I assure you.
When I come home—”


“Dane?”


“I don’t know why I kept lying.”


“Yeah, it was pretty
stupid,” I tell him. “It’s not really a big deal, though.”


He takes a drag and looks
off in the distance.


“My dad was a chef, did I
tell you that?”


“Yeah,” he says, “when
you were interrogating me.”


“I wasn’t—” I take a
breath. “You’re talented,” I tell him. “I’m actually pretty impressed right
now.”


“Thanks,” he says,
blowing out another drag. “I don’t smoke, by the way,” he adds. “I just figured
that maybe I wouldn’t have to hold my breath when I kiss… I can’t even say it.”


“Say what?” I ask.


“Wrigley,” he says with a
shudder.


“Oh yeah, your bottoms-up
chick.”


And I’ve just blown my
cover. Maybe he’ll let it slide.


“You do remember what happened last night,” he says.


Maybe not.


“Bits and pieces,” I
cover.


For a while, nothing else
happens.


He doesn’t know what to
say but, then again, neither do I.


“So,” he says, flicking
his cigarette into the back alley, “I should probably get back in there.”


“Yeah,” I respond, “I
should probably make sure Mike and the waiter haven’t gone to blows.”


“Mike?” he asks.


“He’s a friend,” I tell
him. “I never mentioned him?”


“No,” he says distantly.


There’s some more awkward
silence; as if we didn’t have enough of that in our recent relationship.


“Well, I should—”


“Yeah, me too.”


He opens the door and
holds it for me.


“Thanks,” I say. “By the
way…”


“Yeah?”


“Seriously, the food
tonight was excellent.”


“Thanks,” he says. “I do
my best.”


“Yeah, well…”


I don’t finish the
sentence. I just walk away.


When I find Mike, he’s
standing at the door, making faces every time our waiter turns his direction.
For such a good friend and genuine guy, Mike is kind of an idiot sometimes.


“Ready to go?” he asks as
I approach.


“Yep,” I answer.


I debate whether to tell
him about Dane, but decide against it. That sick, tingling sensation I had
permeating my body last night is back and this time, I can’t just blame it on
the alcohol.
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That
Sinking Feeling
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So, it’s been a couple of
weeks since Leila found out what I really do. Our conversation behind the
restaurant was innocuous enough, but it was the last real conversation that
we’ve had.


Now, I’ll come into the
room, we’ll say “Hey,” to each other and that’s about it.


She’s avoiding me,
although I can’t imagine why.


In the grand scheme of
things, my not telling her about my real job is an annoyance, and I can see how
it would be somewhat disrespectful, but it’s really not that big a deal. It’s
not like we’re close friends or anything.


Then again, I’m starting
to get the feeling that it’s something else entirely that’s bothering her.


The good news is that I
haven’t been fired yet. The bad news is that Jim’s been avoiding me, too.


Oh well.


Right now, I’m sitting in
the parking lot of Yankee Stadium, receiving a nice, relaxing blowjob from
Wrigley. I made a joke to her that we were at the wrong field, but she didn’t
get it.


At this point, I don’t
know if I could really go back to normal sex.


It’s something I fought
at first, right up until we got up to the roof of her building. Now, I’m just
as much an exhibitionist as she is. Well, I guess that’s not entirely true. I
still don’t like actually getting caught.


It happens more than
you’d think.


I come and, within five
flat seconds, Wrigley is asking, “What time’s the game?”


“I think it already
started,” I answer. “Then again, the cheering crowd might have just been a
psychosomatic thing.”


“What do you mean?”


She’s a demon in the
sack, but she has a real problem with nuance. Given our present location, I was
tempted to ask her for a hand-job, but I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t have gotten
that, either.


“Never mind,” I tell her.


I might feel like I was
using her if she didn’t make it so abundantly clear on such a frequent basis
that the moment feelings are exchanged, she’s changing her phone number and
moving to a different apartment.


“Take me to dinner,” she
tells me.


“Where do you want to
go?”


“I heard about this
French place called l’Iris—”


“Don’t eat there,” I
interrupt. “It’s fucking filthy.”


“How would you know?” she
asks, poking me in the ribs.


“I’m the chef there,” I
tell her. “Seriously, you have no idea what they do in the kitchen when I’m not
around.”


Hey, at least I’m over my
fear of telling women what I do.


“I didn’t know you’re a
chef,” she says.


“Yeah, actually I—”


“Where would you like to
eat, then?” she interrupts.


Apparently, women aren’t
nearly as crazy when it comes to the whole chef thing as I thought.


“I really don’t care,” I
tell her.


“You really don’t have
tickets to the game?” she asks. “You’re such a cheap fuck.”


“Do you mean that
figuratively or literally?” I ask.


It’s strange, but I think
I’m actually becoming a one-woman man. It’s even stranger that the one woman
I’ve decided to keep coming back to is so vehemently opposed to us forming a
relationship with any kind of attachment other than pure lust.


Dinner, it seems, doesn’t
count as non-sexual.


“Both,” she answers
casually.


“We can go to the game if you want,” I tell her.


I bought the tickets on a
whim last night. I really wouldn’t mind something a bit more serious, but I
wanted to get the sex part out of the way before we got into the stadium.
Otherwise, there’s no doubt in my mind that she would spend the whole game
trying to figure out a way for us to do it in the stands and not get arrested.


Come to think of it, I
don’t know that she would have a problem getting arrested while having sex.
Knowing her, it’d probably just be that much more of a turn-on.


“No,” she says, “that’s
okay. I’m a Mets fan anyway.”


The horror.


“I think they’re playing
the Mets, actually.”


“Dane, I should be honest
with you.”


It’s that exact phrase,
said that exact way that gives honesty such a bad rap.


“I hate baseball. I said
I was a Mets fan because I had no idea the two were playing and I really just
wanted to get out of it. I’m actually kind of relieved you just wanted to stop
here for a quick one. We really don’t have to go to the game.”


“Ah,” I say.


I turn the car on and put
it in reverse. As we pull out of the stadium, I’m just wishing I hadn’t spent
the money on the tickets.


“So,” Wrigley says, “have
you talked to your roommate?”


“About what?” I ask.


“You know,” she says.
“Things are getting kind of stale, you know, with your unwillingness to be my bitch.”


I can’t believe this is
how she really talks.


“I’m not following,” I
tell her.


“Have you had the
conversation? Is she down for a three-way, or am I just flicking the bean to
the complete wrong thing here?”


“I really don’t think
it’s a good idea,” I tell her. “Despite its ramifications to your
bean-flicking, I don’t think that Leila would—”


“Leila?” she asks. “Your
roommate’s name is Leila?”


It’s about here that I
realize Wrigley and I really don’t talk much about anything that doesn’t have
an orgasm at the end of it.


“Yeah,” I answer. “Why?”


“That night on the roof,”
she says. “Are you a complete idiot?”


“What are you talking
about? What about the night on the roof?”


The question’s no more
out of my mouth than its answer is in my brain.


“You called out her name
when you came,” she says. “You’ve got a thing for your roommate.”


“I really don’t—”


“It’s cool,” she says. “I
told you I don’t want any of that relationship torture, but it’s kind of
bullshit that you’re just going to keep her to yourself like that. I bet she’d be my bitch. She’s the quiet type.
Actually, I bet she’d end up wanting to make me her bitch. I saw the way she looked at me when I popped out of the
room flashing my honeypot.”


“Do you have any idea how
ridiculous you sound when you say shit like that?”


If my tone weren’t so
hostile, I might be able to pass the question off as a joke.


“What the fuck is your
problem?” she fires back. “I’m just talking a little bit of slap and tickle.
I’m not saying I want to steal her from you. I’ve never been with a woman. I’m
curious.”


“You know I find it
really hard to believe there’s anything you haven’t done in that arena.”


“What’s that supposed to
mean?” she asks. “You’re just jealous. You’re a jealous little boy who doesn’t
want to share his plaything.”


“She’s not a plaything,”
I snap. “You know what? Why don’t I just take you home? Tonight’s turning to
shit in a real hurry.”


“You’re telling me,” she
says. “Why don’t you call me when your fucking balls
drop?”


“Oh, fuck off,” I tell
her. “Every time I don’t want to go along with your psycho bullshit, you talk
like it’s because I’m not a real man. News flash: It’s because you’re out of
your god damned mind.”


“News flash? What is
this, the seventies?”


“What the hell are you
talking about?”


“Just drop me off here,”
she says. “By the way, it’s bullshit that I can’t smoke in here.”


“It’s a rental car!” I
shout.


“Why would you rent a car
anyway? It’s such a waste of money in the city.”


Ah, the age-old male
dilemma: do I blow the whole thing up by telling her I was trying to take her
out on something that resembled an actual date, or do I lie and figure out a
way to make up with her so we can keep having sex?


“I wanted tonight to be
special,” I tell her.


What the hell am I doing?
I decided on the lie.


“Special? Giving you a
knob bob in the parking lot of a baseball stadium is your idea of a special
night?”


“I wanted to take you to
the game,” I tell her. “I was trying to take you out on a date.”


“Pull the fucking car
over,” she says.


This isn’t the easiest
task where we are in the Bronx this time of night.


“I told you I didn’t want
any of that,” she says. “You crossed the line, Dane. Let me out!”


“What? You’re going to
catch a cab back to Manhattan right now?” I ask, finally managing to
double-park.


“Don’t call me,” she
says. “Don’t come by. Stay out of my life, you fucking freak.”


With that, she throws her
door open and gets out of the car.


She’s hailing a cab by
lifting her shirt. It works well enough, but the woman is fucking insane.


When she gets in the cab,
she doesn’t get in the back, but the front seat. At least I know she’s getting
home safe as I pull back into my lane and drive off. I just wished I’d spared
myself the glance in the mirror, seeing her head dipping below the dashboard.


A few weeks ago, I would
have told you that Wrigley was the perfect woman for me: no worries about
monogamy, a little crazy, insatiable. Now, though. I don’t know.


There’s got to be
something more to it than that.


I can’t believe that I’ve
actually grown bored of a woman with a sex drive higher than mine.


I know I’m paying by the
mile, but I drive around the city for a while. Most of the time, it’s stoplight
after stoplight, waiting for that shade of green that means I can drive free
for the next couple hundred feet before I have to stop again.


Every once in a while,
though, I hit a few green lights in a row, and I start to let things go. I
start to forget all the nonsense.


It never lasts.


I couldn’t tell you what
brought me here now, but as I’m pulling into the parking lot of l’Iris for the very first time in a car driven under my own
power, I know where I’m going. For the first time in a long time, I know where
I’m going.


I’m through the back door
and standing outside Jim’s office before anyone sees me.


That’s going to work to my
benefit.


I knock.


“Come in.”


I open the door.


“Dane,” Jim says. “You’re
not on tonight, are you? I thought Cannon was running the kitchen.”


“Yeah, I’m sure he’s
running it through a wood chipper,” I tell him, “but that’s not why I’m here.”


“Okay,” he says and leans
back in his chair. “Why are you here then?”


“Jim, I get that you’ve
got to cut some spending, but you’ve kept me on this long. I know you don’t
want to let me go.”


“Yeah, I told you that—”


“Just let me finish,” I
say.


This is probably the most
respectful I’ve ever been to my boss.


“Okay.”


“Jim, I don’t mean to
sound like a clingy girlfriend or something, but I need to know where this is
going. If you’re going to fire me, fire me now. I’m not just going to sit
around and wait for it to happen. If you’re not going to fire me, well, I have
a few ideas.”


He puts his hands
together, interlocking his fingers.


“I’m listening,” he says.


“First,” I tell him, “we
dump Cannon. I’m sorry Jim, but he’s just nowhere near good enough. Even when I
am there pissing down his neck, he’s only ever half on, and you know that’s not
anywhere near cutting it.”


“Dane, I don’t think
firing Cannon is going to—”


“Next,” I interrupt, “we
promote Wilks to executive chef and demote me—with pay decrease—to sous chef.
He’s going to need me for guidance over the first couple of weeks, but he’s
really one of the most talented guys I’ve ever worked with in this business.
When he came in here, he didn’t know the difference between crème brûlée and a ramekin full of baked spunk, but within a
week, he was up to speed. He doesn’t know everything we do just yet, but I know
he can learn and he’s got some fresh ideas that I think will really bring the
customers in and get them talking.”


“I get that you’re trying
to save your own job, but putting one of your underlings up as executive chef
isn’t going to get me to let him go instead of—”


“You won’t want to let
him go,” I tell Jim. “You hire him on as executive chef and cut the pay of the
position by twenty percent. It’s still going to be about double what he’s
making, so I really don’t see him complaining.”


“I can’t have a sous chef
making more than my executive,” Jim says, “that’s a steaming vat of resentment
I’d prefer to keep out of my restaurant.”


“I know, Jim,” I tell
him. “That’s why you keep my below what you give to Wilks. With Cannon gone and
your head and sous chefs cut back on pay, you’re going to be saving a lot of
money and I’m not out enough cash to screw things for me, either.”


“What’s the catch?” Jim
asks, leaning forward. “You’ve never once said anything positive about Wilks.
Why is he suddenly the golden boy? I don’t see what you get out of this.”


“I never told you about
Wilks because, well, honestly, I didn’t want you to figure out that he’s better
than I am and do exactly what I’m telling you to do now.”


“Why are you doing this?”
Jim asks again.


“I want to keep my job,”
I tell him. “I was getting a blowjob from this freak I’ve been nailing a few
weeks in the parking lot of Yankee stadium—”


“Oh for fuck’s sake…”


“Just listen,” I tell
him. “I started to realize that I’ve spent all my life trying to get that quick
release, that instant gratification and it wasn’t until tonight that I realized
that’s not really what I want. It’s never really been what I want, but that’s
because I’m a coward. It’s just easier to take advantage of people than to put
the best person forward and try to make things work with them.”


Jim laughs. “That must
have been one terrible blowjob.”


“Actually it was
fantastic. She does this thing with her tongue—pierced, by the way—where
she’ll—”


“I got it, I got it,” Jim
interrupts. “You’d actually be willing to do all this just to keep your job?”


“Yeah,” I tell him, “but
it’s not just about that. With me as executive, you’ll have the regulars and
you’ll get solid reviews, but with Wilks, you’ll get something more. You’ll get
an innovator and I’m willing to bet you $10,000 that if you give him enough
room to do what he wants to do, this place is going to be packed every night
from here until you retire a wealthy, wealthy man.”


“You’ll be down something
like $60,000 a year,” Jim says. “Are you sure you’re okay with that? I mean,
why not just go somewhere else and do the executive thing there?”


“Because I’d rather stick
with something that I love,” I tell him.


“I can’t just fire
Cannon, though,” Jim says. “He’s been here as long as you have.”


“Yeah, but he’s
worthless. I’m actually good at what I do and you were ready to let me go.”


Jim chuckles. “Is he
really that bad?”


“He’s terrible,” I
answer. “You wouldn’t believe how many times I have to have him redo a dish
before it’s anywhere near good enough to send out.”


“And why is it that you
didn’t tell me about that before
tonight?”


“I figured that if you
were going to try and replace me with someone, it’d be the sous chef. As long
as that’s Cannon, I never really felt like I had anything to worry about. He’s
never been a threat.”


“So, I’m just supposed to
believe that all this is genuine and you’ve suddenly turned benevolent because
a blowjob in a parking lot made you realize that there was more to life than
screwing people over?”


I laugh. “Well, when you
put it that way, anything’s going to come across suspect.”


“And you’re not yanking
my chain about taking a massive pay cut?”


“If it’ll help get things
turned around, then that’s what we need to do. When Wilks starts bringing in
the hordes, you can always give me a raise.”


Jim scoffs.


“That must have been one
life-changing blowjob,” he says. “All right, we’ll do it. I’ll let Cannon know
at the end of his shift, and we’ll get Wilks started tomorrow.”


“Okay,” I tell him and
walk to the door. “You might want to make sure you tell Cannon outside the
restaurant. He’s one of those predators that plays victim until someone really
calls him on his shit. That’s when he explodes like a toddler’s diaper and all
the shit starts oozing out.”


“Thanks for the visual,
Dane,” Jim says, smiling. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


For the first time since
I can remember, I leave the restaurant in a good mood. I don’t mean to screw
over Cannon, but the guy is pretty fucking useless on pretty much every level
imaginable.


Oh well.


Now, I get to go home and
do something I’ve been trying to convince myself I didn’t want to do.


Tonight, I’m going to
tell Leila that I want to be with her.


I get to tell Leila that
I’m single again—though, I’ll probably leave off the “again”—and that I want to
see if there’s anything between her and I other than this growing hot pull in
my chest.


The funny thing is that I
still don’t really know her all that well, but what I do know is enough for the
certainty that I want to know more.


I can’t wait.


First thing’s first,
though: I’ve got to drop off the car.


That process takes over
an hour as the moron at the front desk can’t find the paperwork. Finally, he
checks the open file that’s been right in front of him at least as long as I’ve
been standing here, and we get it all taken care of.


The guy lets me call a
cab, and I’m on my way home now, nervous, but feeling for the first time in a
long time that I might just be onto something amazing.


I climb the stairs and
imagine the worst possible scenarios.


Most people would tell me
to be optimistic right now, but every time I’ve gone into something with high
hopes, those hopes are dashed in the most horrendous way possible, so right
now, I’m imagining her screaming at me, calling me an asshole and a womanizer,
telling me that I’m never going to be anything more to her than a rent check.


I can’t help the fact
that I’m still smiling.


When I get to the door, I
take a breath and take one final moment to imagine her hitting me over the head
with a frying pan and kicking me in the ribs while I’m lying on the floor.


If my inverse-square law
of hope has any validity, that thought should seal the deal.


I unlock the door and
open it to find Leila and some guy sitting on the couch, making out.


I should probably clear
my throat or say something, as neither one seems to have noticed my arrival,
but I can’t do anything.


It’s been about an hour
and a half since I decided I want to throw caution into the death machine and
make the move to be with Leila, and this is the first time I’ve ever seen her
with someone.


Inverse-square law my
ass.


I try to slowly back out
of the door and leave the two in peace so, hopefully, they never know I was
even here, but of course, that’s when my phone rings.


Leila and the guy who was
trying to swallow her face jerk and look over at me while I fumble for my
phone.


“Dane!” Leila spits.
“When did you get in?”


“Just a second ago,” I
tell her, still trying to pull the stupid fucking phone from my pocket. “I’m
just going to take this outside,” I tell them both, finally, and walk back out
the door, closing it behind me.


Once outside, I finally
get the phone wrested from my pocket and look at the number.


It’s Wrigley.


This should be interesting.


“Yeah?”


“Dane,” she says, “I need
to fuck someone and it needs to be now. You’re not mad at—”


“I’m on my way,” I tell
her.


I was off to such a fresh
start.
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“Mike,” I tell him, “we
can’t do this. You’re my best friend in the world, and I don’t want things to
get weird.”


“Who says they have to
get weird?” he asks. “I’m not talking about changing anything about our
relationship. I just want to know if I’m really that bad of a kisser.”


“It’s weird just talking
about it,” I tell him. “I’m sure you’re a fine kisser. Can we leave it at
that?”


“I guess,” he says and
turns back toward the television.


I know what he’s asking,
and I know he’s really not trying to pull one over on me, but still: Mike is
way too good a friend to even take a false step down that road. If things went
pear-shaped between us, I don’t know what I’d do.


For a very long time,
Mike is all that I’ve had.


Then Dane came along, but
I can’t even think about that right now.


He’s off somewhere with
that skank with the ridiculous name.


That’s all right. He
doesn’t owe me anything; we’re roommates. That’s what I keep telling myself,
anyway.


“You know I’d do it for
you,” he says.


“That’s because you’re a
freak, Mike,” I laugh and jab him with my elbow. “Just watch the movie and keep
it in your pants, will you?”


“I never said I was going
to take anything out of my pants,
although I see where your mind is.”


He can be such a child
sometimes.


“All right,” I tell him.
“If I kiss you once and give you notes, will you drop it and never ask me to do
anything like that again? I mean it. This is awkward enough as it is. We’re not
going to start some weird sex clinic—”


“Easy there, girl,” he
says, somehow thinking that talking to me like I’m a horse is going to help his
cause. “I’m just talking about a kiss—one
kiss. Give me some notes on how I can do better and we won’t even talk about it
again.”


“No tongue,” I tell him.


“Oh bull,” he says. “How
am I supposed to know if I’m doing it all right if you don’t let me slip you a
little tongue?”


“Eww…”
my body involuntarily shivers, and my eyes start to water like I’m stuck in a
sewage pipe.


“Gee, thanks,” he says.


“You’re like my brother,
Mike. This is too weird. No kiss, the whole thing’s off.”


“Aw, come on,” he whines.


He’s not only whining,
but he’s actually pouting: the bottom lip is out and everything. It might be
cute if it weren’t so stupid.


“No!” I tell him.


“But mom,” he whines
again.


“Yeah, like that makes it better.”


“Fine,” he says,
straightening up and speaking normally again. “How about one kiss, thirty
seconds—”


“Thirty seconds? Are you
insane?”


“What the hell am I going
to learn from a peck?”


“I don’t see why it’s
such a big deal anyway,” I tell him. “So you’re a bad kisser. It’s not the end
of the world.”


“How do you know I’m a
bad kisser?” he asks.


“Because of the way
you’re acting,” I tell him. “No self-respecting anything would put on such a
bitch fest.”


“I’m not bitching,” he
says. “I’m just tired of kissing my date good night and getting that look that
just says, ‘that’s it? Seriously, I sat through dinner for that?’ It’s
humiliating, Leila. Just one kiss, thirty seconds or less and a little bit of
tongue—before you throw something, I don’t mean puppy tongue or rim tongue—”


“That’s disgusting.”


“Whatever. I’m talking
just a normal amount of tongue as if we were out on a date and I’m trying to
convince you with my mouth that your every problem can
be solved by my penis. Is that so much to ask?”


“Yes!” I squeal, half in
laughter, half in horror. “You’re making this so much worse than I thought it
was going to be. I am not kissing you. Next time you walk a date to the door,
just put out your hand and give a good, solid handshake. I’ll tell you what:
I’ll help you practice that. Everyone
needs to know how to give a good handshake.”


“Leila…”


“Seriously, it’s not just
good for dates, but it’s good for business.”


I hold out my hand and,
when he doesn’t grab it, I place his hand into mine and give it one good shake.


“See?” I ask. “Good
pressure, only one up and down motion and release. That’s a good handshake.”


“I shake hands with the
best of them,” he says. “I think we both know that.”


“Watch the movie.”


“Leila!”


“Watch the movie!”


He crosses his arms and
starts grumbling.


He’s actually sitting
there grumbling.


“If I kiss you on your
terms, will you shut up and drop the whole thing from here until the end of
time?” I ask.


“Yes!”


I sigh and fold my arms.


“Does that mean you’re
going to do it?” he asks.


“I don’t know. Can you
keep your mouth shut before and after?”


“Of course,” he says.
“This is great, Leila, you’re such a—”


“What did I just ask?”


“Oh, right,” he says. “So
how do we do this?”


“You really are bad at
this,” I tease.


“Shut up,” he says. “I
mean, do we stand or do we sit? I’m assuming we’re not going to be rolling
around on your bed or anything?”


I can actually feel the
reflection of my death stare coming off of Mike’s face.


“That’s a no. Why don’t
we just do it here,” he says.


“Don’t say that,” I tell
him, covering my ears.


“Don’t say what?”


“Don’t say ‘do it,’ it
makes me feel like flies are laying eggs in the back of my throat.”


“Now that’s a good visual
for me to start with, kissing you,” he says.


“Shut up, Mike,” I tell
him.


“What’s the ruling on
hands?” he asks. “Like, where do I—”


“Nowhere near my body,” I
tell him. “In fact, you should probably have them behind your back.”


“Behind my back?”


“Just nowhere on my
body,” I tell him.


“I was hoping to test out
my hair-caressing—”


“Do not finish that
sentence,” I interrupt. “I’m already going to need an anti-emetic as it is.”


“Anti what?”


“Something to make me not
throw up,” I tell him.


“That’s cold.”


“Whatever. Let’s just do
this before I lose my nerve.”


“All right,” he says,
moving closer to me on the couch.


He closes his eyes and
starts to lean in and without even thinking about it, I naturally move away
from him.


He opens his eyes again.


“What?”


“I want you to tell me
the rules one more time. I’m not going to listen to any excuses if you cross
the line here.”


He rolls his eyes. “One
kiss,” he says, “thirty seconds or less—”


“I will be timing it,” I
tell him. “There’s a clock on the wall right there, and if we’re coming to
thirty and you’re not pulling away and apologizing for badgering me into doing
this, I’m going to leave a big red print of my hand across your cheek, got it?
Now what are the rest of the rules?”


He sighs. “Thirty
seconds, one kiss and a little tongue is permissible, but nothing over the top
or down the throat.”


“Where are your hands?”


“Somewhere else,” he
says.


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning not on you.”


“That’s right.”


“Can we just do this
thing? I’m starting to lose my nerve.”


“If you lost your nerve,
I think I’d be pretty okay with that.”


“All right,” he says.
“Tell me when to start.”


“No moaning or any
other—you know what? Don’t make any sound at all. I don’t even want to hear you
breathing.”


“I’ve got it!” Mike says
with a laugh.


“All right,” I say,
watching the second hand on the clock. “And, go.”


He leans in and our lips
meet.


It’s weird, but it’s not
terrible, I guess.


What the hell is he doing
with his tongue?


I pull back a little,
trying to give him the hint, but he doesn’t get it, so I bite his tongue a
little.


That gets him to pull
back.


Twenty seconds to go.


This is taking forever.


All right, he’s doing a
little better, but it’s like he’s trying to say something the way his lips are
moving.


I would close my eyes and
try to pretend like this is someone other than Mike, but I’m not breaking my
gaze at the clock.


Mike tilts his head to
the other side and I’m pretty sure that if I had a brother, this is what it
would be like to kiss him. This is, in no way, a turn-on.


Ten seconds left.


It’s almost over. The
worst is already done, now it’s just a matter of hanging in there for a few
more seconds.


Five.


Four.


Three.


A sound from somewhere
else in the apartment startles me and I pull away.


Shit. It’s Dane.


He’s standing at the door
with the oddest look on his face.


“Dane! When did you get
in?” I ask.


“Just a second ago,” he
says, clearly having a lot of difficulty pulling the ringing phone from his pocket.
“I’m just going to take this outside,” he says and is out the door before I can
say anything else.


“Oh crap,” I say, putting
my hands on my forehead.


“What?” Mike asks. “So he
saw us kissing. What’s the big deal?”


“I don’t know,” I tell
him. “He looked like he just walked in on me killing his dog.”


“Does he have a dog?”


“No, he doesn’t—you know
what I mean. Things have been pretty weird with us, and I think this is just
going to make it worse.”


“Why would this make it
worse?” Mike asks.


“I don’t know,” I lie.


The truth is that I’ve
wanted to talk to Dane ever since that night when things started getting weird.


I thought my feelings for
him were a drunken thing, but the more time that’s passed, the more I find
myself watching him and looking forward to him being home, even if we hardly
ever talk.


“So?” Mike asks with a
cartoonish smile on his face.


“So what?” I ask.


“How was the kiss? Do you
have any pointers?”


“The kiss,” I say. “I
totally forgot.”


“Great,” Mike says,
sinking into his seat. “If I can’t get you
to even remember, I’m in trouble.”


“Why the emphasis?” I
ask.


“What do you mean?”


“If I can’t get you…” I answer.


“Oh,” Mike says. “Well,
it’s been what? Ten years since you’ve kissed a guy? I just figured after that
long, I could pretty much do anything and still get a good response from you.”


“It has not been that
long,” I tell him. “And we’re way too close as friends for you to get a really good response from me.”


“Well, do you have any
notes? I mean, if you can’t remember—”


“Yeah, the tongue was way
too much. I felt like you were trying to paint the top of my mouth or something
and it was just weird.”


“Weird because we’re
friends, or weird because—”


“It was weird because it
was weird,” I answer. “I don’t know what the whole blowfish thing you were
doing with your lips was all about, but you can stop doing that, too.”


“What about when I turned
my head so our noses were on the other side, that was a good—”


“I really wasn’t all that
impressed,” I tell him. “It was pretty obvious that you were trying to give me
an eskimo kiss.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s a
racially insensitive term,” Mike says, sulking.


“That’s what they call
it. I didn’t make up the term.”


“So, was there anything
you liked?” he asks.


“Liked is kind of strong
for me…”


“Oh, come on!”


We go back and forth a
while. I give him some fundamental tips, but make it beyond clear that we’re
never kissing like that again.


I rewind the movie as, by
the time Mike’s done asking questions, we’ve missed at least half of it and we
spend a quiet evening sitting on the couch.


The only thing that’s
starting to bother me is that Dane still hasn’t come home.


It’s not unusual for him
to be out late or even all night, but tonight feels different. That look on his
face when he saw me and Mike kissing… it looked like he once had a smile, but
that it slowly melted and died. I don’t know how to describe it.


It looked like his heart
was breaking.


I don’t know, maybe I’m
reading too much into it.


After all, Dane has
what’s-her-stupid-name to keep him company.


What does he need me for?
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The view of Wrigley’s
shapely posterior rising and falling as she works me into her is pleasant
enough, but my heart just isn’t into it.


Not that Wrigley minds or
even notices. The fact that I’m hard is more than enough for her.


We’re back on the roof,
but the people across the street are all tired of the show.


I know how they feel.


I’m lying on the ledge
with one foot on each side of it and Wrigley’s got her back to me. Once I got
over the initial fear, this really doesn’t feel like anything exciting or even
new.


“Oh yeah,” she says,
slamming her core onto me again and again, “fuck me hard!”


I’m wondering if I were
reading a book right now, would she even notice?


It doesn’t really matter,
I guess. Things could be worse.


Though I’m not sure how.


I lift my hips as she
comes down, burying myself deeper inside and I may as well be somewhere else
entirely. There’s no passion, no thrill.


To stay interested, I
fantasize about rolling a little to one side and wonder if I’d still be inside
her when we hit the pavement.


I close my eyes and start
to pretend that she’s Leila, but immediately stop. I’m not going to cheapen
Leila like that.


Come to think of it, it’s
kind of a bad sign that I’m not so concerned about cheapening Wrigley like
that.


“Are you about there?” I
ask, trying to put enough enthusiasm into my voice to not pull her out of her
moment.


She stops riding me,
though I’m still inside her.


She moves one leg over
the side of the building so now only gravity is holding her in place. Yeah, I’m
inside of her, too, but I seriously doubt that would be enough to stop her from
going over the edge.


Wrigley lifts her other
leg over my body so she’s facing me now, straddling me and she leans forward,
kissing my lips as she says, “I think I want a relationship with you, too,
Dane.”


“I’m sorry, what?” I ask
before I can stop myself.


“I said I want to be in a
relationship with you, too, Dane. You were right. There’s more between us than
just sex.”


I don’t say anything for
a minute. I don’t move and hardly breathe. This is about the last thing I was
expecting from tonight.


“What do you think?” she
asks, grinding herself onto me to emphasize the question.


I look at her. She’s
already looking at me.


Her eyes are pale blue.
They’re not the darker blue of Leila’s, but they’re not without their warmth.


She kisses me and I just
stay there, hands hanging down.


I look over the edge of
the building and I look back at Wrigley.


And I decide to jump.


“I’d love that,” I tell her.
“Let’s do it.”


She lets out a glee
filled squee and puts her hands on my cheeks as she
kisses me vehemently.


“I’ve never wanted to be
with just one man before,” she tells me.


She throws her head back
and to the side, letting her hair fall over her left shoulder.


“I don’t see any stars,”
I tell her.


She stops moving and the
smile slowly fades from her expression.


“What?” she asks.


“The sky,” I tell her. “I
don’t see any stars.”


“Oh,” she shrugs. “The
city’s too bright.”


“Yeah,” I mumble.


This isn’t a bad thing.
Wrigley and I do seem to get each other on a deeper level, even if that
particular level is generally strange and somewhat terrifying.


She’s not a bad person.
She’s into some weird shit, but that’s not a crime. Well, what we’re doing
right now technically is, but you know what I mean.


Her muscles tighten
around my cock and she slides herself up and down my shaft slowly.


“I’ve been practicing,”
she says.


“What?” I ask, still
looking for even a single glimmering point of light in the sky.


“Kegels,” she says. “It
helps me grip. See?”


She flexes herself around
me again.


“You like?” she asks.


“Yeah,” I smile. “I
like.”


“It’s getting cold,” she
says. “Wanna go inside? We can always pick this up on
the bed or…” she kisses me. “The couch or…” she kisses me again. “The floor
or…” she presses her whole body into mine and breathes in deeply as she kisses
me once again. “Wherever.”


“Yeah,” I answer. “Okay.”


She grips me again as she
slips herself off of me and a moment later, I’m just lying there on the ledge
atop this building, still trying in vain to spot a single star in the sky.



 

*                    *                    *



 

It’s seven in the
morning, and I haven’t slept yet.


Wrigley’s feathered
breath is warm on my bare chest as she sleeps peacefully in my arms.


What I’m worried about
right now is that I’ve never known this woman outside of a strictly sexual
context.


Yeah, we’ve gone places
and we’ve talked, but we’re always on our way to a new place to have sex. We’re
always talking about what we’re going to do with each other when we get there.


I know there’s more to
her than that, but I just don’t know if I’m ever going to see it.


I’ve spent so much of my
life treating women like flavor of the hour that I’ve completely forgotten what
it’s like to be that guy, to ask those questions and really get to know
someone.


“Are you awake?” the
whisper comes as a slow rush of air, barely audible.


“Yeah,” I whisper back.


I can feel the muscles in
her face pulling back and when she lifts her head to turn and look at me, she’s
smiling.


“Good morning,” she says.


I can’t help but smile
back.


“Good morning. How’d you
sleep?” I ask.


“I don’t think I’ve ever
slept so peacefully.”


“I’m glad,” I tell her.
“Hey, it occurs to me that we don’t really know that much about each other.”


“Yeah,” she says and
waits for me to continue. “Oh, that was your point.”


I scoff. “Okay,” I tell
her and start to sit up. “I get it.”


“No, no, no,” she says,
with a bit of a chortle as she pushes me back down. “We don’t know that much about each other. I guess I just figured that
maybe we could start on that today. Do you have to work?”


“Yeah,” I answer. “Later,
though. I don’t have to be in until noon.”


“That’s right,” she says,
patting my chest. “You’re a chef.”


“Yeah,” I answer.


I’m trying to estimate
how bad the fallout is going to be if I tell her that I have no idea what she
does for a living, but she catches on before I’ve got any hard figures.


“I’m a social worker,”
she says. “I mostly work with kids and teenagers.”


“Yeah? That’s got to be pretty
rewarding.”


“It is,” she says. “It’s
one of those few things in my life where I really feel like I’m making a
difference for someone, you know? It’s not all Polaroids and hugs, though. I
deal with a lot of bad shit on a day-to-day basis.”


“I bet.”


“That said,” she
continues, “Every once in a while, I’ll come across someone who’s just in that
receptive place and you wouldn’t believe how even a child can turn things
around when they want to.”


“You know—maybe this is
going to sound rude, but—”


“That’s not what you
expected?” she asks. “It’s not what a lot of people expect, but it’s what I do.
I love it.”


“Yeah, but you’re—I don’t
know how to say this without being a dick,” I say.


She laughs. “It’s all
right. I’m pretty sure whatever you’re going to say, I’ve heard a lot worse.”


“You’re into some pretty
kinky shit.”


She lets out a gut laugh.


It’s the first time I’ve
ever heard the sound, and it paints her as a completely different person than
the nymphomaniac that I’ve been fucking for the past month or so. The laugh
softens her.


“I am,” she says, “but I
don’t take that to work with me.”


“Yeah, but—I don’t know,
aren’t you ever nervous that you’re going to be doing it in one of the paddle
boats in Central Park and have one of the kids you work with see you?”


“That’s why I don’t go to
Central Park,” she says.


“Yeah, but what about the
top of the building?” I ask. “We’ve been up there a few times now and, except
for last night, every time, we’ve had an audience.”


“Parents keep their kids
away from the windows in the city,” she says, “especially in this neighborhood.
You never know what you’re going to see or who’s going to catch you looking at
them.”


“You’ve really put a lot
of thought into all this, haven’t you?”


She laughs again and my
trepidation starts to thaw.


“I guess you could say
that. Look,” she continues, “there’s a way for me to get all the, in your
words, kinky shit out of my system without putting my job or any young eyes in
jeopardy. Sometimes it takes a bit of creativity, like last night at the stadium.
It actually made me pretty nervous being out in the middle of everything like
that, you know.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Seriously,” she says.
“Did you ever bother noticing how I was making sure that you were covered at
all times from an outside viewpoint? I mean, sure, someone might have walked up
and saw my head in your lap, but I’m sure you would’ve noticed before they saw
too much of anything.”


“You know, I was kind of
worried about this,” I laugh, “but I think this just might be the best decision
I’ve ever made.”


“Take it easy there,
Tonto,” she says. “We’re dating exclusively, but that doesn’t mean we’re
married. Pull it back a bit, will you?”


She’s smiling.


This is the first time
I’ve ever really seen her smile in the daylight.


The woman I went to bed
with isn’t the woman I woke up with, and for once, that’s not a bad thing.


“So, you wanna fuck and get some coffee?”


Or, you know, maybe she’s
the same woman and I’m just getting to know her better. That’s probably closer
to the truth.


She kisses my chest and I
feel something that I’d completely forgotten.


I feel cared for.


She lifts her head,
asking, “Or do you want to do the coffee thing first?”


I chuckle.


“Maybe some coffee,” I
tell her. “Otherwise, I don’t know that I’m going to make a good showing.”


“Didn’t you sleep well?”
she asks.


I’m about to tell her the
truth, but the look in her eyes is so innocent, so—what’s the word?—concerned
and I can’t bear to hurt her feelings.


“I slept all right,” I
lie. “I think I’m just getting used to having another person in bed with me.”


“I’m in bed with you all
the time,” she teases.


“Not sleeping,” I tease
back.


“All right, I’ll go get
some coffee on,” she says, actually going as far as to cover herself as she
reaches over the side of the bed for her bathrobe.


“What are you doing?” I
ask.


“It’s cold,” she says.
“I’m used to your body heat. I’ve been sleeping with it all night.”


This is what a
relationship feels like. I almost can’t remember feeling it before.


It’s not a bad feeling.


Wrigley’s hair is
disheveled and hilarious as she walks out the door on her way to the kitchen,
and I’m starting to wonder what I thought was so scary about settling down for
a while.


I don’t know if things
are going to work out or not, but this is probably the best morning I’ve had in
a few years.


“So,” I call through the
open doorway, “what time do you go to work today?”


“I’m off today,” she
calls back. “And will you get your lazy ass out here? I’m freezing.”


I smile to myself. This
is quite the turnaround from last night.


Last night, she was
storming out of my rental car because I’d only suggested that we go out on a
real date and when she got in that cab… I guess I don’t really need to go back
over that right now.


Last night was a very
different world with very different people in it.


I’m up and out of bed,
morning wood kicking in, though I haven’t slept, so I don’t bother with pants.
I just check the top drawer of her dresser for a towel. We tend to go through
quite a few of them on any given occasion.


Wrapped up, but hardly
hiding anything, I walk out of the bedroom and find Wrigley putting bread in
her toaster.


“Hey there,” I say as I
walk up, wrapping my arms around her.


“Well good morning to
both of you,” she laughs. “Did you change your mind on coffee?”


“Nah,” I answer.


“So, there is something I
think we should probably talk about,” she says. “I don’t want to put it all on
the line or anything, but I just want to know where you stand.”


“Okay.”


“Your roommate,” she
says, “what is the deal with the two of you?”


The question catches me off
guard.


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


“Well, the first night we
got together, you shouted her name as you were coming. Don’t get me wrong, I’m
not judging or anything.”


“Yeah, didn’t you shout your name about that same time?”


“Yeah, but whatever,” she
says, leaning back into me. “I just need to know what kind of relationship the
two of you have. Like are you just roommates, are you roommates that fuck, are
you hung up on her, what?”


“We’re just roommates,” I
tell her. “We’ve had a near miss or two—actually, now that I think about it,
just the one, but it was kind of drawn out—but no, nothing’s ever happened.”


We’re in a relationship
and people in relationships are supposed to be honest with each other, right?


“Okay,” she says. “You’re
being totally honest, right? I’m not going to impale you with a meat
thermometer if you tell me the two of you have bumped uglies.”


“You know, that’s one of
my least favorite terms for it,” I laugh.


“I’m serious,” she says.
“This is the free pass for both of us. You can say pretty much whatever here
and, as long as it’s not way too fucking overboard, it’ll slide.”


“Really,” I tell her,
“nothing’s happened.”


“Yeah,” she says, “I
heard you the first time, but are there feelings there or what? Guys don’t
usually call out the name of their roommate when they’re slogging someone
else’s snatch.”


“Where the fuck did you
learn to talk like that?”


“Answer the question,”
she says, pulling away from me to butter the toast she pulls from the toaster.


“I don’t know,” I tell
her. “I thought there might have been something there, but she’s with some
other guy now. It doesn’t matter.”


“So if she weren’t
single…?”


“Nothing happened when
she was,” I answer, starting to get a little tired of this particular line of
questioning. I understand where Wrigley’s coming from, but I wasn’t prepared
for it this morning.


“But if she weren’t
single now, would you be here with me?”


“What does it even
matter?” I snap. “I’m not there, I’m here. Can we just drop it?”


“No,” she answers calmly.
“I think you should be honest with yourself before you really decide to jump
into something with me. Am I the woman that you really want to be with, or am I
just a decent second choice? You’re really not going to hurt my feelings unless
you lie to me.”


“How do you do that?” I
ask.


“Do what?”


“Just stand there and
calmly ask me if I’d rather be with someone else?”


“Well, it does seem like
something that might make things difficult for us in the long run, and if
that’s the case, I’d like to be prepared for it. I don’t see any reason to
begrudge you your feelings if that’s what they are. Is that what they are?”


“I don’t know, okay?”


That’s probably not the
most romantic thing I’ve said to a woman in the morning.


“Okay,” she says. “Are
you really ready to have a relationship with me, or are you just trying to run
away from the fact that Leila’s with someone else?”


“When did you turn into
Dr. Phil?”


She just laughs.


“I don’t know where my
mind is, and I don’t know what my feelings for Leila are, but I do know that
from the moment you woke up this morning, everything in the world felt so much
better.”


“Well, that’s something,
I guess,” she says. “Toast?”
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Back in the office again,
and Annabeth is getting on my last nerve.


I made the stupid mistake
of telling her what happened last night with Dane and how he just took off with
barely a word. Now, she’s giving me her, “You know what you gotta
do?” routine, and after the twelfth repetition of the question, I’m starting to
boil.


“It’s not that simple,” I
tell her. “Dane and I have never really broken the ice. I mean, we have, but
something’s always happened to cause it to freeze back over again.”


“You do love your
metaphors,” she says, the smoke coming out of her mouth in short puffs.


“I really don’t want to
talk about this anymore,” I tell her. “Any news on the job front?”


“Nope,” she says. “One of
these days, I’m going to get the phone call from somewhere. I’m just trying to
keep my sanity until it happens, ya know?”


Yeah, I know.


This morning, Kidman asked
me if I wanted a raise. Stupid me, I said yes.


“Elderly men shouldn’t be
allowed to grab their junk in public,” I say without sharing the context.


Annabeth laughs. “What?”


“Kidman,” I answer. It’s
the only answer I need.


“I’ve got that all
figured out,” she says and tosses me a pen.


“What am I supposed to do
with this?” I ask.


“Just don’t say anything
to get yourself in trouble,” she says vaguely. “So, what are you gonna do about your roommate problem?”


“We’re back on that?
Seriously, I don’t even know what happened. For all I know, the phone call
could have been his mother saying she’d broken a hip or something.”


“Nah,” Annabeth says. “It
sounds to me like he was off his game as soon as he saw you and that friend of
yours macking on the couch. You know what you gotta do?”


“Annabeth, I swear if you
utter that phrase one more time, I’m going to punch you in the throat.”


“Easy there, girl,”
Annabeth says, spitting her cigarette out of her mouth in the process. “I was
just gonna say that you should just talk to the man
and see what he has to say. If you and him aren’t gonna
talk, you’re just gonna end up going past each other,
wasting all the hours of your lives wondering what the other one is thinking.”


She has a point, but I’m
not quite ready to admit it.


“I really thought you
would have heard something back on one of your applications by now,” I tell
her. “You’ve got the grades and the pedigree. I wonder what’s holding it up.”


The glare on her face
seems pretty out of context, but maybe I’ve overstepped again. I have a
tendency to do that when I’m trying to lead a conversation away from something
I want to avoid.


“We should probably get
back in,” Annabeth says, leaving her half-smoked cigarette smoldering on the
ground.


We make our way back
inside and don’t say a word to each other on the way. When we’re back to our
floor, we just part ways, and I’m starting to think I can’t do anything right.


“Tyler!”


I swear to all that is
holy that if this geezer makes one stupid comment, I’m going to lose it.


“Yeah?”


Well, he’s not grabbing
himself, so we’re off to a good start.


“Did you put this on my
desk?” he asks.


“Did I put what on your
desk?”


“This!” he shouts and
holds up a file.


“I don’t know,” I tell
him. “What’s in it?”


“In my office!” he
shouts.


Anymore, it’s not all
that common for anyone working on this floor to even bother looking up when
Kidman starts screaming at me. This time, though, I’m not the only one that can
tell this rant is going to be different.


I’m not even in his
office before he’s telling me to close the door.


I follow instructions and
try to prepare myself for what’s about to happen.


“Do you know what’s in
this?” he asks.


“It’s a folder,” I
answer. “I don’t know—”


“Did you put this on my
desk?”


“Sir, I honestly don’t
know which folder that is. I’ve put a few folders on your desk today, but
without knowing what’s in that one, I really couldn’t tell—”


“Do you think you’re
funny?” he asks. “I get that I’m not the easiest person to work for, but this
is so far over the line you’re in another country.”


“Sir?”


He slams the folder on
his desk.


“You know, I’d expect
this from that friend of yours, but coming from you—this is really too much.”


“I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” I tell him.


“You mean to tell me that
you’re not the one who printed off a copy of my bank statement, put it in a
file and set it on my desk?”


“I’m sorry, what?”


He takes a breath.


“You really didn’t know
what was in this, did you?” he asks, starting to cool down a little.


“No sir, I didn’t. Why
would someone—”


“It doesn’t matter,” he
says. “You can go.”


“Sir?”


“I said go!” he shouts.
“I’m not going to tell you again!”


So I go.


With the door closed
behind me, I try not to look at all the faces looking at me. Although I’m
technically off the hook, this office is great at one thing and it has nothing
to do with finance.


As I make my way toward
Atkinson’s office, as I have absolutely nothing else to do right now, and I’d
really like to take my mind off of everything, I can hear the not-so-hushed
voices.


“Yeah,
he just came in screaming. I think she’s going to get fired.”


“Look
at her—no, not now, she’s looking over here. She looks like she just got
fired.”


Somewhere around the
eighth utterance of the word “fired,” I’ve had enough.


“Oh, will you all just
shut up?!” I shout. “Every time someone leaves the room, you’re all pick, pick,
pick, pick, pick, pick, pick as if your lives are such a pretty picture!”


“Leila?”


“What?!” I yell, spinning
on my heel.


I turn around and,
standing there like a scolded child is Mrs. Weinstock, one of my five bosses.


“Mrs. Weinstock,” I say,
“I am so sorry.”


“Would you come and talk
to me in my office?”


“Sure,” I answer, my
voice suddenly small again.


Kidman is the filthy old
man. Atkinson is the drill sergeant that wants you to scrub the floors with a
toothbrush—although, to be fair, he’s only had me do that once. Iverson keeps
calling me Kayla and hasn’t once given me clear directions on anything, so when
I invariably screw up, he’s always got something to say about it. I still
haven’t met Mrs. Beck.


Mrs. Weinstock, on the
other hand, she is the master of the guilt trip.


With that soft-spoken
tone and those big eyes, made even bigger by the thick glasses she wears—I
swear, for the sole purpose of adding to the puppy effect—she can make you feel
worthless just by looking at you.


Once I’m in her office,
she asks me to close the door behind me.


“Have a seat,” she says.


She’s the oldest
forty-something woman I’ve ever come across in my life and somehow, that only
makes her entreaties all the more gut-wrenching.


I sit and wonder whether
she’s got me in here to make me feel terrible about yelling at everyone in the
office, or because Kidman told her that I put that file on her desk or what.


“How are you doing? You
seem a little stressed,” she says.


“It’s been a rough day,”
I tell her. “Then last night, there was this whole thing with my roommate…”


Even though I know
better, those big brown eyes just make me open up. I can’t help it.


“I’m sorry to hear that,
dear,” she says. “I just got a call. Someone from Claypool and Lee—did you know
they’d be calling me for a reference?”


“Yes,” I answer. “I
thought we talked about that.”


“Well, we did,” she says,
“but I didn’t think you’d actually go through with applying somewhere else. I
thought we’d made a nice home for you here.”


“Ma’am,” I start, “it is
absolutely nothing against you. I’ve just been looking for something more
permanent.”


“I thought you’d want to
stay here,” she says. “But you’ve never once asked me if we had anything open
for you. Why is that?”


“To be honest, ma’am,” I
start, “I haven’t had the greatest experience here. I really don’t get the
feeling that anyone really wants me around.”


And now she looks like
she’s going to cry.


“I’ve always been so nice
to you, Leila—”


“What did you tell them?”
I interrupt, as I’m starting to get the feeling that she just torpedoed me.


“I told them that we sure
didn’t want to see you go,” Mrs. Weinstock says.


“Did you give them any
reason not to hire me?” I ask.


“Now, why would I do
that?”


Yep, she’s actually
crying now. I really hope I got that other job; otherwise, I might just end up
getting fired by Rose Nylund.


“I didn’t say that you
did, Mrs. Weinstock,” I answer, but she’s too busy wiping the tears from her
eyes with a tissue to pay me much attention.


This is torture.


Right now, I kind of wish
I was back in Kidman’s office.


“I’m sorry,” she says. “I
just hate to see talented people like you go.”


“Well, they’re just
calling references,” I tell her, hoping that might comfort her enough to get
her to stop the sobbing. “I probably won’t get it. Annabeth’s up for the same
job and she’s the likely choice.”


“Annabeth?” Mrs.
Weinstock howls.


Oh, great. Annabeth’s
going to kill me for that one.


“I can come back,” I tell
her.


“You’re all going to
leave me!” Mrs. Weinstock cries and with that, she’s overplayed her part.


“Oh, will you stop it?
You’re a grown woman. People get hired, people leave. That’s just the way it
goes. You can’t guilt everyone into doing whatever you want them to do.”


Her expression changes in
an instant. “You don’t talk to me that way,” she barks. “I am your superior,
and you will address me with proper decorum.”


“You know what? I am so
sick of all the crap you people pile on me every time I come into work. I’m
just trying to do my job and do it well, but every single time one of you asks
me to see you in your office, I want to throw up, and you, Mrs. Weinstock,
you’re the worst one of all with your whole grandmother act. You know what you
are?”


“What am I?” she asks,
and I think we’ve gotten a little off topic.


I let my temper simmer
for a beat.


“You are someone who
asked me into her office to tell me something, and I’ve got a feeling you
haven’t told me half of it yet. If you bombed my chances with Claypool and Lee,
fine, I’ll find something else, but I’d just like to know so I can stop putting
your name on my resumé.”


“For your information, I
gave you a glowing review, and I called you in here to tell me that I was their
last call. The job is yours if you want it, although I sure don’t envy them
putting up with your behavior.”


“Maybe if you—wait, what?
I’m hired?”


“The man told me to have
you give him a call when you had a free moment and they’re going to work out a
time to get you in for training.”


“I’m hired?”


She goes to respond, but
the suddenness and volume of the “Woo!” that comes out of me overpowers
anything she might be trying to say.

















 

[bookmark: _Toc430551510]Chapter Fourteen


Lightly
Baked with Just a Dash of Salt


Dane



 


 

It only took an hour for
Wilks to show his talent as the new executive chef of l’Iris.
By the time dinner service started to slow down, there was really nothing left
for me to do that couldn’t be done just as well by someone else, and I offered
to give Wilks the kitchen.


Apparently, his first
name is Jared.


I never really bothered
to learn that kind of thing, but it’s his kitchen now.


After the discussion with
Wrigley and obligatory coital session that followed, I started to feel a little
bit better. Still, it’s going to be a little weird going home tonight.


Maybe Leila’s out with
her new boyfriend. Before I’m even to the door of the apartment, though, I can
hear her inside singing along to some pop song.


I can’t just hide from
her forever, so I unlock and open the door. Once it’s closed, I decide that
maybe I can just hide from her
forever, and I make it to my room without alerting her to my presence.


My phone’s in my hand a
few seconds later.


“Hello?”


“Wrigley, I don’t know
what I’m doing here. This whole thing is so uncomfortable. I don’t think I can
go through with it.”


“You’ve got to talk to
her, Dane,” my new girlfriend says. “I’m not opening up the candy store until
you’ve figured out what this is between the two of you.”


That was the agreement
before I left for work this morning, but it’s making less and less sense with
every passing moment.


“She’s with someone,” I
say.


“Right now? The guy’s
there?”


“No,” I answer. “I don’t
know. I didn’t see him when I came in.”


“Wait, you’re not hiding
in your room like a little bitch, are you?”


“She’s out there doing
jazzercise and singing along with shit off the radio.”


It’s a while before
Wrigley’s done laughing.


“She’s in a good mood,”
she says finally. “Now is as good a time as any.”


“Why am I doing this
again?”


“Because,” she answers,
“I don’t want to start an exclusive relationship with someone whose heart isn’t
into it. This is strange enough for me, I’m not about to jump in further if
there’s nothing but undertow.”


“But—”


“I know it’s probably
nothing,” she says, “but on the off chance that it’s something, you need to
talk to her and see where you stand.”


“Can we be in a
relationship, but you go back to being callous and sex-crazed?” I ask.


It’s too much to hope.
She just laughs and hangs up.


Wrigley was right about
one thing, though. Sneaking into my bedroom, closing the door and calling
wasn’t really the strongest move I could have made.


There’s nothing left for
me to do but go out there and see what I feel when I do.


I open the door and about
startle the shit out of Leila.


She turns off the radio,
shouting, “Jesus, Dane, when did you get home?”


“Just a few minutes ago,”
I start. “There’s something I need to talk to you about—”


“You’re not going to
believe this,” she starts, a look of excitement on her face.


“What?” I ask.


“I got the job!” she
exclaims, turning the radio back on.


“That’s great!” I say
with a smile. “What job?”


“That’s right, I didn’t
tell you,” she says. “I’ve been putting out my resumé
for a while now, but I hadn’t heard anything back. Today, I got the call, well
one of my bosses got the call, but that doesn’t matter. I got hired on full
time at Claypool and Lee! I start in a couple of weeks!”


“Claypool and Lee?” I
ask.


She flips the radio off
again.


“Oh, right,” she says. “I
probably should have run this by you.”


“What?”


“The job’s in Jersey,”
she says. “I’ve got to start looking for places.”


“New Jersey,” I say.
“Wow. So, what happens—”


“I’m not just going to
kick you out,” she says. “I’ll talk to Traven and see if we can get you put on
the lease as the primary. I know the place is kind of pricey, but I’m sure you
could find a roommate.”


That’s not what’s making
me feel like I’ve been hit in the stomach with a baseball bat.


Wrigley was right.
There’s no doubt about it.


I’ve got a thing for my
roommate and it’s a big one. I’m not even making a penis joke there, that’s how
serious this is.


“Check this out,” she
says. “I’m going to be working with some of the best financial minds in the
country and after five years, they’re going to give me my own team. They’re
putting me on track to be a partner someday, you know, if I don’t screw it up
in the meantime.”


“Oh, you won’t screw it
up,” I tell her. “You’re going to do great.”


“Thanks,” she says. “I
don’t mean to just bail on you, but this is really the opportunity of a
lifetime for me.”


“I’m happy for you,” I
tell her. “Really, I am.”


“Then why do you look like
you just got hit in the stomach with a tire iron?”


I almost correct her, as
the visual in my head was very clearly a baseball bat with a bunch of nails
driven through the end, but the amount of explanation involved there is just
too much.


“Well, I guess that just
about does it,” I tell her.


“No, seriously,” she
says. “What’s wrong?”


“It’s nothing,” I say,
but even I’m not convinced.


“Oh,” she says. “I know
what it is. This is about last night.”


“Well…”


“May I ask why it
bothered you that I was kissing Mike?”


“Mike?” I ask. “Isn’t he
your friend from town?”


“Yeah,” Leila answers.
“He was just having one of his moments and badgered me into letting him know if
he was a good kisser or not. I wouldn’t worry about it.”


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


“Oh, nothing,” she says.
“And you didn’t answer my question.”


“What was your question?”


“Why does it bother you
that I was kissing Mike?” she repeats.


“Why would it bother me?”


“That’s what I’m asking.”


I sigh.


Am I really going to do
this? Wrigley is a perfectly wonderful woman: totally out of her mind, but
still, very much my type. Am I really willing to risk that for someone I hardly
know?


Of course, I hardly know
Wrigley, but that’s neither here nor there.


“I just didn’t know you
were home,” I answer. “When I came in, I realized that I was probably intruding
on something, but my phone rang before I could get out of here.”


“Oh,” she says. “So it
didn’t bother you that I was kissing someone else?”


“Why would it?” I ask.


This is painful.


“I don’t know,” she says.
“We almost, you and I, you know…”


She trails off; her
newfound discomfiture is hardly helping things.


“What?”


“Okay, I didn’t black out
that night,” she says. “After your friend came out of your room wearing—or not
wearing…whatever—I kind of wished that I had, but—is this too weird?”


She’s talking really
fast, and it’s a few seconds before I realize she’s
just asked me a question.


“Is what too weird?”


“Talking about this,” she
says. “I know you and that Wrigley chick have a thing and all that. I just
don’t want to make things uncomfortable between us for the next couple weeks.”


That’s actually a pretty
solid idea. She’ll move and I’m sure I’ll be over her in no time.


“I think I’m in love with
you,” I blurt out.


That was stupid.


The remote falls from her
hand and it looks like her jaw is trying to follow it.


“You’re what?” she asks.


“You know what? Never
mind. I shouldn’t have said anything. You got some big news today, and I think that’s what we should be talking about.”


“You’re in love with me?”
she asks.


“Well, I…”


I stammer a bit, but I
have no words to follow the string of unintelligible noises.


“When did this happen?”
she asks.


“I don’t know,” I say.
“Look, can we just forget that I said anything?”


“I just got a new job,
and I’m going to be moving,” she says, putting her hands to her temples.


“Yeah, let’s just forget
I said anything. I’m thrilled to hear about your—”


“Are you sure it’s not
just a proximity thing?” she asks. “I know sometimes people—”


“Oh, let’s just drop it.”


She peers at me and I
can’t bring myself to return the gaze.


“You are—seriously, why didn’t you say something before? You know, maybe
while I was drunk and throwing myself at you?”


“Well, I—”


“Wait,” she says, “that’s
right. There was a naked woman in your room at the time.”


She starts laughing and I
want to kill myself.


“I’m sorry,” she says.
“This really isn’t funny.”


She’s still laughing.


“Okay, well, I’m going to
go now, but yeah: congratulations on the job.”


“Dane, I’m so sorry for
laughing. It’s a nervous thing. I’m really not trying to laugh at you.”


“Really, it’s fine,” I tell her and turn to go back to my room.


“I wish you had told me,”
she says.


I stop.


“I have feelings for you,
too, you know?”


“Yeah?” I ask.


I’m no good at this whole
vulnerable thing.


“Yeah,” she says. “After
that night, I realized that I’ve been really attracted to you for a while. I’m
pretty sure that’s why I hated you for so long.”


“So you hated me because
you like me?”


“I’m a girl,” she says.
“That’s kind of how we roll. You guys do it, too, you know. That whole pushing
girls down in the sandbox cliché; that’s the same thing.”


“Yeah, well, good talk.”


“I really wish you said
something.”


She’s still talking.


Why are we dragging this
out?


“I wish I said something, but I’ve got this new
job and I don’t see any way this is going to work, Dane. I wish we just—”


“It’s okay,” I tell her.
“You don’t owe me anything. I should have said something sooner and I didn’t.
That’s the way it goes sometimes.”


I turn the knob on my
door.


“Are you going to be all
right?”


That has just become my
least favorite question ever.


“Yeah,” I answer. “I’ll
be fine. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


I’m half-expecting her to
say something else, but she’s silent. So I push my door open and can’t get it
closed behind me fast enough.


Well, at least I have
something to tell Wrigley, although I can’t imagine this is going to be the
best first day of a relationship she’s ever had.
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Coming
Down


Leila



 


 

Mrs. Weinstock didn’t
fire me after everything that happened yesterday, so I guess I’m here until I
give them some kind of notice. That’s not really what’s on my mind, though.


Work is a blurry mass of
emotion, none of which stays in one place long enough to really sink in. I
wanted to tell Dane that I felt the same way about him, and I guess I kind of
did, but that doesn’t change anything.


On the bright side, I’m
so distracted that I barely notice it when Kidman asks me if I’d like to grease
up his paper tray, and before I know it, I’m done for the day.


I don’t want to go home,
but I can’t stay here. Knowing Dane, little, though I do, I can only imagine
that if he is home, he’s probably got company.


I’m just going to have to
get over that, though.


I would call Mike, but I
can see that only making things even less comfortable with Dane.


Why would he wait until
the last possible minute to tell me that he has feelings for me?


By the time I get home,
I’m too emotionally drained to worry about whether Dane’s in there or not.


I get into the apartment
and, if he’s home, he’s in his room.


That’s fine by me.


Drained, though I am,
there’s no doubt that seeing him right now would be enough to send me off some
kind of edge.


I can’t think about that
right now, though. I only have a couple of weeks before I start at my new job,
and I need to find somewhere to live.


If worse comes to worse,
I can commute for a while, but that’s going to be a long drive. Like most
people in Manhattan, I don’t have my own car, so I’d have to rent one; it’ll be
so much easier if I can find somewhere before then.


I pull out my phone. If
there’s one thing Mike knows, it’s how to annoy the crap out of me. If there
are two things he knows, they’re how to annoy the crap out of me and how to
find a killer deal on an apartment.


“Hello?”


“I got the job.”


I go on to tell him the finer
details and before I can even ask, he’s already installed himself as head of
the apartment-finding committee.


Now Mike: Mike has a car.
It’s a beat down hunk of junk, but it runs. Tomorrow is Saturday, so the
planning section of the conversation goes by quickly enough.


It’s when he asks what
I’m going to do about Dane that things start to unravel, or rather, that I
start to unravel.


I make a quick excuse and
hang up, but just hearing the name has me in a tailspin. I don’t know why I’m
crying so hard.



 

*                    *                    *



 

It’s six in the morning
when my phone rings.


I let it go to voicemail
and have a brief, magnificent fantasy of falling back to sleep and not waking
up again until I’m no longer tired, but that dream is cut short as the phone
rings again.


“What?” I answer.


“Rise and shine,” Mike
says. “It’s time to find you an apartment. I’m downstairs and ready to go.”


“It’s too early,” I tell
him, but I know it’s not going to make any difference.


“I brought coffee and
donuts,” he says. “If you’re really nice to me, I might even let you have some,
now get your ass outta bed and let’s get going.”


I go on to make a very
compelling argument about how nobody’s going to show us apartments this early
in the morning, but he’s already hung up.


Grumbling, I get out of
bed.


Mike didn’t leave me time
to take a shower, so I put on some deodorant and hope I don’t feel too
disgusting by the time the day’s out. I don’t really like my chances.


When Mike said he was
here, he meant parked in the garage down the block. It’s a bit early, but there
are already people on the sidewalks, nearly all of them talking on phones. I
can’t help but wonder how many of them are actually talking to someone and how
many are just talking into the air, trying to appear like they’re a lot more
important than they actually are.


I might be a little
cranky.


I’m not even to the
parking garage when I hear Mike’s voice echoing through the structure. He’s
arguing with someone about whether parking on the line is “in” or not, and from
the sound of it, it doesn’t seem like he’s winning.


I follow the ruckus and
eventually find Mike standing at the back of his car, up in the face of the
parking attendant, and the problem is easy enough to spot.


Mike didn’t pull into a
space and take a little more than his share of the spot; he’s parked behind two
cars, blocking them in. He’s trying to advance the argument that because one of
his tires is on one of the yellow lines, he’s technically not parked illegally.


“Lei, you’re here,” he
calls over the attendant’s shoulder. “Let’s get the fuck out!”


I hurry to the car and
get in. The parking attendant is still shouting profanity at Mike through the
window, but as soon as Mike starts the car, the man backs off.


“Yeah, I didn’t know how
long I was going to hold him there with that bullshit,” Mike laughs. “Your
coffee’s in the cup holder on the right. You drink it black, don’t you?”


“I don’t even care right
now,” I tell him and pull the lid off the cup.


I pour about half the cup
of coffee down my throat. It’s a good thing the coffee is cold.


“So, I stayed up until
four in the morning looking at places, and we’ve got some options. There are a
few in town and a few out of town. Which would you like to check first?”


“You didn’t make any
appointments?”


“Who’s going to take an
appointment in the middle of the night?” Mike asks. “It’s Jersey. People there
don’t have plans. They’ll be so thrilled that a New Yorker is in town they’ll
roll out the red carpet.”


Mike’s one of those New Yorkers. He’s of a special
breed that thinks no one outside of the five boroughs has anything important to
do. That, mixed with the already sizeable god-complex, and they just might kick
us out of the state.


We’re on the road for a
long time, longer than I would have thought.


I made sure to look at
the clock as we were leaving, and it’s already been almost three hours. There’s
no way I can make this kind of commute.


“What kind of brokerage
houses do they even have in Jersey?”


“They have brokerage
houses everywhere,” I tell him. “The only difference is that in New York, if
someone on the floor pisses you off, you can hunt them down before they’ve had
a chance to leave the state.”


“So, what’s the deal with
you and Dane? I kind of got a vibe from you last night.”


Mike and his stupid vibes.


“Nothing,” I tell him.
“Just drive. You know where we’re going, right?”


“You know the guy’s in
love with you, right?”


I look over at him, my
eyes wide.


“What?” he asks. “It’s
not like it wasn’t obvious the way he was carrying on the other night when he
walked in on us kissing.”


“You didn’t seem to have
any useful theories on it then.”


“Yeah, I had a little
time to think about it and the more I did, the more I realized that he had the
same look on his face when I found my date for senior prom under the bleachers
getting felt up by Bill Rodman.”


“I’m moving,” I tell
Mike. “That kind of trumps everything else.”


“You’re not into him,
then?” he asks.


I don’t answer, but
that’s an answer in itself.


“You like him, too,” he
says. “J’accuse!”


“J’accuse
is back, huh?” I ask.


“Are you going to tell
him?” Mike asks.


“Nope,” I answer.
“There’s really nothing to tell. I have a new job in a new city—a new state,
even. It doesn’t really matter whether I like him or not.”


“So you do like him?”


“Haven’t we established
that?”


“I was talking out my
ass,” Mike says. “Could you reach in the glove compartment and grab me the map
that’s in there?”


I open the glove
compartment, but all I find is a small bag of pot and a half-empty bag of corn
chips.


“Seriously?”


“Yeah,” he says. “It’s
seriously the second decade of the new millennium. People don’t use fucking
paper maps anymore. Could you pass me that bag? I think I’ve got half a joint
stuffed in there somewhere.”


“I’m not letting you
drive me high,” I tell him and close the glove box.


“Killjoy.”


We’re on the road for
another half hour, and Mike seems incapable of talking about anything other
than my situation with Dane. I’m really not in the mood.


When we finally take an
exit, Mike pulls the phone out of his pocket and hands it to me.


“Pull up the GPS,” he
tells me. “I’ve got everything programmed in there.”


I will say this about
Mike: he does come prepared. I really wish he hadn’t come prepared with the bag
of weed, though.


We follow the automated
voice into the first apartment complex and I have the strangest moment. I’ve
been in New York City so long that when I think of an apartment complex, I
think of one building with only a few parking spaces out front that are always
filled, crammed to the rafters with every brand of crazy person there is.


This place, though. It
kind of reminds me of home.


It’s not the nicest place
in the world, but the grounds are well-kept and I don’t see any crime scene
tape, so I’m already excited.


“And now we wait,” Mike
says as he pulls into an open parking spot.


“We wait?” I ask. “Why?”


“Oh, yeah,” he says,
“their office doesn’t open for another hour. So, when are you going to tell
Dane that you want him to split you like a tree trunk?”


“Split me like a—you have
a problem, Mike, seriously.”


“It’s not like you didn’t
already know,” he tells me. “I saw the look on your face when you realized he
was there.”


“I was startled,” I
rejoin. “You should have seen your
face. Your mouth was open so wide I could see your wisdom teeth.”


“Whatever,” he says. “I’m
talking about after the initial shock. You looked like you were going to—”


“Can we please talk about
something else?” I ask. “Have you had a chance to try what I told you?”


“What? You mean
completely changing everything about the way I kiss?”


“That’s exactly what I
mean.”


“Eh, a little bit. I
don’t know if I just got magnificently better at it, or if I’m still as
terrible as ever, but we weren’t kissing very long.” He leans over, grinning
and nudges my arm, saying, “If you know what I mean.”


“Oh, god.”


We sit there for a while,
and I continue to dodge his questions about Dane. When the office finally
opens, we go in and talk to the manager. She takes us on a tour and it simply
doesn’t compute that I can get a two bedroom apartment with a decent floor plan
for under $1,000.


I really haven’t been
living in the city that long, but that kind of freaks me out.


I’m ready to sign the
papers right now, but Mike steps in before I can commit to anything and tells
the woman that we have a few more appointments today, but we’ll let her know.


By the time the day’s
done, I can hardly remember what that first apartment looked like.


“So,” Mike says as we’re
on our way back to New York and all the insanity those two words juxtaposed
entail, “you’re really not going to tell me what you’re going to do.”


“Nope.”


I don’t want to tell him
that, with every new apartment we looked at, I was making a mental note of
which room would be mine and which one would be Dane’s. I admit it, I like him
and I don’t want to leave him, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to share a
bedroom with him either.


Mike drops me off in
front of my building and we make plans to get together tomorrow and decide
which place is going to be the right fit.


I’m not looking forward
to walking into that apartment and having to try and think of a way to approach
Dane now that it’s all out in the open, but I don’t get the chance. As I come
up the stairs, Dane’s coming out of the apartment.


“Don’t lock it!” I call.


He jumps a little, but
nods and opens the door.


When I get up to him, my
every thought is of walking right by him, but I stop.


“Dane, I wanted to talk
to you about last night,” I tell him.


“Could we not do this?”
he asks. “I’ve already humiliated myse—”


My lips are pressing into
his and I’m pushing him backward through the open door to the apartment. He’s
stunned for a moment, but in a flash, he’s kissing me back and chills are
running throughout my entire body.


I know this isn’t the way
to leave things with him, but who says that I want to leave things at all?


I kick the door closed
behind us and close my eyes as I feel his soft lips against mine.


This is what a kiss is
supposed to be like.


His hands move up and
down my sides, and I can hardly breathe as our tongues mingle with each other,
playfully, sensually.


He pulls back for a
second, saying, “Are you sure that you—”


My lips are over his
again, and I’m nodding my head, humming, “Mmm hmm.”


I can tell that he
doesn’t know how far I’m willing to take this, so I make the first move after
the first move, grabbing the bottom of his shirt and pulling away from him just
long enough to pull it off of him.


His skin is so warm,
firm. He has a tattoo on his chest, but I’m watching his closed eyes as we
continue to kiss.


He runs his fingers
through my hair, and I can feel a tug in my core like nothing I’ve ever known.


Confident now, he pulls
my shirt off and, with one hand, he unclasps my bra. I slip the straps off my
shoulder and let it fall to the ground and I press my bare skin against his.


I can feel his heartbeat.


He bends down a little
and wraps his arms around my lower back, lifting me off the ground, and I wrap
my legs around his waist as I kiss his lips and his neck and he carries me into
his room.


He bends down again and
lays me on the bed. He kisses my neck then my chest. He takes one of my nipples
into his hot mouth, and I feel myself growing wet with the sensation.


My breath comes in jagged
and as his mouth moves farther down my body, I close my legs enough for him to
undo my pants and pull them off of me.


My legs open instinctively
and he moves my panties to one side, his steamy breath bringing me to life. The
moment his first finger runs over my crease, I’m already halfway there.


“Are you sure?” he asks,
his fingertips teasing my opening.


“Yeah,” I breathe.


A moment later, his
finger is inside me and his tongue is tracing a figure eight on my clit. My
hands dig into the comforter, and my legs are already starting to shake.


My fingers are in his
hair and he’s pleasuring me so intently.


I whisper, “Come here,”
and as he stands, I slip my panties down my legs and kick them off to one side.


I sit up and move closer
to the edge of the bed, smiling at the growing bulge in his pants. I’m not
thinking of consequences now as I undo his pants and pull him out of the thin
fabric of his boxers.


He’s hard in my hand, and
I run my tongue from base to tip, tasting his skin before I take him into my
mouth. My free hand finds its way between my own legs, and I rub myself softly
as I suck lightly on his flared ridge.


I can feel his pulse in
my mouth, and it’s all I can do to see straight as I look up into his eyes.
With my tongue, I press against the underside of his member and delight in the
quick gasp as I take more of him into my mouth.


“I want to feel you
inside me,” I tell him.


He doesn’t say a word.


He kneels down between my
legs and kisses me softly on the mouth.


The anticipation builds
within me as I lean back, leaving myself open for him to take me. With his tip,
he teases my lower lips and they swell in response, inviting him inside.


He goes slowly at first:
pushing only one and then two inches inside of me, but in a moment, the whole
length of him is inside and my fingers are curled, gripping the skin of his
back.


He fills me perfectly,
again and again and his mouth is so warm, kissing my neck.


“You feel amazing,” he
tells me and his tempo increases, little by little, until my legs quake and my
breath comes in gulps.


“I’m going to come,” I
whisper into his ear.


“Come,” he tells me, and
kisses my cheek, then my lips.


When that rise starts
growing within me, I press my lips into his, if only to contain the volume of
my ecstasy.


My legs tremble as I
tighten them around his body, and every moment I expect that tremor of release,
but the feeling only builds and builds until I’m in another world entirely with
only his embrace as sweet gravity, keeping me tethered to the earth.


When the jolting electric
waves shoot through me, I pull my head back and forget any care as my body
responds, immaculate, to his every movement.


My heart is pounding, and
I could swear I feel the earth shift beneath and around me, though the waves
continue to wash over my body.


“I love you,” I whisper
as the pulse starts to recede and he smiles as he presses himself into me over
and over.


“I love you, too,” he
says, and I have a feeling that things are never going to be the same again.
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Other Side


Dane



 


 

The most beautiful
morning greets me when I wake, but it’s easily overtaken by what I have to do
next. I have to tell Wrigley not only can I not be in a relationship with her,
but we’re going to have to stop seeing each other entirely.


Sure, we could stay
friends, but I have a feeling she’s not going to be thrilled about that
particular option.


I might have been able to
enjoy the morning more completely if it didn’t mirror the morning that Wrigley
and I spent right after I told her that I wanted to be in a relationship with her.


Yeah, I kind of bungled
this one from the start.


Oh well.


Before anything else
happens, I need to tell Wrigley what’s going on and that we can’t see each
other anymore.


You know, even a few days
ago, I would have just avoided the situation entirely: Wrigley being a little
bat-shit-crazy and all, but after the conversation we had over coffee
yesterday—I don’t know. This might not be so bad.


My first instinct is to
just give her a call and drop the news that way, but that seems like the
coward’s way out. We’ve been whatever we’ve been long enough that she deserves
to hear it face-to-face.


Besides, she was actually
supportive when presented with the information that I have a thing for Leila.
Supportive might not be the right word, but it’s close
enough to feel somewhat confident.


I make the call.


“Hello?”


“Hey, it’s Dane,” I tell
her.


“Hey,” she says. “Did you
and your roommate have your little talk?”


“Yeah,” I say. “I think
we should probably discuss that face-to-face, though. What are you doing
later?”


“It’s Sunday,” she says.
“I have fuck-all planned. What about lunch?”


“Okay.”


The conversation is
pretty short. I don’t know why, but it’s a bit unsettling me how smoothly this
is going.


Leila’s off planning her
move with Mike. I don’t really like the guy, but as I’m going to lunch with
Wrigley, I really can’t say anything about it.


I take a quick shower and
get dressed.


Wrigley and I didn’t
really set a time, she merely finished off her part of the conversation by
saying, “We’ll go when you get here.”


I guess I’m picking her
up, then.


When I get to Wrigley’s,
she’s wearing a slinky peach-colored top with no bra and I guess it’s a skirt.


“Ready to go?” she asks.


“Yeah,” I tell her.
“Where are we going?”


“The roof,” she says. “I
put out a picnic basket. Come on,” she says. “Let’s talk.”


Either she doesn’t know
what’s coming and she’s about to get blindsided, or she knows exactly what’s
coming and she’s trying to fuck her way out of it.


Either way, this is going
to suck.


We get up on the roof,
and I double-check to make sure the door is propped open so, just in case she
tries something particularly savage, I can make some kind of escape.


“You had sex last night,
didn’t you?” she asks.


I’m usually not one to be
at a loss for words, but the bluntness of the question catches me off-guard.


“What kind of question is
that?”


“Now that’s got to be one
of the oddest pronunciations of the word ‘yes’ I’ve ever heard,” she says.


She’s smiling, but I
don’t trust that she’s this blasé about it.


“Yeah,” I tell her,
finally.


“Your roommate?” she
asks.


“Yeah,” I say again,
quietly.


I don’t know what it is,
but Wrigley has a real knack of making me unsure of myself.


“How was it?”


The tension gets to be
too much, so I do the only thing I can.


I laugh.


“You can’t honestly
expect an answer to that question,” I tell her.


She rolls her eyes.


“That’s all right,” she
says. “I figured you’d be off getting your dick wet, so I made sure not to
waste my night either.”


If Wrigley was someone
else, I’d think she was making this up to try to make me jealous. Knowing her,
though, I have no doubt she’s telling the truth.


“All right,” I say,
shrugging my shoulders, trying to be nonchalant.


I’m not going to lie. I am a bit jealous.


That said, I’m much
happier to be with Leila. At least she’s not going to go down on the cab driver
if we get into an argument.


Wrigley’s laugh is an odd
mix of lighthearted and flat out disturbing.


“Oh, calm down,” she
says. “So, is that all you wanted to talk to me about? I’m starting to feel a
little overdressed.”


“Overdressed?” I ask.


“Yeah,” she says.
“Obviously, we’re not going to be making it exclusive with each other, but I
see no reason why we can’t keep fucking until we’re bored.”


“I don’t think you
understand,” I start. “I love Leila.”


“I’m sure you do,” she
says. “Sex has a way of tipping the scales in that direction—especially for
people like you.”


I ignore the barb.


“You don’t understand,” I
tell her. “I can’t see you anymore.”


That smile is back, but
the lighthearted aspect to it is gone.


“Oh, you can’t tell me
you’re that whipped already,” she says. “I’m very discreet. I’ll even meet you
at the office for your lunch break or dinner break, or whatever the fuck chefs
do. We’ve got too much sexual chemistry for either of us to just walk away from
it now.”


She’s fucking with me.
She has to be.


I smile.


She smiles back.


“Really,” I tell her.
“I’d like to stay friends, but we can’t see each other that way. Not anymore.”


“Oh,” she says. “All
right, I get it.”


“Riggs—”


“Do you really think now
is the time to debut a pet name?” she snaps. “Just what happened to make you
such a pussy anyway?”


And I actually, for a
moment, believed that things were going to be idyllic from here on out: how
naïve.


“I’ll tell you what,” she
says. “I know you’re basking in the glowing warmth of strange, so I’m going to
give you today, tomorrow and—what the hell?—I’ll throw in Tuesday. After that,
though,” she says, “I’m expecting your call.”


“I’m sorry, Wrigley,” I
tell her. “It’s just not going to happen. We can be friends, but—”


“Has anything ever given
you the impression that I wanted to be your friend?” she asks.


“The other morning, you
told me that I should figure out what my feelings for Leila were,” I rejoin. “I
thought you were—”


“A bit freaked about
settling down?” she asks. “Uh, fuck yeah. I was willing to give it a shot,
though, ‘cause you seemed so
into the idea and I figured that it might not be so bad. Sure, I’d go a little
crazy being with someone who starts bitching when I pull out a simple riding
crop—”


“It might not have been
such a big deal if you let me know it was coming,” I interrupt, clearly
focusing on the wrong part of the discussion.


“Whatever,” she says.
“Take your little vacation and spend some time going balls-deep in Ms.
Goody-No-Clit, but we’re not done here, and I’m sure as hell not going to let
you forget that.”


It sounds like a threat.


“What is that supposed to
mean?” I ask.


“I have ways of burning
your shit to the ground that you can’t even imagine,” she says. “Just think
about it and tell me if I’m really the type of woman you want as an enemy.”


“I don’t want you as an
enemy,” I tell her. “Really, though, I don’t want you as a friend either.
You’re out of your fucking mind.”


“You know what they say
about crazy chicks, though,” she says, licking her lips.


This conversation’s gone
from surreal to disturbing to surreally disturbing and I’ve had about all I can
take.


“Give me a call sometime
if you decide to get your head out of your ass,” I tell her.


“I am pretty bendy,” she says. “You’re going to miss that before the
week is out. Trust me.”


“I think I’ll live,” I
tell her as I move for the door.


“You don’t know what
you’re doing!” she calls from behind me.


I’m just surprised she
hasn’t tried to dive tackle me or something. Then again, violence is only
really her thing if it’s in the bedroom.


What the fuck was I
thinking coming here?


“Dane!” she yells behind
me, and I turn around.


She’s sitting on the
ledge of the building, her legs spread. She doesn’t have to move her skirt for
it to be apparent that she’s not wearing any underwear.


“Your brain can tell you
whatever it wants to, but you know your dick is going to miss me,” she says, playing
with herself—I don’t know how else to describe it—aggressively.


The present moment is
easily on my list of top five ridiculous things I’ve ever witnessed with my own
two eyes. Even for that short a list, this is remarkably near the top.


“Get off the ledge,” I
tell her as calmly as I can, witnessing someone actually going crazy before my
very eyes. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”


“What? Do you think I’m
going to jump?” she screams at me as I open the door to the roof.


I really want to kick the
cinderblock she used to prop the door open but I resist the urge.


“I have too much to
fucking live for!” she screams.


It’s not until I hear the
clatter of Wrigley’s stilettos on the hard ground of the roof that my
resistance fails and, as soon as I’m completely inside the door, I knock the
cinderblock over.


A second later, she’s
pounding on the door, and I’m actually starting to feel sorry for her. It had
been a terrifying, if somewhat silly, spectacle, but I haven’t exactly been
treating her very well.


On the other hand, I’m
pretty sure that if I were to open the door now, she’d come through with balled
fists, and I have no illusion about which one of us would win a physical
confrontation.


When it comes to betting
on a fight, always, always, always put your money on the one who’s not going to
pull any punches.


I may be a dick, but I’d
never raise my hand to a woman. I’m a dick, not a coward.


That said, I’m also
certain that Wrigley doesn’t have a no-assault rule so, to ease my conscience
and keep my eyeballs and spleen from ending up in Wrigley’s shadow box, I find
the burly maintenance guy and tell him, “I think someone’s stuck on the roof.
I’ve been hearing all this pounding and scratching up there. You should
probably check it out.”


The man knows me. He’s
caught Wrigley and I having sex enough times in enough places around the
building to know exactly who I am, exactly who’s on the roof and exactly how I
know.


“I might give it a minute
to let her cool down,” he says.


Fortunately, he also
seems to understand exactly why I’m not willing to go up there and let her in,
myself.


This isn’t a shining
moment for me.


All things considered, it
really couldn’t have gone much worse.


I’ve added to the torment
I’ve already levied on this woman and no, it doesn’t matter if she was crazy
when I got here, that doesn’t mean it’s magically okay for me to toy with her.


I feel bad about it, but
I can’t deny my feelings either.


This is the first time in
my life that I can actually say that I’m in love with someone and have no
ulterior motive in mind. It’s not Wrigley.


If I’d ever told Wrigley
that I loved her, she probably would have put a foot in my crotch.


Still, as I hear the
woman screaming expletives as I step out onto the street, I can’t help but feel
that I might have gone about this in a much healthier way.


Not much I can do about
it now.



 

*                    *                    *



 

When I get back to the
apartment, Leila’s already home. That’s the good news. The bad news is that
that asshole who was trying to suck the lips off her face is sitting on the
couch.


“Hey you,” Leila says as
I close the door behind me. “How’d it go?”


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


I never bothered telling
her what my plans for the day were.


“I don’t know,” she says.
“Isn’t that what people say when their significant other comes home?”


The phrase makes me a
little uncomfortable. I glance over at the couch to make sure that the gangly
idiot feels just as uncomfortable about it as I do, but he’s just sitting there
without a care in the world, scrolling through pages of what looks like
apartment listings on a laptop.


“What are you up to?” I
ask.


“Oh nothin’,”
Leila says cheerily and gives me a quick peck on the lips. “Mike and I are
looking to see if there’s any place we missed. I hope you don’t mind if we do
that here. Mike’s roommate is back in town, and he’s not the friendliest guy on
the planet.”


“I don’t mind,” I tell
her. “Sorry your roommate’s a dick,” I call to “Mike,” hoping to preempt any
indication of just how little I like the ass hat.


He shrugs, but doesn’t
look up from the computer screen. “Hey, Lei,” he says, “how about this one?”


Leila leaves my side and
goes over to look at the page.


I’m not that jealous a
guy. After all, jealousy is just the admission that someone would make your
partner happier than you do and the selfishness not to allow it.


With that said, it really
wasn’t that long ago that Mike and Leila were sucking the spit out of each
other’s mouths on that exact couch.


I really don’t know what
to do with myself right now.


I don’t like the feeling.


“You two had anything to
eat?” I ask. “I could whip something up.”


“Yeah, Dane’s the chef at
l’Iris,” Leila tells the fuckwad.


“I’m not hungry,” he
says. “Ooh, look at this one.”


So, what is a man in my
position to do?


What I want to do is kick
Mike out the window and take Leila to the nearest soft surface and make love to
her until neither of us can keep our eyes open anymore, but the relationship is
less than a day old.


If I start by kicking her
friend out, she’s either going to think I’m a dick and it’ll ruin the
relationship, or she’s going to be strangely aroused by that which means she’s
into weirder stuff than Wrigley is, and I really don’t know if I could handle
that either right now.


I don’t have too much
time to think it over, though, as Leila and Mike finish what they’re doing and,
with a quick hug, Mike’s on his way.


“Sorry about that,” Leila
says as soon as the door is closed, “but he’s been really great, helping me
find places and all.”


“It’s fine,” I tell her.


Telling her that I don’t
want her to go is another one of those things that probably isn’t the best idea
in the first twenty-four of a relationship. It’s right
up there, I would imagine, with telling her friend to move to a different
state.


“You seem upset,” she
says. “Is something wrong?”


“Nah,” I tell her.
“Everything’s fine. I’m just kind of tired.”


“Well, in that case,” she says, moving close and
putting her arms around me. She looks up at me with those gentle eyes. “How
about we watch a movie or something? There’s plenty of room on the couch for
both of us to lie down,” she adds. “That is, unless you’d rather keep your
personal space.”


“I would not like to keep
my personal space,” I tell her, bending down to kiss her on the lips. “Really,
I’m kind of hoping for a blanket, few if any clothes and absolutely no personal
space for either of us.”


“Hmm…” she says,
playfully tapping her chin with her finger. “We might miss a lot of the movie
if we did that.”


“Damn. I was really
excited to see whatever it was we’re going to watch,” I tease. “Oh well, I
think I’ll live.”


“I think you’re right,”
she answers and makes her way to the couch.


She pulls the afghan from
atop the ottoman and spreads it out on the couch. While I’m getting settled
in—read that as undressing—she uses my preoccupation to seize full control over
our movie-watching itinerary.


I really could not care
less what we watch.


That’s what I honestly
think, right before she turns around with When Harry Met Sally in her hands.


She’s actually suggesting
a movie which is famous for, among other things, Meg Ryan demonstrating how
easy it is for a woman to fake an orgasm. There are ways a person can tell if
he’s not a complete idiot, but still, I’m not a fan of the pairing.


“I know you’re probably
not into chick flicks, but this is my favorite movie ever,” she tells me.


Fuck.


Now I can’t possibly
protest, and she’s going to be watching to see how I react to it.


“It’s been a little while
since I’ve seen it,” I tell her.


It seems like my best
play. We’ll still end up watching it, but if I don’t end up with some massive,
life-altering epiphany which leads me to tears, it won’t be such a big deal.
I’ve already seen it before, so it couldn’t possibly strike me that deeply,
right?


Then again, maybe she’s
expecting me to have a stronger reaction to the movie because I’m watching it with her.


This is a fucking
minefield, and I’m actually dreading watching what I’ll admit to be a classic
movie that I quite enjoy when not under these horrific conditions.


Don’t tell anyone I said
that.


Any of it.


Thanks.


She puts the movie in,
and I lie down on the couch. I lift the blanket as she comes close, and as she
stops to get down to her bra and panties, I start thinking that maybe I’m
thinking about this whole situation in the wrong way.


We don’t see very much of
the movie.
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It’s
Complicated


Leila



 


 

The last time I looked at
the screen in any meaningful way was about five minutes into the movie.


The movie’s been over for
a while and we’re still enjoying the foreplay.


I don’t know whether it’s
because he’s with me or whether I simply pigeonholed him that first day he came
to the apartment, his tattoos suggesting a sense of unsavoriness about his
character, but he is already the most thoughtful lover I’ve ever had.


We threw off the afghan a
while ago, but there’s no lack of warmth between our bodies.


Right now, I’m straddling
his wonderfully curious mouth and taking his hard cock into my own. I never
liked the term “69,” but the performance, the experience, that’s something else
entirely.


As he explores my folds
with his lips and tongue, I feel that familiar shiver that so recently I’d all
but forgotten. And as that shiver turns into a soft explosion, I take him ever
deeper into my mouth, using the reverberations of my own response to encourage
his.


I’m not expecting it when
it happens. All I can do is hang on and move as necessary while he grasps me
tightly with his arms, arching my back and supporting myself as he sits and
then holding on tight as he stands.


His grip is firm and I’m
not afraid of heights, but returning to suck and play with him while suspended
in his arms as he again uses his deft tongue to keep my fire stoked is a little
disorienting.


He pulls his head back
just far enough and just long enough to ask me if I’m okay.


I’m more than okay.


I’ve never felt anything
like this before.


After a while, though, I
start to wonder how I’m going to get back down.


I pull my mouth from his
pulsating dick and merely whisper the word.


“Down.”


He directs one of my legs
to join the other on one side of him, and he’s surprisingly gentle, though just
as surprisingly quick, to guide my body right-side up and lower me until my
bare feet come to a soft, slow landing on the carpet below.


I’m impressed.


I’m no virgin, not by any
use of the term, but this man has made every sensation feel so new. So I pull
his face down toward mine and I kiss him deeply, moving my body just enough to
wrap my fingers around his shaft once more.


I push him backward onto
the couch and before he’s settled in place, I’m straddling him, rubbing his
penis between my legs and delighting in the jolts of warm serenity before I
guide him inside of me.


He kisses my breasts
softly, his mouth eager, but not desperate.


I tease him a little,
putting my hands on his chest and pulling my upper body just out of the reach
of his mouth just to watch that urge in his eyes grow.


I rock my hips over him
and move my shoulders back and forth just to tempt him further. He leans
forward, but I press my hands firmly into his chest.


That drive in his
movements, his expression, it’s not a selfish one. After all, I’m already
giving him my body the way he’s giving me his. That drive in his eyes is merely
evidence that he wants to give me more.


He’s respectful, though,
and he doesn’t try to push his luck. So long as we’re playing, this is a game,
and it’s one that pays dividends for the both of us.


“So,” I say, brushing the
hair out of my face and directing it to cover the upper portion of my breasts,
“is this what you imagined it would be?”


It’s a terrible question,
I know, but that’s what these moments are for.


“Better,” he says. “I
couldn’t have imagined this.”


“Good answer,” I tell him
and lean forward enough to give him temporary oral access to my nipples.


It’s his reward, and he
revels in it.


After a few moments of
elevated bliss, I pull back again.


“Now that’s just fucked
up,” he says.


He’s smiling.


I shrug.


“Tell me your fantasy,” I
mutter, slowing my pace a little.


“I don’t know,” he says.


I lean back a little
farther. My upper body is already far enough away that only his hands could
touch it, but the action still has the desired effect.


“The bathtub,” he says.


I stop moving a moment.


“The bathtub?” I ask.


He shrugs, and I resume
my motion.


“You mean to tell me that
you, Dane Paulson, chef extraordinaire, pretty much all-around male slut—”


“Hey!” he protests.


“You’ve never had sex in
the bathtub?”


“No,” he says. “I’ve had
sex plenty of—”


Wisely, he doesn’t finish
the sentence.


“No, I’ve never had sex
in the bathtub,” he says.


“I was expecting something
involving anal beads. I’m glad to hear that’s not the case.”


He smirks and shakes his
head.


“Well,” I say, “I wish I
could help you, but all we’ve got is a shower.”


“Yeah,” he says. “Too
bad.”


He doesn’t seem too
broken up about it, though, as I lift myself almost to his tip and then slide
all the way back down him, grinding my core against his base.


“What’s your fantasy?” he
asks.


“Does it have to be
something we could actually do right now, or like yours where it currently
isn’t possible?” I ask.


He thinks about it for a
moment, then takes another to place his mouth over one of my nipples as, it
seems, I’ve leaned forward a bit too much.


I quickly pull back and
playfully pat the side of his face in a mock slap.


“I’m sorry,” he says,
“what was the question?”


“Does my fantasy have to
be something we could do here, now?”


“Not necessarily,” he
says, “but yeah, that’d be preferable.”


I lean forward, but
preempt his mouth’s return to my chest by kissing his neck.


“Hmm…” I breathe as I
continue to kiss him.


“Oh, I know you’ve got
something in mind,” he says.


“Yeah, but you kind of
freaked me out with yours,” I chortle. “I mean, doing it in the bathtub? That’s
kinky.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he
says, and I’m feeling a little self-conscious about telling him my fantasies.


“Well, you’re not
secretly a fireman, are you?” I ask.


He’s clearly unsure
whether I’m serious or not. It’s pretty hilarious.


I bring him back to focus
easily enough, though.


“No, I’m not a fireman,”
he says, “but I’m sure it wouldn’t be too hard to get a costume or—”


“It’s not the uniform so
much as it is the fact of being a fireman. If you’re not, you’re not. That’s
okay, though,” I tell him.


The truth is that I’m
just trying to avoid answering the question a little longer. My fantasy’s
nothing ultra kinky or anything, it’s just not something I really talk about
that often.


“Well,” I say, “if you’re
sure you’re not a fireman…”


“Pretty sure,” he says,
placing his hands on my hips, guiding my motion, his light push and tug
suggesting a slightly quicker pace.


“Under a waterfall at
sunrise,” I tell him. “But that’s not really something we can do now, is it?”


“Not really,” he says and
laughs.


“Well then,” I say,
leaning forward once more.


His hot breath makes the
sensitive skin tingle, and the attention of his mouth makes my toes curl.


“If you’re not a fireman,
and we’re not under a waterfall at sunrise,” I say, “I guess there is one thing we could try.”


He leans his head back
into the sofa cushion.


“Yeah?” he asks.


“Yeah,” I answer. “It may
sound kind of weird,” I tell him. Now I’m really nervous.


“That’s okay,” he says.


“I’ve always wanted to go
out to a bar or some other public place,” I start again.


“Yeah?”


“Pretend we don’t know
each other,” I continue.


His hands move to the
small of my back.


“Yeah?” he asks, pressing
himself into me sweetly.


“Have an ‘impromptu’
date,” I continue.


Yes, I make the little
bunny ears with my fingers.


“Then go back to your
place and make passionate love, knowing that this is the start of something
beyond our wildest imagination.”


All right, my fantasy’s
out there.


Weird, maybe, but not
kinky.


“One quick question,” he
says.


“What’s that?” I breathe,
running my fingers through my hair as I slowly ride him.


“As your place is kind of
my place, too, would that still work?”


I scoff and lift myself
off of him.


“You have no
imagination,” I tell him. “You’d bring me back here, unlock the door and we’d
obviously end up in your room.”


I kiss him deeply and pat
him on the chest.


“Right now, though,” I
tell him. “I really have to pee.”



 

*                    *                    *



 

After my
less-than-dignified departure from our lovemaking, I can’t help but feel
self-conscious again. It’s a stupid and ridiculous expectation that women can
never be assumed to be creatures that use the bathroom, but there it is.


That said, I came back
out to the living room to find Dane missing from the couch.


I called out to him and
he answered from his room.


Still naked, I asked him
what he was doing, and he answered, simply, by saying, “I have a feeling I’m
going to meet a beautiful woman in a bar tonight. My psychic senses—which, I
certainly have—tell me that her name will be Leila, and that we’re going to
have one of those once-in-a-lifetime meetings. I want to make sure I’m
prepared.”


He was laying out a black
button shirt, black pants and a red tie.


Now, I’m sitting at
Locus, ordering a tequila sunrise.


“I’ll buy that drink,” a
dashing, if somewhat overdressed man with a red tie tells the bartender.


“Thanks,” I say, then
quickly turn my attention away from him.


“Mind if I sit?” he asks.


I shrug. “Just keep your
hands to yourself,” I tell him.


“That might be a
problem,” he says.


I turn and, mouth agape,
ask, “What did you just say?”


“I said that won’t be a
problem,” he rejoins, smiling. “So, where are you from? Are you a born New
Yorker?”


“Not at all,” I tell him.
“I’m from a dreary little town where the movie theater only shows movies that
came out ten years ago.” It’s a lie, but tonight is about improvisation.


“Sounds terrible,” he
says.


“Actually, I really miss
it,” I tell him.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “I
wondered if you could help me with something.”


It’s a bit forward, but
I’ll allow it. “With what do you need my help?”


“Fancy,” he teases.


I roll my eyes.


At no point did I tell
him my fantasy involved me making it easy for him.


“I’m a chef at l’Iris,” he says, “and I find myself with the night off and
nobody to enjoy a nice dinner with me.”


“l’Iris,”
I say. “That’s pretty impressive. I love their confit de canard.”


“You know, we actually
just call it candied duck in the kitchen. The whole overuse of French thing is
kind of played, don’t you think?”


He’s apparently not going
to make this easy for me either.


Well played, sir.


“Losing my lady boner,” I
tell him. “Yeah, I really can’t get away with saying that, can I?”


He laughs.


“Well, it’s about the
last phrase I expected, but it put a smile on my face.”


“Okay,” I start again,
“so you’re a chef at l’Iris with nobody to join you
for dinner. Is there anything else, or were you just lamenting?”


“I was wondering if you
might know anyone who’d be interested in a free, very high class dinner.”


“I might,” I elude, “but
I hardly know you, and I haven’t even finished my drink yet.”


I may have forgotten to
mention that torturing him a little was part of the game.


He takes it in stride,
though.


“Well,” he says, “I can
certainly understand that. These days, you can never be too careful. For all
you know, I might be one of those corporate types who works for one of those
evil investment firms.”


The statement probably
wouldn’t have been near as amusing if I hadn’t just taken a sip of my drink. I
cover my mouth and do my best to control my laughter long enough to swallow the
liquid.


“Oh,” he says
skeptically, “don’t tell me…”


“I’ve been an intern at a
brokerage in town for a while now, and I just got hired on fulltime at Claypool
and Lee in Jersey.”


“Oh god,” he says. “Not
only do you work for those greed mongers, you’re actually moving to New Jersey?
The humanity!”


“Sad to say we can’t all
cook for a living,” I rejoin.


“I know, but can you
imagine what a wonderful world that would be? Everyone makes a living making
delicious food?”


“That would be insanely
boring,” I tease.


I’m about to relent and
agree to dinner, but he just keeps going.


“Oh well, I guess you all
know what the pinch was like during the recession—oh wait, you’re the only
people in the country that profited from it. Isn’t it weird how big businesses
tell us that any kind of government aid is socialism, but those same companies
are so quick to snatch any bailout money or tax breaks that come their way?”


“Yeah, we should probably
stay away from politics,” I tell him.


His face goes a little
red, and I can only hope it’s from the realization that he just equated what I
do with organized crime. I might just end up going home alone tonight.


“I’m very sorry,” he
says. “I was only joking.”


“Right,” I say and turn
back toward the bartender. “Could I get another tequila sunrise?”


I turn back toward this
handsome, if a bit precocious rogue, wondering if he’s going to pick up the tab
for that one as well.


He doesn’t.


“You know,” he says, “I
had a roommate once who loved tequila sunrises, too.”


Oh, watch your step.


“Yeah?” I ask. “She
sounds utterly delightful.”


“Oh, she is,” he says. “I
mean, she was.” He leans in close to me and says, “Do I go present or
past-tense there?”


“I really don’t care,” I
whisper back.


For a man so evidently
skilled at picking up women, he’s really putting on a lackluster performance.
And I was so hoping to find out exactly what it is that he said to those women
to get them to go home with him so quickly.


Then again, I don’t
really want to be just another pickup to him.


I may have unwittingly
placed us both in a quagmire.


We sit awkwardly a
moment.


“You know,” he says, “I
think I’m doing you a disservice here.”


“Are you, now?” I ask.


“Yeah,” he says. “I came
over here trying to be Mr. Polite while trying to spare you some of my more
potent charms.”


I can’t not laugh.


“Oh really?” I ask. “So,
you’re telling me that if you were to really
turn it on, I’d be sexual putty in your hands. Is that about right?”


“No about,” he says.
“That’s exactly right.”


“Now this, I have to
hear.”


“All right,” he says,
“but it’s probably going to take another approach. If I just keep sitting here
and turn it on, it’s going to make this whole conversation lopsided.
Therefore—”


“Therefore, you want to
start an entirely new conversation?” I ask.


“Yep,” he says, getting
up from his bar stool. “We’ll give it, say, five minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”


Either he’s really this
clumsy or this is just another part of his play. It doesn’t really matter to
me; I’m finding this rather amusing.


Dane is barely out of my
sight when I feel someone tapping me on the shoulder. I turn around, ready to
ask how he made it so quickly to the other side of me, but it’s not him
standing there.


“You’re Leila, right?”


“Yeah,” I say, using
nearly all of my focus and willpower to prevent my eyes from rolling. “And
you’re Wrigley.”


“Yeah,” she says. “I
didn’t know if you’d remember me.”


“Well, seeing a person’s vag before seeing her face has a way of leaving an
impression,” I answer.


She smiles.


“I just wanted to let you
know that I know you and Dane are having a thing right now, but he really
dropped the ball with me,” she says. “I’d really prefer to leave you out of it,
but I’d keep my head down if I were you.”


“Excuse me?”


“Whatever happens, just
stay out of my way: that’s all I wanted to tell you.”


“Listen, razor burn,” I
start, “I don’t know who you think you are, but you don’t get to tell me anything
about anything. I get that you and Dane used to be fuck buddies or whatever,
but maybe it’s time to open your legs for someone else.”


I don’t usually talk that
way, but I can’t help but feel a bit proud of myself.


Then it occurs to me that
I’d probably lose and lose terribly in a fight with this chick.


Now, I’m not feeling so
well.


It takes her that long
before she reacts. “You’ve got quite the mouth on you for a virgin,” she says.
“Anyway, I didn’t come over here to threaten you. I just wanted to let you know
that, whatever happens to Dane, you might want to keep your distance for a
while.”


“In what way is that not
a threat?” I ask. “Just what exactly are you planning to do to him?”


“Nothing he doesn’t
deserve,” she says. “I told him to
find out whether his feelings for you meant anything or if he was just hard for
the roommate experience. I didn’t
tell him to fall in whatever and stop attending his responsibilities.”


“His responsibilities?” I
ask. “And just what in the hell might those be?”


I’m starting to wonder
where Dane is.


He’d better have a really
solid excuse for leaving me to deal with this skank bag.


“It doesn’t matter,” she
says. “He may not take me very seriously, but he will. You should probably
start taking me seriously, yourself.”


“How exactly am I
supposed to do that?” I ask. “You were classier when you weren’t wearing
pants.”


She smiles at me again,
and I’m thinking seriously about smashing my glass over her stupid head.


“I think we’re getting
off to the wrong foot here,” she says. “After all, I was rooting for you. I
just don’t like that Dane thinks he just gets to up and abandon me in the
process.”


“What did you expect?” I
ask. “Did you think he’d just start seeing me and not bother breaking up with
you?”


“Oh, we weren’t in a
relationship,” she says. “Not really. It doesn’t matter. What we did have was the kind of thing a person
only finds a few times in a lifetime if they’re lucky.”


“And what was that?” I
ask.


“A sexual relationship
that didn’t bore me after a couple of weeks,” she answers. “I get that you two
are all googly-eyed or whatever, but that’s not what
makes a relationship last.”


“Oh? And what, oh great
love guru, does make a relationship
last?” I mock.


“Fucking sexual
compatibility,” she says. “Finding someone that knows exactly how to get you
off—that’s what makes a relationship last. It’s not something that a person
just has with everyone. It’s like emotional compatibility, only less full of
the lies and nonsense and all the bullshit expectations. Sex is honest.
Emotions are the fucking lies.”


“I’ll take that under
consideration,” I tell her, “but for now, I’d appreciate it if you’d get the
hell away from me.”


She holds up her hands,
palms toward me.


“Calm down,” she says.
“I’m not here to ruin your evening.”


“Bye.”


She finally stops trying
to teach me what’s really important in life and walks away.


As for me, I’m fuming as
I down the rest of my drink. I think about ordering another, but really can’t
see the point. Knowing me, I’ll just end up doing something embarrassing and
tomorrow I’ll be twice as upset about everything as I am now.


When Dane walks over, I
try to be attentive, to seem interested, but that redheaded idiot has succeeded
in ruining my mood.


He asks me what’s wrong,
but I’d just as soon forget that beast ever walked in here. I just tell him
that I’m not feeling so well and ask if we can do this another time.


I’m not mad at him,
though, even though that would make my life a little easier in the extreme
short-term. Wrigley made it pretty clear that the two of them are no longer
seeing one another and that’s really all I need to know about it.


Still, I’m not about to
forgive her for ruining what was supposed to be a fantastic evening.


He takes me home, and I
tell him that I just need some sleep.


I don’t close my eyes
longer than a blink all night.
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So, last night was a
bust.


I don’t know what
happened, but I’m pretty confident it didn’t have anything to do with Leila
suddenly becoming ill. For now, though, I’ll just let it slide.


She’s already off to work
by the time I come out of my room—I should really ask her whether she thinks we
really need to sleep in separate rooms. With as close as we’ve been over the
last few days, it doesn’t make much sense to create that artificial barrier.


C’est
la vie.


I shower and shave and
perform the rest of my morning ablutions. I’ve been doing the purchasing, but
today Wilks loses his training wheels.


I’ve done my best to get
him good and nervous for haggling with suppliers, but in reality, so long as he
can put on a smile and chat without making a total ass of himself, there’s
really nothing to worry about. I’ve already put in a good word with some of my
favored suppliers, so today should go pretty smoothly.


I give Wilks a quick call
to make sure he’s up, moving, and ready to pee his pants when I tell him that
he’ll be taking the lead negotiating prices today. It’s nothing personal; I
just love fucking with the guy.


He’s suitably tense by
the time I hang up the phone and I smile my way to the apartment door.


When I open it, a small
envelope falls to the ground. Curious, I bend down and pick it up.


The front of the envelope
has my first name on it, but no postage. I open it up and find a Polaroid
inside with a very familiar redhead, legs-spread with the caption “Wish you
were here” written on the bottom.


This might be funny or
arousing if it weren’t so sad.


The idealist in me wants
to figure out a way to help her realize there are other things in life worth
exploring, but the pragmatist in me realizes that I’m not fucking Superman.
She’s been a coitus aficionado long before I ever met her, and while I would
love to think that I’m capable of bending women’s wills with my mind, I’m not
stupid enough to believe it.


I didn’t ask for the
picture, and I certainly didn’t take it myself, but I’m not about to just toss
it on the kitchen counter for Leila to find either, so I put it in my pocket
and lock the door as I leave.


Wilks is waiting outside
his building when I come around the corner. He sees me from a distance but
still doesn’t have the confidence to just walk up to me.


This has to be stopped.


While I am effectively
useless at influencing women’s actions, I am a savant when it comes to molding
people in a kitchen. Wilks is technically my boss now, although I have a
feeling that particular fact might slip my mind while I’m trying to build the
guy’s confidence.


I get within ten yards of
Wilks and stop.


I know he sees me. After
all, the guy’s waving.


Our destinations lie in
the opposite direction, and this is the perfect time to impart lesson number
one of having your own staff:


If you can’t
approach


Someone, you can’t
possibly


Utilize their
gifts.


Yes, lesson one is a
haiku.


Yes, all of the lessons
are haikus.


When I got my first head
chef job a few years back, I had to learn all of these lessons the hard way.
The haikus just help me remember them and, I feel, give me the air of a guru
whose every word must be followed.


Okay, that and I find the
practice hilarious.


Wilks isn’t coming, so I
turn around and start walking toward the first stop on our itinerary.


He catches up in a matter
of seconds.


“Where are we going?” he
asks.


“Lesson #2,” I tell him
with no explanation whatsoever. “Questions whose answers you know are a
complete waste of my fucking time.”


That one was particularly
helpful in building staff resilience or, occasionally, weeding out people who
can’t bear hearing one of my very favorite words on a frequent and often
hostile basis. This was a must for my kitchen.


“Lesson number two?” he
asks. “What are you talking about? What was lesson number one?”


“We’ll cover the lessons
as the need arises,” I tell him. “Didn’t you write down our shopping list?”


“Yeah,” he says, pulling
a notepad out of his breast pocket.


I tell him, “We’re going
to start at the top and make our way down to the bottom: simple.”


“All right,” he says. “I
just didn’t know if you had a particular order in which you liked to make your
stops.”


“I do,” I tell him,
laughing. “It’s the order I gave you. But hey, lesson number eight: It's your
restaurant. Do things the way they work best for you. Screw the staff.”


He chuckles, and I know
exactly what he’s thinking. Sadly, he’s still too anxious to ask the question.


This should be a fun
morning.


As we’re walking, I
remember the contraband in my pocket and I deposit it in the next trashcan we
pass.


“What was that?” he asks.


I take a moment to count
the syllables before I answer.


“New lesson: If it's
coming out of my pocket, it's none of your damn business, Wilks.”


“Oh,” he says, “okay.”


“Wilks, for god’s sake,
loosen up, will you? You’re the fucking executive here. I’m just the washed up
bastard who’s filling in the gaps for you,” I tell him. The glory of always
being that unassailable character starts losing its luster. “If you’re going to
run a kitchen and keep it running, you’re going to need to work on your
confidence.”


He lifts his head a
little as he walks, but just as quickly lowers it again.


“All right,” he says.


“Okay, we’re coming up to
our first stop,” I tell him. “Now, we’re going to go in there and get some
fresh monkfish, and whatever he quotes you on price, I want you to talk him
down by at least ten percent. I’ll help you a little on this first one, but
you’re taking the lead.”


What he doesn’t know is
that I’ve done almost all of the shopping for the next day or so, only leaving
the items which absolutely must be same-day fresh for him to find his sea legs.


A lot of chefs nowadays
like to set up contracts with suppliers that will ship wholesale ingredients
right to the restaurant, but it’s a lot better for everyone if you take the
time to give a shit what you feed people. Fortunately, Wilks already knows that
much.


“Shit,” he says just
loudly enough for me to hear. “All right.”


We walk to the
fishmonger’s shop and walk up to the counter.


“Ah, Mr. Paulson,”
Martin, the sixty-something, perpetually scale-flecked proprietor says. “Come
in for to teach the new chef today, huh?”


“You know it,” I tell
him. “Don’t go easy on him, Marty. He’s got to learn how to deal with crooks
and swindlers like you.”


“With all the fish I give
you so cheap, you should be nicer to me, Daniel.”


No, Daniel’s not my name,
but for the finest fishmonger in the city, I’m willing to suffer a few small
indignities.


Wilks, naturally, is
unaware of this.


“I thought your name was
Dane,” he says.


Now, Wilks has gone and
pissed Martin off.


This was expected.


Most of the time, these
people are really easy to work with, once you get to know them. Everyone has
bad days, though. In order for those bad days to not transform into
profit-margin-killing price hikes, one must learn how to negotiate a sour mood.


“You let him talk this
way to me, Daniel?” Martin asks. “Do you think I’m stupid?”


The only difficulty I’m
having in this moment is keeping a straight face.


“Don’t piss off the
seller,” I tell Wilks, “or it’s caveat emptor to a
degree which I seriously doubt you can even imagine.”


“Isn’t it always caveat
emptor?” Wilks asks.


“Make the buy,” I mutter
and nudge him.


“Why doesn’t he answer?”
Martin demands.


I just shrug my shoulders.


“I’m sorry,” Wilks says.
“I must have been mistaken.”


Martin eyes him, but
slowly unclenches his fists.


If Wilks knew exactly how
ferocious Martin can get, and how close he came to getting his ass kicked by a
senior citizen, he probably would have run out of the store screaming.


Never—and I mean never—mess with a fishmonger.


“Eh,” Martin says, “it’s
all right. What do you need?”


“What do I need?” Wilks
asks me and I’m about ready to kick his ass myself.


“Monkfish,” I tell him.


“Monkfish,” Wilks repeats.
“Fresh monkfish.”


“Now you’ve done it,” I
mutter in Wilks’s ear as I walk past him for a better view of the action.


“You think I sell
anything that’s not fresh?” Martin snaps. “You think I sell garbage?”


“That’s not what I—”


“I build this business from
nothing. Everyone who comes in knows I sell the freshest fish in the city. This
is why I’ve been here thirty-five years. Why are you so stupid?”


I can’t contain my
amusement completely, but I try to keep my snickering at least somewhat quiet.


Wilks hears me well
enough, and it’s not doing his confidence any favors. He’s got to come to some
sort of détente with Martin, though; otherwise the old fuck won’t sell to him.


This is one of those
baby-bird-out-of-the-nest moments. I’ll step in if Martin starts swinging.
Other than that, Wilks is very much on his own.


“That’s not what I
meant,” Wilks says.


He’s getting frustrated,
but he’s not mad yet. The key is in finding just that right dose of anger. It
has to be enough to convince Martin to chill the fuck out, but it can’t be so
much that it just escalates the situation.


Let’s watch.


“You come in here and
tell me that I call my customer the wrong name and you tell me that you want fresh monkfish when there is no other
monkfish that I sell!”


Martin’s screaming now,
and I’m laughing my balls off.


Wilks tries to reason
with him, but he’s not getting through.


And then, like a miracle,
it happens.


“Listen, you ornery old
prick,” Wilks starts, “you know very well that I wasn’t saying your fish wasn’t
fresh, I was just repeating what Dane
told me to get when we came in here! Now, you can put it back in your pants and
make a sale or you can keep screaming and lose a solid customer! Now, what’s it
going to be?”


He hit all the relevant
points and, with the exception of insisting the proper form of my name, he
didn’t go overboard.


You can’t teach that.


Martin’s face grows a few
shades redder, but in the next moment, he’s got Wilks in a bear hug that’s sure
to ruin the latter’s nice, clean shirt.


When Martin finally drops
the new executive, he turns to me, exclaiming, “This one’s got the eggs! Ha!
Reminds me of when you first started coming in here.”


Now, let me make
something clear: we are not the only people in the fish market, not by a long
shot. Martin’s been in business this long by being the best and every chef who
even thinks of working with sea food in this town knows it.


Wilks is going to be
fine, although he’s again becoming aware of just how many people have been
watching the scene. I can’t be sure, but I could swear I saw some money change
hands between customers when Martin picked the poor bastard off his feet.


Martin gives a decent
starting price and, like a trooper, Wilks starts talking him down.


My attention is
elsewhere, though.


I could swear that I just
saw something on the far corner of the market. It was a flash of red hair
ducking behind a display.


When nobody comes out, I
tell myself I must be imagining things. Why would Wrigley follow me to a fish
market?


“Does that sound about
right, Paulson?” Wilks asks, apparently not for the first time.


Pulled back from my
ginger hallucination, I turn to look at my new boss.


“It’s your deal,” I tell
him. “Does it sound about right to you?”


He turns back to Martin
and extends his hand. It’s a rookie mistake.


We leave Martin’s shop
and I could swear I see that red hair again before we come to our next stop.


It wouldn’t surprise me
in the least to discover that Wrigley’s stalking me. What I don’t understand,
though, is why she’d choose to do it here. Why now?


It occurs to me that I’m
trying to assign rationality to someone who may or may not be stalking me, and
I give up the futile chore.


“How’d you do?” I ask.


“Were you not paying
attention?” Wilks beams. “I talked him down a full twenty percent from his
original asking price.”


“Well done,” I tell him
and cautiously pat him on the back.


“So, any other lessons
before our next stop?” he asks.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“Lesson number five: Whatever you do, do not get on the bad side of a
fishmonger.”


His confidence is
sufficiently elevated to the point where he’s finally willing to ask the
question: “Are all your lessons haikus?”


“I knew I liked you
Wilks,” I tell him and we finish off the rest of our daily buys with relative
ease.


After everything’s taken
care of, I walk the new exec back to his building, giving him further lessons
and miscellaneous advice on the way.


“Are you on tonight?” he
asks as we approach his building.


“I’m on the schedule,” I
tell him, “but look, something’s kind of going on and I might need to have
someone cover me. Is that all right?”


“Paulson, after
everything you’ve done for me, I think you’ve earned another night.”


“Thanks,” I tell him and
shake the hand Martin hadn’t touched. “Oh, by the way, Wilks…”


“Yeah?”


“Lesson ten: Never give
your sous chef a night off when he asks. He can't be trusted.”


He has no idea how to
react, but seems to take the lesson in good humor. Of course, when he tries to
weasel out of giving me the night off, I gently remind him that not only did he
already authorize it, he shook my hand.


I leave him with, “Lesson
six: Handshakes are how you get what you want and make sure you hang onto it.”


“Oh, fuck off,” he says.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I turn around and there
she is, leaning against the pole of the stoplight on the corner.


This shit’s got to stop
and it’s got to stop now, before it has a chance to escalate.


“Wrigley,” I say as I
approach her. “What are the chances
that you’d just be standing here at the exact moment I’m walking by?”


“They’re pretty good, I
would imagine,” she says, blowing out a puff of smoke. “Have you gotten your
head out of your ass yet?”


“Nah,” I tell her. “It’s
warm and cozy in there if you don’t mind the smell.”


“Clever,” she says
humorlessly. “You know, it is common courtesy not to dump the woman you just
started a relationship with, even if she tells you to explore things with
someone else.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s
not a thing,” I tell her.


“Oh yeah?” she asks,
blowing her next drag in my face. “What makes you think that?”


“Way too convoluted and,
you know, dripping with crazy.”


“Don’t you think it’s a
little fucked up how often men call the women in their life crazy?” she asks.
“If every woman who was called crazy was actually crazy, I’m pretty sure we’d
have a lot more axe murders.”


“What do you want?” I
ask.


“Only what’s due me,” she
says.


“And what is due you?”


“Do me,” she says. “I get
tense as shit if I don’t have a good lay and you, my dear, couldn’t have ducked
out at a worse time.”


“Just find someone else,”
I tell her. “That’s never been a problem for you before.”


“Oh, don’t tell me you’re
casting some kind of weak ass moral judgment on me for enjoying sex,” she
scoffs.


“Not at all,” I tell her.
“I’d have no room to talk. It’s a serious suggestion.”


“I don’t want to fuck
anyone else right now,” she says. “That may change, but as for right now, I
want to fuck you.”


The small group of people
waiting for the light to change takes a step or two away from us.


“I’m very flattered,” I
tell her, “really, I am. But I’m seeing someone else now. You’ve got to move
on.”


“That option’s really not
on the table at the moment,” she says. “By all means, screw your roommate to
your heart’s content, but don’t pretend like you’re the saint in this
conversation.”


“I don’t think either one
of us is ‘the saint,’” I answer. “You don’t really think you’re going to get me
to cheat on Leila with you by stalking me, do you?”


“I’m not stupid, Dane,”
she says. “I’m just planting seeds.”


“What does that even
mean?”


She flicks her cigarette
into the group waiting for the light. “You’ll figure it out,” she says. Without
a nod of acknowledgement for her crassness, she starts walking away, turning
back just long enough to call out, “Sooner or later, they always figure it
out!”
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It’s my last day at the
office and nobody but Annabeth could give a crap.


Well, that’s not entirely
true. Kidman did offer to go down on me as a going away present. The mental
picture makes me vomit a little in my mouth, but hey, it’s the thought that
counts, right?


Right now, I’m a little
over halfway done with Atkinson’s final laundry list of menial tasks. I just
finished walking his lucky ferret—yeah, the man has a ferret which he not only
considers lucky, but actually brings into the office whenever there’s an
important meeting—and am now on my way to see if I can, “figure out what the
hell is wrong with that fax machine.”


I have absolutely no
skills with anything technical like this, but my feeble attempts should buy me
a good half hour before he finally tells me to just call maintenance.


I tried calling
maintenance first once when his monitor started flickering.


That was the day I found
out that Atkinson, though otherwise intimidating, screams like a girl when you
get him really, really mad.


Tonight is going to be
Dane and my second attempt at an actual date.


After he told me what
happened with Wrigley outside his new executive chef’s building earlier today,
though, it’s apparent that we’re going to have to get a little creative.


That is, if this
interminable day ever comes to an end.


After fifteen minutes
spent literally poking and prodding Atkinson’s fax machine, I decide to give up
a little early and let maintenance deal with it.


My next stop is to
collect the third page of Atkinson’s last memo from everyone on this floor and
replace it with a new copy.


I’m not doing this
because there was some sort of new policy or significant change. I’m doing this
because in line thirty-six—that is, fourth paragraph from the top, second
sentence—he inserted a hyphen where it didn’t belong.


The offending pair was
“boiling-over.”


Never to fear, though,
soon everyone will have the copy which rightfully has the phrase as “boiling
over,” and I am perfectly confident that no one would ever have noticed. Even
if they did, I am certain nobody would have cared.


As I look at the clock,
though, my mood lightens.


Only a few more hours and
I will forever be free of this cluster fuck.


(I think Dane is starting
to rub off on me.)


I hand out the third page
of the memo to everyone in the office, making sure to collect the old versions.
Atkinson will check my work when I’m done.


This is not speculation.


Kidman’s is the last one,
and I motion to Annabeth that it’s time for the fireworks.


She creeps to the side of
Mr. Kidman’s doorway. I knock and let myself in.


“Mr. Kidman,” I start,
“Mr. Atkinson has asked me to replace page three of today’s memo. Do you happen
to have it handy?”


“I’m sure I can find it
here somewhere,” he says. “You know, I think I must have tucked it down the
front of my pants. Why don’t you be a dear and help me pull it out?”


“You know,” I tell him,
“I saved your page for last. Would you like to know why?”


He straightens his tie
and says, “Because you’re finally ready to get that raise?” he asks. To ensure there’s
no miscommunication, he grabs his crotch.


“No,” I tell him. “I
saved yours for last because I finally did something that I really, really
should have done a long time ago.”


“What’s that?” he asks.


“I learned the finer
points of your particular severance plan and contract with the company.”


“Oh?” he asks.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“Apparently, it’s a pretty standard document. I talked to one of the lawyers
here, just to make sure—”


“Wait,” he says, “how did
you get access to that?”


“I’m an intern,” I tell him.
“I work with important papers all the time. Anyway,” I continue, “it turns out
that you only get severance if you’re not fired for cause. While it is true that whoever drew this up gave you a lot of
latitude regarding what constitutes cause, in section 18c of the agreement, it
clearly states that sexual harassment, as it is against both state and federal
civil law, is cause for immediate termination, forfeiture on your part of
severance rights, profit-sharing, and about ten other things I didn’t really
take the time to look over.”


“That’s not right,” he
says. “I don’t remember anything about any section 18c.”


“Oh, Miss Lozano!” I call
out.


A moment later, my
gorgeous friend comes into the room, carrying a folder. “Why, yes, Miss Tyler?”


“Did you happen to grab
Mr. Kidman’s employment contract with this company?”


“Why, yes I did, Miss
Tyler,” she says.


She hands me the folder.


“Thank you, Miss Lozano,”
I tell her and she leaves the room.


I open the file and toss
it onto the letch’s desk.


“Don’t worry, we’ve taken
the liberty of highlighting the appropriate paragraphs,” I tell him.


“Wha—Why would you do this?”


“I think a better
question is why would you do this to us?” I ask.


“This is all he said, she
said,” he scoffs. “Nobody’s going to believe you or your friend. I’ve been with this company for—Mrs. Beck,” he
says, interrupting himself.


I turn to follow Kidman’s
gaze.


There, standing in the
doorway is a tall brunette, dressed in a black pantsuit.


This is my going away
present from Annabeth. And to think, I didn’t get her anything.


“I understand that’s no
longer a problem?” Mrs. Beck asks, looking at me.


I take the pen out of my
pocket and hand it to her. She presses the little button and the recording
isn’t playing for ten seconds before his career is over.


“It seems you’ve been
caught on tape,” Mrs. Beck says. “How you’ve gotten away with this shameful
behavior for so long is nothing short of astounding.”


“I have a contract!” he
shouts, rising from his desk. “You can fire me, but I get—”


“You do have a contract,”
she interrupts. “It is a contract which you have violated in such an egregious
way to do substantial harm to this company and its employees. As soon as these
women are done with you, rest assured we’ll be coming for whatever’s left. That
is, if they haven’t taken everything.”


“What women?” he asks.


Right on cue, Annabeth
calls, “Ladies!” from the other side of the doorway and over the next couple of
minutes, every woman, assistant level or lower, every woman this  on this floor comes in, hands a pen to Mrs.
Beck and walks back out again.


I’ve never enjoyed
watching a grown man cry so thoroughly.


I’m about to head out the
door, but realize that I’ve forgotten something.


“Sorry,” I say to Mrs.
Beck as I make my way back into the room.


I walk to Kidman’s desk
and remove page three from Atkinson’s memo. While it’s clear enough that
Kidman’s not going to need any part of it, Atkinson was adamant that I retrieve
every copy with the extraneous hyphen.


The things we choose to
care about.


I walk back out of the
room, expecting—not applause or anything—but some kind of acknowledgment that
we’ve finally brought the bastard down. True to form, though, everyone’s back
to work and no one but Annabeth even notices my presence.



 

*                    *                    *



 

The rest of my work day
is spent finishing up favors for Atkinson. For as much commotion as there was
in Kidman’s office only a few hours ago, I leave the building without speaking
to anyone.


When I get home, the
apartment is empty.


Dane should be home by
now, but that’s all right. Now I’ll have a chance to take a quick shower and
change out of my work clothes before he gets back.


Once the water’s pouring
over me, I’m finding it difficult to imagine getting out voluntarily. I clean
myself, rinse myself and then just enjoy the water.


I start to fantasize
about Dane coming home, finding me in the shower. We have dinner reservations
at l’Iris, pretty much the only place either of us
believes we might have a chance avoiding a run-in with Wrigley, but I wouldn’t
mind pretending that the shower is a waterfall and that the dim light over the
sink is a sunrise.


Maybe it’s not my exact
fantasy, but it is close enough for now.


I stay in the shower
until the water starts to turn cold.


Maybe he came in and I just
didn’t hear him.


I wrap one towel around
my midsection, another around my hair, and wipe my feet on the rug before
leaving the bathroom. It may not be an imagined waterfall at sunrise, but he
can still unwrap me before we go to dinner.


I could live with that.


When he doesn’t come home
before my exposed skin has air-dried, I start to get a little nervous.


He didn’t mention any
plans today, and he assured me that he’d gotten out of work.


I walk back into the
bathroom and finish drying myself before checking my phone.


I’m sure it’s nothing.
I’m sure there’s a perfectly innocent and reasonable explanation, but he’s not
answering his phone.


When the call goes to
voicemail, I hang up and try it again, walking around the apartment as it
rings, thinking maybe he simply forgot it. If it’s here, the ringer’s turned
off.


Now I’m really starting
to get worried.


Wrigley told me to keep
my head down, that she didn’t want me to get involved. I knew it was a threat,
but could she really have done something to him?


I’m just being silly and
I know it, but still, there’s that heavy pull telling me that something’s very
wrong.


Running out of places to
look, I find the number for l’Iris and call it.


“l’Iris,
please hold.”


I sit on the couch, but
immediately get back up again. I don’t really care how long they have me on
hold; I can’t relax until I know that Dane is all right.


A minute or two passes
before the line goes active again.


“I apologize for the
wait, we don’t have any open reservations for tonight, but we might be able to
squeeze you in sometime—”


“Is Dane there?” I ask.
“This is his roommate Leila. He hasn’t been home, and I’m starting to get a
little worried about him.”


“Dane?” the man with the
obviously fake accent asks.


“Dane,” I repeat. “Dane
Paulson.”


“Ah, monsieur Paulson,”
the man says. “I will check. Please hold.”


I’ve really got to tell
Dane to do something about fake accent man. It’s really annoying.


“Yes, it seems that Mr.
Paulson has the night off tonight,” the man says. “I can leave a message here
for him if you would like.”


“That won’t be
necessary,” I tell him and hang up.


Because there is
absolutely nowhere else I know to look, I try calling his phone again, but this
time it just goes straight to voicemail.


“Dane, it’s
Leila. You’re still not home, and I’ve been trying to call you. Just give me a
call back and let me know that you’re all right, will you?”


I hang up, feeling
completely helpless.


For as much as I care for
him, there’s still so much that I don’t know about Dane. If he has friends
outside of work, he’s never mentioned them.


Come to think of it, he’s
never actually referred to any of his coworkers as friends. When he refers to
them at all, and it’s a rare occasion that he does, he never has a single nice
thing to say about any of them.


Maybe
he and I are just too different to go on pretending that this is going to work.


Maybe
he really should be with that lunatic.


I push those thoughts
aside, though, as I really don’t know where he is or what’s happening.


Realizing that there’s no
remaining scenario I can think of that would lead to a pleasant lovemaking
session, I finally put my clothes on. Once they’re on, I realize I can’t just
sit here.


I write a note and set it
on the table.


It reads simply: “Dane,
if you see this note before you see me, call. You’ve got me pretty freaked out
here, and I’m out looking for you. Leila”


I gather my keys then
double and triple check that I have my phone with me. With that, I make my way
to the door, but that’s when I hear it.


It’s Dane. He’s in the
hallway.


He’s singing.


I throw the door open to
find him standing there with a palm full of loose change, fingering his way
through it.


“What are you doing?” I
ask.


“Leila!” he exclaims.
“I’ve missed you so fucking much. I
was just looking for my keys.”


“Come inside,” I tell
him.


He stumbles into the
apartment, bumping his hand on the countertop as he enters, spilling all but a
few coins from his hand.


“I’m sorry,” he says.
“I’m a little drunk.”


“No shit. Where the hell
were you? I was about to go out looking for you.”


“You see,” he says,
grinning and slurring his words, “this is why I love you so much. You care
about people. You’re a good person, Leila.”


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“You’re kind of an asshole. Where were you?”


“Now don’t be mad,” he
slurs.


“I don’t see much chance
of that,” I tell him.


“Good,” he says,
completely misunderstanding what I just told him. “I was with Wriggle—Wriggsley—Wrig—”


“Wrigley?” I ask. “Why?”


“After the way she was
following me today, I wanted to figure out a way to get her to leave me alone, ‘cause I don’t like her like that anymore.”


I really don’t see any
version of this story making things better.


“So I called her up,” he
says, “and I told her that I wanted to talk to her.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah,” he answers. “We
met up for drinks, and I told her that no matter what, she had to stay away, ‘cause I don’t like the way she’s been following me around.
It’s not fucking cool.”


I’m getting pretty sick
of Drunk Dane, but maybe he actually accomplished something on his way down the
bottle.


“And?”


“And what?” he asks. “Oh!
Right,” he continues. “I told her that I wanted her to leave us alone, but she
said I was the one who called her. I guess that’s true, but she told me that
she was planting seeds and I didn’t want them to grow.”


“What the hell are you
talking about?” I ask.


“I think I—” he hiccups,
and I swear to all that is holy, if he pukes on the floor, I’m going to get
really pissed.


“You think you what?” I
ask.


He laughs. “That’s a
funny sentence.”


“How much did you have to
drink?” I ask him. “It doesn’t look like you two just got together for a casual
drink or two.”


“I’m not sure,” he says,
“but I think it was a lot.”


“I’d say that’s a strong
possibility.”


“You’re mad!” he
whispers. “I thought you said you weren’t going to get mad.”


“That’s not what I said,
you jackass, now did you figure something out or not?”


“She told me that she
wouldn’t follow me around anymore,” he says. “So that’s a good thing. She also
told me to pass along an apology on her behalf. She said the two of you talked
a while ago and she said she came across kind of pretty rude.”


“That’s it?” I ask. “It’s
over? She’s out of the picture?”


“She wasn’t in my picture,” he says. “I love you, Leilal.”


It’s close enough to a
kind moment that my urge to punch him in the nose slowly fades, but that
doesn’t mean I’m happy.


“But that’s it?” I ask.
“Did she say anything else?”


“Yeah,” he says. “She
told me that it’s not nice to call someone up just to tell them to leave you
alone.” He leans toward me, his hand to the side of his mouth as if there’s
anyone in the apartment for him to keep ignorant of the sloshing sound of his
words. “I didn’t care.”


Well, on the one hand, it
sounds like we might finally be free to actually start our relationship without
having to worry about his old one trying to creep back in. On the other hand, I
don’t think I could possibly be less attracted to him than I am now.


Hopefully, that feeling
passes pretty quickly. Otherwise, this has been a lot of effort for nothing.


“Do you still love me?”
he asks. “I still love you.”


“Why wouldn’t you still
love me?” I ask.


“I do still love you,” he says and loses his balance.


He manages to catch
himself before he falls all the way to the ground, but he knocks a stack of
plates off the counter in the process.


“Okay,” I tell him.
“You’re taking a shower and I’m going to bring you some coffee after I get all
this cleaned up.”


“You’re so good to me,”
he says. “You’re fucking amazing.”


“I must be,” I sigh as I
put one of his arms around my shoulders and walk him to the bathroom.


All things considered,
the only thing he really did wrong was got too drunk.


I’ve done that.


I don’t know why I’m so
angry with him, but the feeling’s not going away.


We get into the bathroom
and I stuff him in the shower and tell him to take off his clothes.


“All right,” he says, a
grin working its way up his face. “Hey,” he whispers.


“What?” I ask, leaning
toward him.


“If you jump in the
shower with me, we can pretend it’s a waterfall.”


With that, I’m done
talking to him.


I turn on the shower,
hoping that the jolt of the cold water brings him back to a more tolerable
version of himself, and I walk out of the room.


It’s a miracle that
neither of us got cut on the shards of ceramic plate scattered all over the
kitchen floor.


The dishes were nothing
fancy, but that doesn’t make me any less angry. My only consolation is that it
doesn’t take long to pick up the remnants.


I can hear Dane in the
bathroom.


It’s unclear whether he’s
singing or just talking really loud, but I could do without hearing that voice
for a little while, so I walk over to the television, fully intending to crank
the volume up and drown his voice out entirely.


That’s when I hear what
he’s singing.


I step into the bathroom.


“…Leila, Leila, Leila,
Leila…”


The guy’s a mess, but
damn it, he’s my mess.


He’s drenched and I know
how cold the water is, but he’s just sitting there on the shower floor, arms
open wide, eyes closed, singing my name.


It’s pretty hard to stay
mad at him.
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If the eyes are the
windows to the soul, then the sunlight creeping through my window is hell.


I don’t think I’ve ever
been that drunk in my life.


My only comfort from this
massive hangover is the soft, warm body lying next to me.


With my eyes as near
closed as I can keep them while still managing to see what I’m doing, I lean
over and kiss Leila on the forehead. She takes a deep breath and continues to
sleep.


I remember meeting with
Wrigley yesterday.


To say that I’m confident
in trusting her to leave us alone would be a lie, but at least she put forward
the lip service.


I get up and stagger my
way into the kitchen. Now would be the perfect time to have one of those coffee
machines that starts brewing at a preset time, but that’s a luxury for a
different morning.


There’s a bottle of
ibuprofen on one of the shelves in the cupboard, but I’m not ready for the
physical effort it’s going to take to reach for it just yet.


For now, I remove the old
filter from the coffee maker and replace it with a new one. I don’t bother
measuring the grounds I put in the filter.


It’s a minute before I
realize that a coffee maker requires water.


I open the cupboard and
grab the ibuprofen.


There’s a stir in my
bedroom, and I have wild and wondrous fantasies of Leila coming out here and
offering to make the coffee while I’m allowed to lie down on the couch, but it
doesn’t happen that way.


As it happens, Leila
comes out of the room, her hair beautifully messy and her eyes hardly more open
than my own.


“Morning,” she says and
plops down on the couch.


The television is on a
moment later, and I’m left with this herculean task to conquer alone.


Somehow, I manage to put
all the ingredients in all the right places and get the pot of coffee going,
but there’s no way I’m going to be able to do much else if I can’t reign this
fucking hangover in a bit.


There’s a bottle of vodka
in the freezer, but I have a feeling Leila’s not going to be particularly
understanding of my situation. The last thing I clearly remember is the icy
shower she dumped me into.


Things must have worked
out all right, though. Last night was the first night she slept in my room.


“Hungry?” I ask her.


“Meh,” she answers. I
know that’s a clear signal one way or another, but I left my decoder ring in my
other pants.


“How about waffles?” I
ask.


It’s the perfect crime: I
get to take a few swigs of vodka to dial back my hangover and Leila’s pacified
and distracted by waffles.


“Meh,” she answers again.


Oh well.


I open the freezer and
grab the vodka bottle before I even dream of touching the waffles.


This is a covert
operation.


If I took the waffles out
first, she’d be bound to suspect that I was up to something when I didn’t
immediately close the freezer.


The vodka is cold enough
that I don’t taste it for a couple of seconds, just long enough for the worst
of it to pass.


I leave the bottle on the
countertop. There’s no reason to put it back before I’m done with the waffles.


“Butter? Syrup?” I ask.


“I’m not that hungry,”
she says.


Myself, I’m fairly
certain that if I were to try and eat something right now, I’d just refund it a
few minutes later.


“Okay.”


The coffee’s done, but I
take another swig of vodka before I bother doing anything with that
information.


“Hair of the dog?” Leila
asks.


I don’t know why I still
try to get away with anything with Leila around.


“Yeah,” I tell her. “I’m
dying over here. This hangover is murder.”


“I would imagine,” she
says inscrutably.


One more swig and the
vodka goes back into the freezer, right along with the unopened box of waffles.


“So,” Leila starts, “do
you remember anything from last night?”


“Yeah,” I tell her.
“After the shower it’s a little fuzzy, but I’m sure with some minor discussion
the rest of it will come back.”


“Well,” she says, turning
around on the couch to face me, “you begged me not to move to New Jersey.”


“That sounds like
something I’d do,” I tell her, pulling two coffee mugs from the cupboard. “That
sounds exactly like something I’d do. I both love you and hate New Jersey.”


“Yeah, that came up
during our discussion,” she says. “Do you remember where the conversation went
from there?”


I’m right in that
in-between area where the alcohol is starting to hit, but the hangover’s still
overpowering it and I want to stick my hand into a running garbage disposal
just to take the focus away from my throbbing head.


“I’m sorry,” I tell her.
“It hasn’t come back to me yet.”


“Do you think it’s going
to, or do you just want me to tell you?”


“Tell me.”


I have both mugs filled
with coffee before she considers responding.


“It seems that you have a
bit of a problem with Mike,” she says.


This can’t be a good turn
of events.


“Really?” I ask. “What
did I say?”


“You said it was kind of
messed up that you’re doing everything to keep your past relationships away
from ours while I’m still hanging around with Mike.”


“I said that?” I ask, not
sure whether to be proud or nervous.


“Yeah,” she says. “At one
point, you called him a douche nozzle. It was a mean sentiment, but I have to
admit it did get me to laugh.”


“Sorry about that.”


“I think we need to
talk,” she says.


I bring her coffee as a
peace offering, but it doesn’t seem to have the magical powers with which I had
so intently tried to imbue it.


“Mike is my best friend,”
she says. “I get that you’ve got a little jealousy going on, but he and I have
known each other for a really long time, and I can’t just stop being friends
with him because you’re feeling threatened.”


“Now it’s coming back to
me,” I say.


“We’re still talking
about it,” Leila rejoins and my devious plan to get out of having this
conversation falls on its face.


“All right,” I tell her.
“Do you understand why I might be a little uncomfortable with that? Of the two
times I’ve met the guy, the first time, I walked in on the two of you making
out, and the second, he ignored my existence while engrossed in looking for a
place for you to live.”


“I get why you’d feel
that way, but it’s not what you think,” she says.


She explains how he was
feeling self-conscious about the way he kisses and that he badgered her into
giving him a capsule review. I just happened to walk in at the wrong time.


The story, despite its
vague familiarity, doesn’t do much to ease my concerns.


“Let’s not fight about
this,” I tell her. “I get that he’s your friend. I’m uncomfortable with it, but
I’ll just have to deal with that for now.”


“Yeah,” she says, “you
will.”


And with that, we’re
about to have our first fight.


“How would you feel if I
told you I wasn’t going to stop hanging out with Wrigley, despite your
feelings?”


I think it’s a pretty
fair point.


Leila disagrees.


“It’s not the same thing
and you know it,” she says. “I never had sex with Mike. That was the first and
only—”


“You’ve never had sex
with him, but I guarantee you have stronger feelings for him than I ever did
for Wrigley.”


“I don’t find that hard
to believe in the slightest,” she retorts. “I’m surprised you have any feelings
at all the way you treat women.”


“The way I treat women?”
I seethe. “In what way have I ever treated you poorly?”


“I’m not talking about
me,” she says, “I’m talking about all the other ones that you drug in here in
the middle of the night, never to return with the same one twice. Do you really
think women appreciate that? How deluded are you?”


“I never brought anyone
home under false pretenses,” I snap. “Everyone involved knew exactly what it
was before it ever happened.”


“Yeah?” she asks. “Well,
what is this?”


I take a breath and
steady myself.


There are two options
here. I could go for the quick, sharp response and I have no doubt it would
feel pretty great right about now, but on the same token, that approach would
probably blow up the relationship.


My other option is to try
to calm this whole discussion and tell her that, despite how angry I am right
now, I see my relationship with her as the most promising thing I’ve ever
known.


What I really need to do
is say something, because she’s just staring at me now, forming her own
opinions on how I really feel and the longer I go without saying it, the less
she’s going to believe whatever comes out of my mouth.


I’m still not talking.


“I don’t know,” I tell
her.


“Well, that’s good to
hear,” she says, getting up from the couch and trying to make a break for her
bedroom.


“I love you!” I shout.
“But you’re leaving and it’s not like we’re talking about some far off
possibility, you’re leaving next week. How is that supposed to work? I don’t
even know if I’ll be able to swing this place on my own. I want us to be
together. Even sloshed out of my mind I was begging you to stay. That’s where I want this relationship to go. How
about you?”


The bad news is that
she’s crying now. The good news? There is no fucking good news.


“You’re right,” she
bawls. “We should just end it.”


And shit just got real.


“That’s not what I’m
saying,” I tell her. “I want to make this work. More than anything, I want to
make this work.”


“But you’re right,” she
says, “it can’t. I’m taking that job. I have to. It’s what I’ve always wanted
to do. You’re here, doing what you’ve always wanted to do.”


“Leila, don’t do this. We
can’t just give up on everything now. We’ve only been together for a couple of
days and we’ve already fought more for this than most people do in an entire
relationship.”


She pushes past me and
slams the door to her room behind her.


I don’t know what else to
say.


I don’t know that there’s
anything else I can say.


I’m starting to wonder if
I just conjured up my feelings for Leila as a way to distance myself further
from Wrigley.


Even though I know it’s
not true, the thought takes its toll and by the next breath, I’m walking back
to the freezer.



 

*                    *                    *



 

Okay, so I’m not drunk,
but I’m sure as fuck not sober either.


I’ve been lying on my
bed, pissed off and torn up for I don’t know how long.


This isn’t how I want to
spend what little time I have left with Leila, but I don’t know if there’s
another option. She’s closing me out.


I get it. Really, I do.


It’s easier to leave if
things aren’t going so well, but that doesn’t mean this has to be the end of
anything.


That’s when it hits me: I
should probably be talking about this with her.


I get up from the bed and
take a moment to find my balance. I may be a little more inebriated than I
thought.


At least I’m nowhere near
as drunk as I was last night.


I set the bottle which,
up until this point, had been welded to my hand, on my dresser and I open the
door to my room.


Guess who’s sitting on
the couch, talking to Leila as she wipes tears from her eyes.


I’ll give you one hint:
it’s not me.


“Hey, Mike,” I say.
“Leila, are you all right?”


“Maybe I should give you
two a few minutes to talk,” Mike says and gets up from the couch.


“Thanks, Mike,” I tell
him. “I appreciate that.”


He nods and walks to the
kitchen. He’s hardly giving us privacy, but now really isn’t the time for me to
say anything about it.


“I know what we’re both
doing,” I tell her. “We’re finding reasons to be mad because we’re afraid of
losing each other.”


“It doesn’t seem like
either one of us have had to look very hard,” she says, wiping her nose on her
shirtsleeve.


I smile at her.


“I guess you’re right,” I
say. “A lot is happening with both of us right now. Maybe this wasn’t the right
time to start a relationship, but I don’t regret that we did.”


Her eyes are so wide as she looks up at me.


“I don’t regret it
either,” she says. “But how are we supposed to keep going when we both know
it’s all going to be over in a week?”


We keep going because we
care about each other.


We’ll find a way to make
it work.


We keep going because we
make each other feel things we’ve never really felt.


“I don’t know.”


Of all the possible
combinations of words that could have come out of my mouth, that was one of the
worst.


“So what are we doing?”
she asks, the tears again forming in her eyes.


“We’re getting to know
each other,” I tell her. “That sort of thing takes time.”


“Yeah,” she says. “But
that doesn’t solve anything. We don’t have time.”


“We have a little,” I
tell her. “If you’re not sick of me by the time you move, we can have more—I
know I would like that.”


“Why don’t you move with me?” she asks.


And there’s the
possibility I didn’t want her to realize.


“Things are only just
starting to turn around at l’Iris. Wilks is still
finding himself as a chef. I can’t just up and leave Jim without anyone to
help,” I tell her. “He gave me a chance and kept me on when anyone else would
have just fired me on the spot. I can’t walk out on him.”


“Then you’ll commute,”
she says. “I found the place I want to move to. It’s got two bedrooms,
one-and-a-half baths. It’s in a really good neighborhood and the rent is a
fraction of what it is here.”


“I don’t have a car,” I
tell her.


“I don’t have a car
either,” she says. “How else are we going to do it, though?”


“I have a car,” Mike says
from the kitchen.


“I’m sorry, Mike, but do
you mind?” I ask.


He scoffs and shrugs and
I would very much like to put my fist through that tissue paper skull of his.


It may sound really odd,
given that Leila and I have been roommates for months now, but I don’t know if
we’re really in the place, relationship wise, where we should be living
together.


“Let’s take every day,
one day at a time,” I tell Leila. “Let’s make the most of every moment while
you’re here, and when you have to go—”


“That’s it?” she asks.
“And when I have to go, that’s it?”


“That’s not what I said,”
I tell her. “I don’t want there to ever be a ‘that’s it’ with us.”


“What then?” she asks.
“If things go well you’ll move if they don’t you won’t?”


“I don’t know!”


The words come out before
I give them any thought. Leila just sits there, startled by the outburst, hurt
by the words.


“Okay,” she says. “Okay.”


“I don’t know what to
say,” I tell her. “I don’t want you to go.”


“This is a once in a
lifetime opportunity for me,” she says.


“So is this,” I respond. “It’s a once in a
lifetime opportunity for both of us.”


“Let’s take it day by day
then,” she says. “We’ll see how things are going when it comes time for me to
move.”


Contrary to all
appearances, this is not what I want.


More than anything, I
want to just pick up and follow her wherever she wants to go.


Maybe it’s ridiculous
that I feel this strongly about a woman with whom I’ve only been in a
relationship for a few days, but since I met her, we’ve gotten to know more
about each other, and I sure as hell don’t want to miss out on learning
everything there is.


That’s what I want, but
that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.


I’m used to the city.


I’m not used to being in
a relationship like this—one that lasts longer than just a few good lays.


No matter how much I want
to pick up, let Wilks stand on his own two feet—something he’s going to have to
learn to do anyway—and stay with Leila, the truth is that I’m scared.


I’m scared and I think
she knows it.
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The move is in three
days.


I got the apartment I
wanted and it’s ready for me to move in and make it my own.


Dane hasn’t said it yet,
but I know he’s not going with me.


Rather than spend this
last parcel of time together feeling hurt or awkward, though, I’ve decided to
make the most out of what time we have left.


There is so much that we
haven’t experienced together. We’ve never been on a real date.


I’ve come to realize that
we simply don’t have enough to build a solid relationship. But hey, we may as
well enjoy it while it lasts.


It’s just after dark. If
there are any stars in the sky, the city lights have swallowed them whole. The
night is cool, but not cold. Traffic crowds the streets below, but I got used
to that constant rush of combustion a long time ago.


I’m sitting on the roof,
staring up at the sky, trying my hardest to find any stars at all. After a few
false alarms (airplanes,) I finally spot one standing there all alone, its
light just barely piercing the city’s brightness.


Isn’t that the way it
goes?


My phone rings and I
answer it, my eyes still intent on the sky.


“Hello?”


“Come downstairs.”


It’s Dane.


“What’s going on?” I ask.


“Just come downstairs,”
he says. “I’ve got a car waiting for you.”


“I’m not really dressed
to go out,” I tell him, but he just chuckles.


“Don’t worry about that.
It’s just going to be you and me.”


“All right.”


I’ve been waiting for a
moment like this, but I’m not sure if what I’m feeling is excitement or
anxiety. It’s probably a little bit of both.


I make my way downstairs,
but not before stopping by the apartment to check my hair and makeup. For
someone who’s given up on an actual love life, I look pretty darn good.


“Oh stop it,” I tell
myself aloud. “Quit being a baby and just enjoy the night.”


When I come out of the
building, I look for Dane, but don’t see him. There are cars parked out front,
as always, but they’re all empty.


My phone rings again.


“Hello?”


“I’m just down the
block,” Dane says. “Look to your right. Do you see me?”


It takes a few seconds,
but I finally spot him about a hundred yards down the way, waving his hands.


“Yeah,” I tell him. “I
got ya.”


I hang up the phone and
start walking.


When I come close enough
to see the car, I’m a little disappointed. He said he had a car waiting for me.
I had just assumed that meant he’d gone all out and gotten a town car or
something with a driver.


It’s not the car itself
that bothers me, it’s the fact that we won’t be able to focus on each other
during the drive, not completely.


After everything that’s
gone right over the past few weeks, I know how ungrateful I’m being right now.
That said, the foreknowledge of this relationship’s end is more than enough to
spoil just about anything.


I really had high hopes
for me and Dane.


“Hey there, beautiful,”
he says as I approach.


“Hey yourself,” I answer
and give him a peck on the lips. “So, what’s the plan for tonight?”


“Well,” he says, “I
wanted to do something special for you, but I was having the hardest time
figuring out exactly what.”


“And?” I ask, unable to
hold back a smile any longer.


“I came up with
absolutely nothing,” he says with a laugh. “So, I figured, why not rent a car?
That way we can let the evening take us where it will.”


“All right,” I say
skeptically. “You do know how to drive, don’t you?”


“Of course I know how to
drive,” he says, opening the passenger’s door. “Just fucking get in the car,
will you?”


“Yeah, yeah,” I smile.


A minute later and we’re
on the road; well, kind of. I don’t know if there’s a game or something, but
traffic seems to be extra heavy tonight.


Eventually, we transcend
major gridlock and arrive in minor gridlock.


“What kind of music do
you like?” he asks.


“I like a little bit of
everything,” I tell him.


“Oh, bullshit,” he says.
“Everyone says that, but it’s never true.”


“Are you calling me a
liar?” I ask, poking him in the ribs.


“No,” he says, “but I am
saying you’re full of shit.”


“Pick a station,” he
says. “From what I understand, this vehicle is fully equipped with satellite
radio, and if you can figure out how to work it, we can listen to whatever you
want.”


“I have a feeling you’re
going to regret that,” I tell him.


“You know,” he says, “so
do I, but I’m pretty sure I’ll survive.”


I’ve never used satellite
radio, but it’s not rocket science. I roll through the stations until I land on
a death metal song.


I smile and turn up the
volume.


“You’re kidding, right?”
he asks.


“What?” I tease. “I can’t
hear you. I’m too busy rocking out.”


He laughs. “If you can
deal with it, I can deal with it,” he says.


He thinks I’m joking.


That misapprehension
starts to fade as we go into the second and then third song.


“Do you actually like
this stuff?” he asks.


“My brother liked it,” I
tell him. “Growing up, he’d always have this stuff blasting from his room. It’s
how he and I really became close.”


“I didn’t know you have a
brother,” Dane says.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“Whenever one of his favorite bands would come to the state, I was the only
twelve year old girl in the crowd. I never really loved it the way he did, but
it helps me feel close to him again.”


“Where does he live?”
Dane asks.


“He doesn’t,” I answer.


Maybe that was a bit
blunt.


“He died in a car
accident when I was seventeen. Some jackass on a cellphone crossed the middle
lane.”


“I’m sorry,” Dane says.


I shrug. “It is what it
is. Anyway, I think I’ve had about all I can handle for now. What do you like?”


“You mean music?” he
asks.


“No,” I mock, “what do
you like in general? For instance, bees: natural wonder or an abomination that
the bible forgot to denounce?”


He laughs.


“I usually just listen to
whatever’s on top forty.”


I gag.


“What?” he asks. “Those
songs are on the top forty because that’s what most of the people in the
country listen to. Are you saying everyone’s wrong?”


“Absolutely,” I tell him.
“Top forty is the same crap that’s been rehashed and rehashed since the
seventies. The only difference is that most of the quote unquote artists on the
top forty now don’t play their own instruments or enter a studio without making
sure the auto tune is cranked up to eleven.”


“I like it,” he says.


“You know what’s
happening here?” I ask.


“What?”


“We’re sitting here and
out of nowhere, you’ve become the scared little girl. That’s what’s happening.”


He laughs. “What? Just
because I don’t like music with someone grunting over the top of it I’m a
scared little girl?”


“Well, yeah,” I answer.
“Next, you’re going to tell me that fights during a hockey game distract from
the integrity of the sport.”


He mumbles something and
I turn the radio down.


“What was that?” I ask.


“I don’t like hockey,” he
says.


“Oh my god,” I gasp.
“We’re in a relationship and I’m the man.”


“Whatever,” he says with
a chortle.


“So, where are we going?”


“It’s a surprise,” he
says.


“You do know where we’re
going, right? I mean, you’re not going to pull over and ask some old lady for
directions like a girl, are you?”


All in all, he takes the
teasing in stride.


That said, as we leave
the city behind, I really am starting to wonder exactly where we’re headed.


“I have a confession to
make,” I tell him.


“Yeah?” he asks. “What’s
that?”


“I, uh,” I stammer.


“What is it?”


“I don’t know where
you’re from,” I tell him. “Where did you grow up?”


“No thanks,” he said.


“No thanks?” I ask. “Were
the winters cold in No Thanks, or was it soothingly temperate?”


“Where are you from?” he
asks.


“Nuh
uh,” I say. “Not only did you dodge my question, but you asked yours without a
single ounce of shame for not knowing where your long-time roommate and new
girlfriend came from. Try again.”


“Come on,” he says, “it’s
embarrassing.”


“Oh, don’t be silly,” I
tell him. “You don’t get to choose where you grow up, why would you be emb—oh my god.”


“What?” he asks. He’s
visibly nervous.


“There’s only one place I
can think that you would actually make you embarrassed.”


“Let’s talk about
something else,” he says.


“You’re from New Jersey,
aren’t you?”


He scoffs. “New Jersey?
Are you kidding me? You know how I feel about—okay, yeah, I’m from New Jersey.”


I couldn’t stop laughing
if I tried.


“It’s not that big a
deal,” he says. “Like you just said, you can’t choose where you’re from.”


“It’s not that,” I
cackle. “I’m just trying to understand why you talk so much crap on the state
you’re from? Is it supposed to be Manhattan camouflage or something?”


“Well, yeah,” he says.
“When I first moved to the city, I made the mistake of telling a few people
that I’m from Jersey—”


“You even call it
Jersey!” I howl.


He waits very patiently
for my mirth to die down before continuing.


“Yeah, that’s about the
response I got. I don’t get why it matters so much, New Jersey’s not that bad,”
he says. “Yeah, New York City is awesome, but so is Trenton.”


“You know I don’t care
that you’re from New Jersey, right?” I ask. “I’m willingly moving there.”


“Yeah,” he says, “I know.
I guess it’s just easier to talk shit on Jersey. But where are my manners?”


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


“Where are you from?”


“Oh, that’s really not
important,” I tell him.


“Come on,” he prods, “you
had a good laugh at the expense of my home state. It’s only fair to share in
the misery.”


“I can’t.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m not from any of the
states.”


I can feel the car slow
as he turns to look at me.


“Where are you from?”


I sigh.


“It’s not that I’m
ashamed of it. Really, it’s not. I’ve just had about the same experience
telling people where I’m from that you’ve had telling people you’re from
Jersey.”


I think my renewed
laughter is killing any sympathy I might receive.


“Go on,” he says.


“You see, the difference here
is that I don’t talk crap about where I come from, I just don’t bring it up.”


“Oh, will you just tell
me.”


“Fine,” I say. “I’m from
Waterloo.”


“Iowa?” he asks.


“Ontario.”


He’s unusually quiet.


“Canada?”


“Yeah,” I tell him. “It’s
actually a really nice place to live.”


“People listen to death
metal in Canada?”


And so the hilarity
begins.


“People listen to all
kinds of music in Canada,” I tell him.


“Wait, wait,” he says,
trying to regain his composure. “Say ‘about.’”


“About.”


He’s disappointed and
it’s lovely.


“I’m sorry, were you
expecting something else?”


 “I thought you were going to say a boat or a
boot. I thought you people had a real problem with that word.”


“What do you mean, ‘you
people?’” I ask, feigning offense.


He flips on his turn
signal.


“Where are we?” I ask.


“We’re in New Jersey,” he
says defiantly.


“Yeah, I got that from
the road signs. I mean, where are we going?”


He seems rather proud of
himself. “We are going camping,” he announces.


“Camping?” I ask. “I
really don’t think I’m prepared for that sort of thing.”


“Not to worry,” he says,
“I have everything we’re going to need in the trunk.”


“You’ve been planning
this for a while, haven’t you?” I ask.


“A few days, yeah,” he
says.


I’m a little nervous, but
it is quite the gesture.


We exit the freeway and
drive for a little while, death metal still droning quietly in the background.
Either Dane’s forgotten about it, or he’s just that into me.


 Eventually, we pull into a campground in
what’s called South Mountain Reservation. There are a few occupied spots, but
all in all, it’s pretty quiet here.


After we get everything
unpacked, one thing becomes painfully clear: he forgot to pack a tent.


He offers to run into the
nearest town and pick one up, but it’s already getting late and I’m tired.


The air is warm enough,
and we have plenty of bug spray, so we just unroll our sleeping bags and spend
the night under the stars.


As tired as I am, I can’t
keep my eyes closed. The sky is filled with more stars than I remember
existing.


For all its simplicity, getting
to know Dane a little better and lying under such a bright canopy, this is
quite probably the best night of my life.
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My peaceful sleep is
shattered by the piercing cacophony of an alarm clock.


With my eyes still
closed, I reach over to hit the snooze button before I realize I’m not in my
bed.


Dane is already up, and
he’s quick to silence the alarm.


“Sorry about that,” he
says. “I forgot to turn that off.”


I rub my eyes and look
around.


The sky is growing
brighter, but the sun’s not up yet. It looks like it won’t be up for a while.


“You know,” I tell him.
“I love the camping idea, but I’m not so much for the early morning.”


“It’ll be worth it,” he
says, “trust me. Are you hungry? I packed some food. We still have a bit of
time before we need to get going.”


“Get going?” I ask. “Tell
me they don’t actually kick people out of here this early in the morning.”


“No,” he says, “nothing
like that.”


“Then why the hell am I
getting up so early?”


He smiles.


“It’s a surprise.”


I don’t so much stand as
I roll and stumble to my feet. Dane pulls a peanut butter sandwich out of the
cooler and hands it to me.


We eat and Dane sprays us
both with some more bug spray.


“We should probably get
going,” he says. “It’s going to be a bit of a hike to where we’re headed.”


“And where are we going?”
I ask again.


I realize I’m pestering
him, but he’s the one who set the alarm for the pre-break of dawn wakeup.


“Just trust me,” he says.
“I promise it’ll be worth it.”


For now, I trust him, but
this better be going somewhere. In case it’s not apparent, I’m really not a
morning person.


He puts on a backpack and
we walk down the dirt path a while until we come to a trail. As I squint to see
what’s written on the sign, Dane covers my eyes with his hands.


“No peeking,” he says.


“You know that I’m
probably not going to be able to hike very well if I can’t see, right?”


“It’s just until we get
past the sign,” he says. “It’ll give away the surprise.”


I walk slowly and can
only hope that there aren’t too many signs along our way. This is pretty
ridiculous.


After what feels like ten
minutes of walking—probably closer to two—Dane removes his hands.


We hike on the main trail
for a while before the sound of water gives Dane away.


It’s not quite sunrise,
and he’s taking me to a waterfall.


I want to kiss him and
praise him for his thoughtfulness, but he’s so adamant that it be a surprise, I
don’t say anything about it.


“How are you feeling?” he
asks and my heart skips in my chest.


“I’m feeling great,” I tell
him.


“You sure?” he asks. “You
seemed pretty tired back at camp.”


I shrug.


“I woke up,” I tell him.


As the sun comes ever
closer to peeking over the horizon, my pace naturally quickens. Not knowing
exactly where we’re going, I grab Dane’s hand to give me direction.


Ahead, there’s a sign for
Hemlock Falls, and I feel myself growing warm at the thought.


“Oh shit,” he says.
“Don’t look.”


“Okay,” I say, covering
my eyes.


“You saw it, didn’t you?”
he asks.


I remove my hands.
“Yeah,” I tell him. “Trust me, though, it’s still a wonderful surprise.”


“Here’s another one,” he
says. “That’s not where we’re going.”


“It’s not?” I ask. “Then
why didn’t you want me to look?”


“Well, the cat’s out of
the bag on the waterfall part of it, but we’re going somewhere a little further
off the main path,” he says.


“Yeah?”


“Yeah,” he says. “I found
it one summer when my family camped up here. I’ve never heard anybody talk
about it, but I know I’m not the only person who’s found it.”


“How do you know?” I ask.


“Well, for one, I’m not
that profound a wilderness explorer,” he laughs. “For two, there’s a little
handmade sign near the plunge pool. It’s called Winterberry Falls.”


The sky is getting
brighter by the minute, and both Dane and I are jogging now.


He leads me down a tiny
dirt path that all but disappears after the first hundred feet or so, but we
keep going.


I can hear the water in
the distance, and my heart is pounding in my chest.


“We’re almost there,” he
says, but I don’t see anything.


It’s light enough that I
should be able to pinpoint where the waterfall is, but for the life of me, I
don’t know where we’re going. I can hear the roar of the water, but it seems to
be coming from a great distance.


“Just a little further,”
he says.


We’re lost. This is just
great. After the way I teased him yesterday, he’s probably going to drag us
both deeper into the woods until we can’t find our way back before he admits he
doesn’t know where…


Just ahead, the ground
drops sharply. Dane’s pace slows and we veer to the left, avoiding the steepest
part of the slope.


“Do you trust me?” he
asks, stopping in his tracks.


“I trust you,” I tell
him.


“How much?”


“Enough,” I answer.


“Close your eyes,” he
says, taking my hand.


I close them.


He leads me slowly down
the embankment, taking care to tell me what kind of terrain is in front of my
every step.


My eyes aren’t closed
very long before the ground levels beneath my feet and Dane steps behind me.


“All right,” he says.


I open my eyes, and
there, directly in front of me is the waterfall. The pool at the bottom is
rather calm as the flow of water is somewhat light. There’s a deep alcove
behind the waterfall which seems to be the reason the waterfall sounds so loud
from where we’re standing.


On this side of the
current is a little handmade sign with the words “Winterberry Falls” scrawled
across it.


“Get in,” he says. “I’m
right behind you.”


The waterfall isn’t very
tall, but it’ll more than enough for me to comfortably stand underneath it.


I step to the edge of the
water and unbutton my pants. I take off my clothes, piece by piece and shiver a
little in the cool morning air.


Naked now, I take my
first step into the pool.


The water’s cool, but not
freezing.


The rocks beneath my feet
are smooth from decades of erosion, and I slowly make my way into the falling
water itself.


Although it’s not a
deluge, the water presses me down in a firm massage. It’s when I turn around
and come out of the current enough to see that I want to cry.


Ahead of me is the stream
issuing from the waterfall, and the trees are sparse around it. Directly ahead
is the brightest spot on the horizon, the patch of sky where the sun is going
to make its appearance, and the clouds above are already turning shades of
purple and pink with the closing proximity of the sunrise.


It quickly becomes obvious
that sex in the waterfall is going to
be a bit much to handle with the force of the water itself, but only a few feet
into the alcove is a mostly smooth, mostly flat rock.


I walk over to it and
turn back toward the opening. There’s a good deal of mist, but the colors of
the coming sunrise are bright enough from back here to fill me with a dual
sense of peace and excitement.


“What do you think?” Dane
calls from the other side of the falling water.


“I think this would be a
lot better with some company,” I tell him.


A few seconds later and
he’s naked beside me, placing an already soaked towel onto the rock just behind
me.


“It might be a little
cold,” he says.


“That’s okay,” I tell him
and, as the mist surrounds us and the sunrise grows more intense, I wrap my
arms around him, saying, “I love you, Dane. Thank you.”


He smiles and I kiss him
tenderly.


This moment is peace and
romance and sex at once, and I lie down on the towel, wincing slightly until
the towel absorbs my heat and Dane’s on top of me now, his hair dripping wet.


I reach down between his
legs and feel him.


He’s already hard. 


I’m dripping wet.


He slides into me easily
and I’m immediately plunged into a new realm of existence where there is
nothing but sensual pleasure inside and all around me.


He leans forward, kissing
me softly and as he pulls away, I can’t hear the words, but his lips say, “I
love you.”


I wrap my legs around
him, pulling him into me deeper as the first glimmer the sun catches the water,
forming prisms of light, casting colors in the spray of the waterfall.


The water is cold on my
skin, but Dane is so warm inside me.


My arms are around him,
his skin so fluid against mine.


His warmth fills me, and
as the first half of the sun comes above the horizon through the translucent
distance, I start to quiver.


With his body firmly, but
gently pressed on and into mine, I gasp as my body becomes so incredibly
sensate that every drop of water coming over the falls, every particle and wave
of light passing through grows into me.


My breasts push tight
against him with every deep breath, and my eyes are watering as the surge
permeates my body, making me feel, for a moment, immortal.


I hardly notice when my
eyes close, I’m so aware of every tattered piece of touch.


My own voice echoes in
the alcove and is washed away by the rushing torrent so close I can taste it.


When my eyes open again,
Dane is smiling above me.


I move my mouth, but can
barely form the words.


He leans in closer.


“Pick me up,” I tell him.


My limbs encompass him so
tight, so completely and he lifts me with ease. Being a true gentleman, he
turns so I’m looking at the sky over his shoulder, and I kiss his neck as this
beautiful man brings my fantasies to life.


Part of me wants him to
walk beneath the water, but the rest of me is so much more content right here
in his arms with only my thighs and gravity to careen through this other plane.


Through the open air to
the side of the waterfall, I can see the trees swaying gently in a sightless
breeze.


“I want you to come
inside me,” I tell him, my voice barely a whimper.


I kiss his neck and then
his lips, leaning back a little, but still secure in his arms.


He gazes at my breasts as
they heave with every ragged breath, and as I look out the side of the
waterfall once more, I lock eyes with a woman standing on the bank.


Adrenaline soars through
my body, but the woman just stands and watches us, her hands at her sides.


I don’t take my eyes off
of her as I press myself again into Dane’s body, the warmth in my skin
rekindled.


Dane’s erection heats my
core, and I imagine the mist as steam coming off our bodies, through which I
can still perceive that woman as she sits on the dry ground and leans back,
taking in what we’re giving off.


It’s not an attraction
that I feel for the woman, at least not a sexual one, but I lick my lips as I
lean back once more, exposing more of my body to the open air.


With both arms clasping
each other behind Dane’s neck, I roll my hips, wondering just how much that
dark-haired woman can see of us.


It’s not attraction: it’s
understanding, recognition between artist and subject, though I can’t claim to
know who is who.


Dane holds me with only
one arm now as with the other, he guides my breasts, one by one, into his
smoldering mouth.


I tilt my head back,
allowing him greater access to me and my hair hangs down, heavy with water,
behind me.


The woman on the shore is
still there, her eyes ever intent on mine, and I start to climb toward that
threshold once more.


Dane feels the quickening
of my breath and he lifts me, his whole length entering and then retreating
again and again, the sounds of our love crackling against the walls of the
nook.


“You’re slipping,” Dane
tells me, and I immediately pull myself against him once more.


The shock of his words,
any words, delays my gratification and I tell him to lie down on the towel
behind me.


He turns around slowly,
every step deliberate, until he can sit on the edge of the rock. I lean forward
as he leans back and he rotates his body just enough for the whole of him to
lie back.


Every moment, he’s inside
me.


I let my hair fall to
cover my face, focusing my gaze onto the man who brought me here to this place
of trance and frenzy. As I rise and fall on his firm erection, I tense the
muscles in my center, gripping him tight.


My hips flip and rock
against him, and I can see in his eyes that he’s going to come.


I lean forward, putting
my mouth to his ear and telling him once more, “I want you to come inside me,”
and I ride him hungrily, the sun now well into the sky.


Dane’s chest expands and
contracts quicker now, and I can only hope to meet him there.


His mouth comes open, and
he gasps as I feel new warmth inside me as I skyrocket toward the stars we’ve
discovered again together.


His body is still jerking
in and against mine as I fall into him, hardly able to breathe, barely able to
move, and our muscles contract and release in a strange rhythm as I lay my body
against his, exhausted and satiated.


We lie here together for
what seems like a jilted eternity, until he slips out of me.


“Gotta
tell ya,” I breathe, “I don’t know if I can move
right now.”


“Right with ya,” he says.


I lift my head to look
for that woman again, the shore is bare.


I’m still not sure if she
was there or if I just imagined her.
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Backsliding


Dane



 


 

Tonight is Leila’s last
night before the move.


It’s not the easiest
thing in the world, but we’ll make it somehow, I’m sure of it. These last days
have been phenomenal.


After bringing one
fantasy of hers to life, we agreed to try again with another. I’m still not a
fireman, but picking her up in a bar should suffice for now.


I’ve been waiting here a
while, though.


That’s not wholly
unexpected. She said that she had some errands to run before she’d be able to
make it, but that anxiety over her leaving so soon after we really found each
other is starting to grip my veins.


“You good over here?” the
bartender asks.


“How about a tequila
sunrise?” I ask.


The guy gives me a bit of
a look, but shrugs his shoulders.


I’ve never actually had
one, but they’re Leila’s favorite. It might prove to be a good icebreaker for
when she arrives.


The bartender makes the
drink and hands it over. I pay him and take my first sip.


It tastes good, no doubt,
but it’s a little fluffy for me. I’m one of those assholes that likes to taste
alcohol when I’m drinking alcohol.


“Could I get a shot of
vodka, too?” I ask before the bartender finds someone else to inebriate.


He smiles and brings me
the shot.


I drink it down and take
a look out over the dance floor.


I’m looking for Wrigley
just as much as I’m looking for Leila.


Wrigley promised that
she’d back off, but I know better than to simply take her at her word.


I sat down at the bar
next to her and ordered a drink.


We just kind of sat there
for a few minutes, neither one of us even looking at the other. It was awkward,
but finally she broke the silence.


“What do you want?” she
asked. “Have you finally come to your senses and realized that your Vestal
Virgin doesn’t have all the appetites that you require?”


“She’s not a virgin,” I
said. “That’s really not the point, though.”


“Hold on,” she said. “I
don’t think either one of us is anywhere near intoxicated enough for this to be
a comfortable, pleasant conversation.”


“I’m really not planning
on staying that long,” I told her, but she insisted.


She ordered up a couple
of shots and, before I could start talking again, she ordered up a couple more.


We were about five shots
in when the bartender told us to slow down, but that was the wrong thing to say
to me. I have a tendency to take warnings like that as a challenge.


In retrospect, I probably
should have listened, but as soon as Wrigley told the bartender, “We’re not
children. We can handle our shit. Now, pour, fucker!” I was set on not only
out-negotiating Wrigley, but out-drinking her as I did.


The next couple of shots
came and went so quickly I don’t really recall whether there were two or three
of them.


Finally, as the liquor
started to really sink in, I decided that I’d better say what I went there to
say and get the fuck out before I started losing IQ points.


“We need to talk,” I told
her.


“Yeah,” she said, “you
mentioned that.”


“What are you doing? It’s
not very dignified, is it?”


“Dignity’s overrated,”
she said. “I’m just a woman who knows what she wants, and you just happen to be
the man that has it hanging between his legs.”


“Do you really think this
approach is ever going to work, though?” I asked. “All you’re doing is making
me never want to see you again under any circumstances.”


“Well,” she said, “we
don’t want that, certainly.”


The bartender started to
walk off, but I called him back, ordering yet another round for Wrigley and me.


“Are you really that into
her?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I said. “I really
am.”


“Then why were you so
quick to go for having a relationship with me?”


“I was confused,” I said.
“I didn’t think that Leila even liked me, much less felt the same way that I
did. After you stormed out of the car that night and went down on the cab
driver in my rearview mirror, I went home and found her making out with a
friend of hers. Then, while you and I were doing it on the roof, I don’t know,
I guess I was just overwhelmed. Look,” I said, “it’s not that I don’t like you,
and it’s nothing personal. Leila’s just who I really want to be with.”


“What I don’t get,” she
said, ordering another vodka, “is why that means you can’t be around me
anymore.”


“It’s not that I can’t be
around you,” I tell her, “it’s that I can’t be with you, not in the way we used to be.”


“Come on,” she said.
“You’re not married. You’re hardly even with her. Besides, I have pussy
seniority.”


“You come up with some of
the weirdest phrases,” I told her.


I tried to order another
shot of vodka, but the bartender informed me that we were both cut off.


After he walked away,
though, Wrigley leaned over the counter and grabbed the nearest bottle. It was
dark rum, but hey, it was alcohol.


After a stolen shot, I
continued.


“You’re a beautiful
woman,” I told her. “You can have any guy in the city. I bet there are a ton of
guys out there who are into the things that I’m not. That has to have crossed
your mind.”


“It’s not the same,
though,” she said.


“What do you mean?”


“Like I was telling your
roommate, it’s a sexual compatibility thing. You can be with someone—”


“When did you talk to my
roommate?” I asked. Leila hadn’t told me.


Wrigley shrugged and
said, “You can be with someone who technically does all the things you want to
do, but if you’re not sexually compatible, it’s never going to feel anywhere
near as good. You, for as much of a pussy as you are, rub me the right way, if
you’ll pardon the expression.”


She poured a couple more
shots and we drank them.


The bartender, though,
noticed and that’s when we got kicked out.


For a while, we just
walked and talked.


I told her, “I’m not the
only person you’re going to be sexually compatible with.”


“I know,” she said, “but
until I find someone else who is, I don’t think it’s fair for you to just leave
me hanging in the breeze.”


“I’m sorry,” I told her,
“but that’s just the way it is, and that’s the way it has to be.”


We talked some more after
that, and I do remember her apologizing for coming on so strong with Leila,
though she didn’t really go into too much detail about what that meant.


It wasn’t looking like I
was going to make any headway until my liquid brain spat out an idea.


“You know,” I told her,
“Leila’s moving out of the city, and there’s a good chance that we’re going to
break up when she does. I don’t know that for sure, but things aren’t looking
like they’re going to last. If you keep doing what you’re doing, I’m never
going to want to be around you again, much less back inside.”


“And what if she leaves
and the two of you stay together?” she asked.


“If that happens, then
that’s what happens. Truthfully, I hope that is what happens, but if you don’t back the fuck off, I can tell you
right now that you and I are never going to be an option again, even if Leila
and I do break up.”


She thought about it for
a minute.


“I had all sorts of shit
planned, though,” she said.


“What do you mean?”


“Never mind,” she said.
“Just some ways to convince you that you were going to bed in the wrong vag, you know.”


“Wrigley…”


“Just tell me two
things,” she said.


“What?”


“Is it love?”


“Yeah,” I told her. “I
really think it is.”


She nodded.


“What’s the other thing?”


She looked at me. “What’s
that like?”


I smiled. I very clearly
remember smiling.


“It’s the most wonderful
feeling in the world. Everything is better. It’s like being on ecstasy all the
time, minus the comedown and health implications. It’s something you never want
to let go of, and it makes everything else in the world seem so small, so
trivial.”


“Huh,” she said. “That
sounds nice.”


“Have you ever been in
love?” I asked.


She scoffed. “No.”


“You should try it
sometime,” I told her. “Find someone who drives you insane in the best possible
way, someone who you drive insane in the same way. There’s really nothing like
it.”


“Maybe I will,” she said.


We walked another half
block before she spoke again.


“All right,” she said.
“You’re off the hook.”


“Thank y—”


“For now,” she said. “But
if you and your little honey biscuit end up going splitskies,
I want to be the first one you call. I’m seriously getting blue ovaries over
here.”


I laughed so hard I lost
my balance. That, of course, only made Wrigley start laughing.


We spoke for a few more
minutes before I hailed a cab. I thanked her for finally understanding, and we
actually shook hands before I got in the taxi. 


I look at the clock.


Leila said she wouldn’t
be any later than eight o’clock, but it’s already nine-thirty.


I pull out my phone and
call her number, but it just goes straight to voicemail.


Maybe we miscommunicated
somehow and one of us ended up in the wrong bar.


I don’t know, but I don’t
like what I’m feeling. It’s the kind of heaviness that makes it a little hard
to breathe.


The thought crosses my
mind, but I dismiss it before it has a chance to fully form. I’m nowhere near
ready for that.


I order another shot and
ask the bartender if they sell any gum.


He says, “Sorry,” and
pours me my shot.


I pay him and drink it
down, watching the ice cube melt in my tequila sunrise.


It doesn’t make much
sense, but I kind of wish that Wrigley was
here right now. Despite her general lunacy, she actually does have a way of
cutting through the shit and giving some pretty solid advice from time to time.


I’m not ready to make that
phone call, either, though.


Leila and I have been
talking about how we’re going to find a way to spend time with each other after
she leaves, but neither one of us really wanted to take that conversation too
far.


I know, on my end, that’s
because I simply don’t want her to go, much less admit the reality that there’s
nothing I can really do about it without guilting her
and being the biggest ass hat on the planet.


Another shot of vodka
finds its way into my stomach, and I’m really starting to get worried.


That’s when I feel a hand
on my shoulder.


I smile and turn around.


“What the fuck are you
doing here?” I ask.


“Now that’s not the way
to greet someone,” Mike says. “How are you doing?”


“Half-drunk,” I tell him.
“Where’s Leila?”


“That’s why I’m here,” he
says.


“What happened?” I ask,
and am instantly on my feet.


“Sit down,” he says.
“She’s already gone.”



 

*                    *                    *



 

She’s gone. She’s
actually gone.


After Mike found me at
the restaurant, he saw me back home. He even paid for the cab.


His car, he told me, was
somewhere in New Jersey, carrying Leila and all of the stuff she wanted to take
with her. Or, to be more accurate, all the stuff she wanted to take that the
movers didn’t take themselves.


About the last thing in
the world I ever wanted to do, especially in the presence of that guy, was cry,
but there I was, sobbing.


When we got up to the
apartment, there was a note on the table. Mike said he’d be downstairs, smoking
a cigarette, and that he’d press the buzzer in a few minutes.


I heard him, but I didn’t
answer. I was engrossed in the note.


It read:


“Dane,



 

I can’t begin to tell you
how much our time together has meant to me, but I think we need to be
realistic. Yes, I have feelings for you and yes, it might even be love, but
you’re not ready to leave New York, and I can’t stay there. I really hope you
understand.


It’s been so long since
I’ve had a glimmer of what we’ve shared, and I thank you for that. I know this
isn’t going to be easy for either of us right now, but it’ll be the best thing
for both of us in the long run.


Thank you for making my
fantasies come to life. I will never forget you.



 

—Leila”


And that was it.


And here we are.


Mike’s still downstairs
smoking. I don’t know, maybe he left. It’s been about half an hour.


I don’t know if I’m sober
or drunk. I don’t even know what I’m feeling right now, only that it’s the
worst thing I’ve ever felt.


This is the worst day of
my life.


The buzzer snaps me out
of my trance for a moment, and I walk over and press the button.


“Yeah?”


“Hey,” Mike says, “it’s
me. Mind if I come up for a few minutes?”


I don’t answer, but I do
press the unlock button.


Really, I don’t want to
talk to Mike right now.


I get why he did what he
did; she is his friend, and he was doing what he asked her to do. I can’t hate
him for that, but I hate the situation. Right now, that situation is embodied
in him.


There’s the knock on the
door. I just call out, “It’s unlocked.”


Right now, I’m trying to
force an answer to the question of inebriation.


Thank god I remembered to
go to the liquor store.


“How are you doing?”


“Did you read the note?”
I ask.


He’s quiet.


That’s a yes.


“How long have you known
that this was how she was going to do it?”


“She left most of her
stuff,” he says. “Well, she took her personal stuff, but she didn’t want to
just up and leave you with an empty apartment.”


I mumble something.


“What?”


“I said, it is empty,” I tell him. “Without her
here, I don’t give a shit if this place is packed to the ceiling, it’s fucking empty.”


“Yeah,” he says, and
that’s all he says for a minute.


 Alcohol probably isn’t the best idea right
now, but the anesthetic properties are all I’m thinking about at the moment.


“Do you want to talk
about it?” he asks.


“Not really,” I tell him.
Then I decide I have every right to be pissed off at this guy, “Not with you,
anyway.”


“I get that you’re
upset—”


“Upset?” I ask. “Did you
even consider what this might feel like for me? Did you even care?”


“I know it hurts, man,”
he starts, but I don’t let him finish.


“You don’t know a fucking
thing,” I snap. “I have never felt
what I feel for Leila. Why would she do this?”


“Because it’s her fucking
dream job and you need to stop being so god damned selfish,” Mike answers.


“Boy, you’ve got some
fucking balls,” I retort, glaring.


“Yeah, maybe that’s a
little harsh, but this whole time, have you even thought about how much this
job means to her? She’s been working toward this for her entire adult life, and
I’d think for someone who professes to love her so fucking much, you might look
past your own shit and realize that you need to let her do what’s going to make
her happy. Otherwise, who the hell are you and what the fuck are you doing?”


“Why are you here?” I
ask. “Aren’t you doing the same fucking thing: not supporting her? The least
you could have done was help her move.”


“I helped her move the
stuff down to the car, and does it not occur to you that the only reason that I
am here right now is because Leila
asked me to be here? She cares about you, dickhead, and she didn’t want you to
be alone tonight. So you can be pissed at me all you want. I probably would be
if I was in your shoes, but at the same time, you’ve got to pull your head out
and realize that if you really care about her, you’ve got to let her follow her
dreams, man.”


“I want her to follow her
dreams,” I tell him. “But I want to be a part of them, too. Is that such a bad
thing?”


“She kind of gave you the
chance to do that,” he says. “Don’t you remember her inviting you to move with
her?”


“I have a job,” I tell
him, and yes, it sounds and even feels
weak as it comes out of my mouth. “I can’t just leave my boss high and dry.”


“I get that,” he says, “I
really do. But that’s the choice that you’ve made. So, you can sit here and be
pissed at me or be pissed at her, but you made your choice. Now it’s time to
start living with it.”


“I was going to talk to
her tonight,” I tell him. “I was going to talk to her about finding a way to
make this work.”


“Don’t you think that’s
the kind of thing you might not want to leave for the last minute?”


“Okay, I get that you’re
trying to help your friend here, but your folksy advice is really starting to
piss me the fuck off.”


“Whatever,” he says.
“Look, you had the chance to go with her, to figure something out before hand,
but it doesn’t seem like it was important enough for you to—”


“Get the fuck out of my
house,” I tell him.


His mouth is still open
and, for a second, it looks like he’s going to start moving it again, but I’m
ready to beat the shit out of him, and I think he can see it.


“Fine,” he says. “I told
Leila I wouldn’t leave, but I don’t want to make things worse either. Just one
more thing before I go?”


“What?” I ask,
impatiently.


“Could I use your
bathroom? I’ve really got to take a—”


“Get the fuck out of my
house,” I repeat.


He leaves, and I start to
feel bad. I don’t really feel bad for him. He was being an asshole, but I feel
bad for talking to one of Leila’s friends—one who actually listened and
followed through when she asked him to keep an eye on me tonight to make sure I
was going to be okay.


Maybe I should have gone
with her, maybe not. Whatever the case, Leila Tyler turned my life upside down
in the best and worst possible way.


Now she’s gone.


Now she’s gone, and I’m
calling Wrigley to see if she’d feel up to hanging out, maybe getting a drink.


It’s not that I have
plans to get back with her; she’s simply the only person I can talk to right
now. Before I slept with his secretary, I used to be able to talk to my friend,
Derek, but he’s a little pissed at me right now.


I’m sure as hell not
going to get Mike back up here.


“Hello?”


“She’s gone,” I start,
but I can’t say anything else.


I take the phone away
from my ear and drop it on the table.

















 

[bookmark: _Toc430551520]Chapter Twenty-Four
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It’s been a week now, and
I haven’t heard anything from Leila.


Mike hasn’t stopped by
again, but I’m not quite so upset about that.


I tried calling Leila a
few times, but the phone always went straight to voice mail, and what I have to
say isn’t something a recording can contain.


I’ve been talking to
Wilks, trying to gauge his readiness in taking the kitchen entirely on his own,
without any further input from me, but he’s nervous. I know it’s something he’s
going to have to overcome, but even standing back, watching him, it’s clear he’s
not quite ready.


I’m not sure that I am,
either.


Right now, I’m at home
with an old friend. Well, in truth, the only friend I have left.


“So, are we fucking
tonight, or what?” Wrigley asks.


“That’s really not why I
called you,” I tell her.


“I know,” she says, “but
I bet it would cheer you up.”


“I bet it wouldn’t,” I
answer, taking a shot of vodka.


“Pour me another?” she
asks as I’m still breathing through mine.


I pour her another shot
and start to wonder what the hell she’s doing here.


I know why I called her:
I’m lonely, heartbroken and I have absolutely no one else to talk to about it.
Unless she actually thinks I’m going to relent and we’re going to end up in the
sack, however, I have no idea why she came over.


“You know what you’ve got
to do,” she says and takes her shot.


“What’s that?” I ask.
“Fuck my pain away?”


“Woo!” she says, slamming
the now empty shot glass onto the table. “No,” she says, wiping her mouth,
“well, it couldn’t hurt. What I mean, though, is that you’ve got to figure out
a way to be all right with never seeing her again. How would you go about
that?”


“If I had the answer to
that question, I wouldn’t have a problem,” I tell her. “It’s not just some
switch I can turn on and off at will.”


“It’s simpler than that,”
she says.


“Simpler than flipping a
switch?” I ask.


“Well, no,” she says,
“but it’s not nearly as difficult as you’re making it out to be. All you have
to do is get mad. Get angry at her for hurting you. You’ve heard of the five
stages of grief, right? You know: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and
acceptance.”


“I’ve heard that they’re
largely bullshit.”


“They’re not,” she says.
“I mean, not everyone goes through every one of them all the time, and there’s
not some absolute order to them, but they are a pretty common way that people
deal with loss. You, my dear,” she says, “are stuck in depression. Have you
even experienced anything else since she left you high and dry without so much
as a phone call or a goodbye kiss?”


“I know what you’re
trying to do,” I tell her, “but it’s not going to work. I love Leila, and I’m
not about to get mad at her for following her dreams.”


“Oh, god, will you stop
romanticizing the fact that she got a fucking job and moved to New Jersey?” she
asks. “It’s about the least romantic thing there is. It’s just a thing. No, I’m
not telling you to be mad at her for ‘following her dreams,’ I’m telling you to
get mad at her for not wanting you to be a part of them.”


So far, I’ve been deftly
avoiding Wrigley’s finer points, but that last part caught me off guard.


“She’ll call,” I tell
Wrigley.


“She hasn’t yet,” she
answers. “Why do you think that is?”


“She probably wants to
make this easier on both of us,” I tell her. “I mean, if we’re not going to be
able to be together, isn’t it better to—”


“Closure is better,”
Wrigley interrupts. “That’s the one thing I will give you about the bullshit
way you decided to stop giving mama the old in-out-in-out: At least you were
upfront about it and were firm in your resolve. I’m not saying it’s been easy
going back to less compatible man skanks, but at least you didn’t leave me
hanging. I mean, that’s just fucked up.”


“Stop it,” I tell her.


“You’ve got to stop
idealizing her as this perfect person who could never do wrong, who’s perfectly
benevolent and holds the power to make your life better at a whim. That’s why
people create gods.”


“What does that have to
do with anything?” I ask.


She smiles.


“Nothing,” she says. “I’m
just trying to tell you that the longer you put her on that pedestal, the less
of her is going to be part of it.”


“What does that mean?” I
ask.


“It means that the longer
you idealize her, the less real memories you’re going to have to hold onto
because they’ll all be slowly replaced by the fantasy. Memories are good,
whether they’re of happy times or bad times. They keep things in perspective.
If things are shitty, you can pull on a good memory to remind you that things
aren’t always going to be shitty. If things are good, you can pull on a bad
memory to remind you to keep your focus and not get complaisant.”


“Where do you get this
shit?” I ask.


“I’m a social worker,”
she says. “There’s a bit of psychological training that goes into that, you
know.”


I stop to consider the
fact that Wrigley has had substantial psychological training.


“How can I be mad at her,
though?” I ask. “I’m just hurt. If anything, I’m mad at myself.”


“Why?” she asks. “Now,
don’t get me wrong, I’ve been around you enough to know that you’re pretty good
at being stupid when you want to be, but that’s hardly a crime.”


“Thanks.”


“I mean it,” she says.
“What did you do that was so terrible to deserve being abandoned the way that
Leila abandoned you?”


“Will you stop saying
shit like that?” I ask.


“Why?” she smiles. “Is it
making you angry?”


“Yeah, it’s making me
angry.”


“Good,” Wrigley says.


“How is that good?” I
ask.


“It’s good because you’re
allowing yourself to feel something else. You’re becoming more in tune with the
larger reserve of emotion that you’ve been pushing down so you could wallow in
your depression. Movement is a good thing.”


“It’s so weird to hear
you talk like this,” I tell her.


She laughs.


“I’ll tell you what,” she
says. “Why don’t I pour another shot and you can take it from between my tits?”


“That’s much more
familiar,” I chuckle.


Maybe she’s right. Maybe
I do need to get angry. I’m just not used to being the one left wondering.


Yeah, I get the karmic
bullshit in the situation.


I’ve been looking off
into space, and I didn’t even notice that Wrigley has, in fact, poured another
shot and she’s holding it between her breasts.


“You know you want to,”
she says.


“Wrigley…”


“Stop being such a baby,”
she says. “I’m not telling you to lick it out of my twat, although—“


“I think I’ll be okay,” I
tell her.


“Oh, you’ve had enough
for the night?” she asks. “Lost your tolerance for alcohol, have you?”


“No,” I tell her.


“Then, come on,” she
says. “I’m kind of getting tired holding this thing in place. Maybe if I’d worn
a bra, I could have—”


“Fine,” I laugh. “I’ll
take the fucking shot.”


“Don’t worry,” she says.
“I won’t read too much into it.”


I hesitate.


“Seriously,” she says. “I
won’t. Now stick your face in there before I spill this shit.”


I laugh, but I’m thinking
about what Leila would think of the scene.


You know what? She kind
of gave the right to care when she just left without even saying goodbye.


She hasn’t been answering
my calls, and the only reason I know she’s all right is because she sent over
her stupid fucking friend—who I hate, by the way—to tell me that she didn’t
care enough to see me before she took off.


My mouth is around the
shot glass a moment later.


“There you go,” Wrigley
says, running her fingers through my hair like some weird oedipal
hallucination. “Doesn’t that feel better?”


I pull the now empty shot
glass out of my mouth and set it on the table.


“You know what?” I ask.


“What?”


“It does,” I tell her.


She smiles.


“I’m glad.”


“And you know what else?”
I ask.


“What?”


“You were right. What she
did is bullshit, and I’m not going to
sit here another week feeling sorry for myself about it.”


“Good for you,” she says.
“Does that mean we’re going to fuck?”


And my momentum is
stalled.


“Too soon?” she asks with
a chortle. “Got it.”


“But you’re right,” I
tell her. “What am I accomplishing by sitting here feeling shitty about
everything? I’m just making it impossible to be happy. I mean, she’s doing what
makes her happy, why shouldn’t I?”


“Okay, now I’m back to
unclear as to whether—”


“Tonight, things are
going to change. I’m going to stop trying to be that guy who sits at home,
bummed because his girlfriend left him. I’m going to reintroduce myself to an
old friend.”


“Great, so we’re gonna—”


“Myself!” I declare. “You
know, I’m pretty fucking good company when I’m not acting like a bitch.”


“I couldn’t agree with
you more,” Wrigley says. “What are you going to do about it?”


“I’m going to stop
pretending like I owe her something. We’re not together anymore.” I stand up.
“Why am I wasting my fucking time when I could be out there, having fun and
I’ve really got to sit down.”


I sit back down and
Wrigley gives me a polite round of applause.


“That was great,” she
says. “I’ve never actually been in the room when someone made an inspiring
speech to themselves.”


“Glad I could be of
help,” I tell her.


“You okay?”


“Yeah, just stood up too
quickly,” I tell her and then stand again (this time, much more slowly.) “Mark
the day,” I start again. Couldn’t tell you why, but the over-dramatization
seems to be helping. “Tonight is the first night of the rest of my fucking
life!”


“Eh,” Wrigley says with a
shrug. “A bit cliché there at the end, but I can get behind it.”


“First thing’s first,
though,” I say.


“Yeah?” she asks. “What’s
that?”


“We’re going to need more
alcohol.”



 

*                    *                    *



 

Wrigley and I make a
quick trip to the liquor store, and we crack open the bottle once we’re
outside.


I haven’t paper-bagged it
for years, and damn it, tonight is my throwback to the dynamic son of a bitch I
was before I met Leila. Tonight’s going to be a fucking good night.


“What now?” Wrigley asks,
wiping the vodka from the sides of her mouth.


“Now,” I tell her, “we’re
going to do something that’s not only stupid, but absolutely brilliant.”


“What’s that?” she asks.


“I have absolutely no
idea,” I tell her. “I’ll come up with something.”


She laughs and hands me
the bottle. I take a swig and hand it back.


“Are you open to
suggestions?” she asks.


“I’m open to pretty much
anything right now,” I tell her, wondering whether I’m really ready to jump
back in bed with her.


“All right,” she says.
“I’ve got an idea, but we’re going to have to take a little trip to get there.”


“All right,” I tell her.
“We’re young, we’re drunk, let’s fucking do it!”


“Okay,” she says, “you’re
going to need to work on your inside voice, though. Otherwise, we’re not going
to be able to pull it off without getting arrested.”


“Something that could get
us arrested,” I say. “Now you’re talking.”


She smiles and hails a
cab in her usual style.


While it may not be the
most dignified technique, that shit works. We’re in a cab less than a minute
later.


“Where are we going?” I
whisper.


“Why are you whispering?”
she whispers back.


“You told me to work on
my inside voice,” I tell her.


She grins. “You can talk
normally until we get there,” she says.


“Okay. Where are we
going?” I ask in my normal tone.


She finishes taking a
pull before answering, “We’re going swimming.”


“Ooh,” I mock. “Now that’s living on the edge.”


“It’s a little more than
that,” she says. “You’ll see when we get there. First, though, we’re going to
need to stop by my place to pick up my briefcase.”


“Your briefcase?” I ask.


“Just trust me,” she
says.


We pull up to her
building and I wait in the car while she runs up. She’s back a few minutes
later, briefcase in hand.


“All right,” she tells
the cabbie as she’s getting in, then she gives an address that I’m completely
unfamiliar with.


“Where are we going?” I
ask.


“I told you to trust me,”
she says.


We eventually pull up to
a building downtown. It’s late, so the building is mostly dark, but there are
security guards in the lobby.


“Okay, so what are we
doing here?” I ask. “I don’t think this is the pool.”


“Oh,” she says, “they
have one. Just let me do all the talking.”


“All right,” I tell her.


“And chew one of these,”
she says, pulling a tin of mints from her pocket. “We’re not going to get very
far if they know we’ve been drinking.”


I take a mint and we walk
through the front door.


“Good evening, Mrs.
Bliley,” the guards say in near unison, standing.


I’m not entirely sure I
want to know how they know her this well.


“Hey guys,” Wrigley says.
“This is Tom Durant, he’s my new assistant, and I’m showing him what it’s like
to work late. Is Phil in?”


“He’s out for the night,”
one of the guards answers.


“That’s a shame,” she
says. “Oh well, I guess it’s just the two of us, then. They haven’t locked up
already, have they?”


“Nope, the floor’s open.”


“Great. You guys have a
good night,” she says.


“You too, Miss Bliley,”
the guards say and we walk to the elevators.


Barely moving her mouth,
Wrigley whispers, “Not a word until we’re on the elevator. Until we get where
we’re going, you and I are simply professionals acting professionally, got it?”


I nod.


The elevator door opens
and we get on. She presses the button for the thirty-sixth floor, and we stand
quietly as we wait.


The doors open again and
we get out. I trail half a step behind her because I haven’t the slightest clue
where the hell we’re going.


We pass a man in a suit,
standing outside one of the bathrooms and I try to figure out whether I’m
walking “professionally” enough.


In a voice so soft I can
barely hear it, she says, “Some companies like to keep exercise rooms and that
sort of thing in the building so their employees spend more time in the office.
I don’t know if it actually works or not, but that really doesn’t matter.”


“Do you work here?” I
ask.


“No.” What?


“Then why do they know
your name?” I ask.


“You know, it’s kind of
disconcerting that even after knowing each other a couple of months, you still
don’t know my last name.”


“You don’t know my last
name, either.”


“Dane Paulson,” she says.
“It helps if you pay attention. Quiet. We’re almost there.”


We pass another man, but
he doesn’t give us a second look.


We turn a corner and
there’s a glass door at the end of the hall. The lights are on, and I can see a
few ripples in the water.


“I think someone’s in
there,” I tell her.


“I know someone is,” she says. “Don’t worry about it.”


“Why not?” I ask. “Didn’t
you say something about how we could get arrested?”


“We’re good,” she says.


“How do you know that?”


We stop at the door and
she looks up at me. “Because Phil’s gone home for the night.”


She opens the door, and
the sound of people laughing and splashing fills the hallway.


“Come in,” she says. “I’d
like to introduce you to some people.”


This just got weird.


I walk through the door
and, while I’ve known Wrigley long enough to expect this sort of thing, I am
wholly unprepared for what I see in front of me.


“Welcome to skinny
swimming night,” she says and sets her briefcase on a table. She opens it up
and pulls out the bottle. “Don’t worry,” she says, “there’s always plenty to go
around.”


“Hey there, Bliley!” a
naked man in his fifties, but easily in better shape than me says. “We didn’t
think you were coming.”


“You know me,” she
answers as we walk over to a table holding about twenty different bottles,
“swimming naked with you degenerates reminds me not to take life too
seriously.”


I’m not quite sure what
she means, but I’m far too absorbed with the whole scene to ask about it.


“Don’t stare,” she says.
“That’ll get you kicked out.”


“What happens if someone
walks in here?” I ask.


“It’s the middle of the
night,” she says, placing our bottle on the table and immediately picking up a
different one. “That, and we’ve got a couple of guys on watch.”


“You don’t mean—”


“Yeah, the guys in the
suits: They actually do work here. We
struck a deal with them—well, one of us did. I think it was Robinson. She’s the
one over there with the pixie cut—”


“The guys in the suits,”
I interrupt, trying to get her back on track.


“Right,” she says. “They
let us come here once a week and, in exchange, they get to join us in rotating
shifts. The hard part was getting the security guards in the front to buy that
we all work in the building and that it’s not weird they only see any of us
once a week and always after midnight.”


There are about twenty
people in the pool. There are men and women, almost in equal distribution.


“Don’t get the wrong
idea, though,” she says. “It’s not a sex club or anything weird like that. It’s
just a bunch of people who like swimming naked, but don’t want to swim in
polluted shit. Take your clothes off.”


“I’m sorry, what?”


“I said take your clothes
off,” she repeats. “You’re not getting in the pool dressed like that.”


I take off my shirt, but
before I can get to the pants, Wrigley stops me.


“A few rules first,” she
says. “First, don’t stare at people. When you’re talking, look them in the eyes
like you would at any other time. Otherwise, it’s just disrespectful and, let’s
be honest, pretty fucking creepy.”


“Got it.”


“Rule two,” she says.
“Everyone showers before they get in the pool. It’s a hygiene thing. Yeah, it’s
not really different than if you were wearing a bathing suit, but it’s just
best to be clean. Oh, and with that, if you have to pee, get out of the pool
and go to the restroom. It’s possible that no one would notice if they didn’t
put a chemical in the pool that changes color in the presence of urea.”


“That’s an urban legend,”
I tell her. “There’s actually not a chemical that detects urine in swimming
pools. That one’s been around since the fifties.”


She just raises an
eyebrow and glares at me.


“Not that I’m going to
pee in the pool, though,” I tell her.


“Rule three,” she says,
still giving me that look, “is that while you’re here, you don’t get completely
wasted and belligerence will not be tolerated.”


“That’s simple enough.”


“Finally,” she says,
“keep your hands to yourself. Any kind of touch that you wouldn’t perform in a
business meeting is off-limits. Handshakes are fine, so are high fives and the
occasional pat on the shoulder, so long as there’s context and you don’t overdo
it. Other than that, no touching anyone, got it?”


“I got it,” I tell her.


“Okay,” she says, “now
you can drop your pants.”


“Oh, one more thing,” she
says.


I scoff. “You know, for
such a free-thinking group, you’ve got a lot of rules.”


“They’re rules to ensure
mutual respect between everyone,” she says. “Which leads me to this: the
occasional erection is just going to happen. However, in the event of an
erection, your hands are to stay at or above the surface of the water, you’re not
to draw any attention to it, and you’re certainly not to stand closer than two
feet away from anyone while you’re facing them with a boner. When possible, you
are to stay in the water until the situation has resolved itself.”


Of all the things I
thought I’d be doing tonight, this is absolutely beyond and outside what I
could have imagined.


“All right,” I tell her.
“Where is the bathroom?”


She points to a door on
the other side of the pool.


“The showers are in
there, too,” she says. “After you’re done peeing, don’t forget to at least give
yourself a good rinse. You can drop your pants now.”


I laugh and do as I’m
told.


The air is pretty warm in
here, so I don’t make a bad showing. I can only hope that the shower water
isn’t too cold.
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It’s been a week since I
left, and I’ve just been trying to keep my mind on my job.


While I was an intern, I
figured that I was learning enough on top of my college education to just be
able to walk onto any broker job without any adjustment period.


I was wrong.


My first day, I’m pretty
sure I almost got fired when I gave a bad tip to a client. That may sound like
a silly thing to get fired for, especially on one’s first day, and it would be
silly if the tip didn’t lose my client about $350,000 in twenty minutes.


That was a tough
explanation to my boss.


I think I’m starting to
get acclimated to everything, but it’s a stressful job.


It’s not helping that I
can’t stop thinking about Dane and the way I left things.


I wonder what he’s doing
tonight.


Oh well. Tonight, I’m
going out with Annabeth.


I’m a little nervous
that, in preparation for our night out, she bought me a white cotton shirt and
told me to sleep in it for three nights then put in in a sealable sandwich bag.
While I’m not sleeping in it, she told me, I have to keep it in such a bag and
store it in the freezer.


I really don’t know why I
go along with these things.


The knock lands on my
door around eight o’clock, and I invite her inside to see the apartment.


“Nice place,” she says dismissively.
“Have you been wearing the shirt?” she asks.


“Yeah, but I don’t know
why—”


“Is it in the freezer?”
she asks.


“Yeah,” I tell her.


“All right, then grab it
and let’s go,” she says. “We’re running late.”


“Before we go anywhere, I
want to know why I’ve been stuffing a shirt in a freezer bag and then wearing
it while I’m sleeping.”


“Just be cool, baby.”


I shudder. “You know it
weirds me out when you call me that.”


“Whatever,” she says.
“Just grab it and let’s go. I’ll tell you on the way.”


We’re in the car and
she’s about two sentences into the explanation, and I’m ready to go home and
call the night a bust.


Apparently, we’re going
to something called a Pheromone Party. The object of the shirt is to capture
one’s scent for the inspection of others. If someone likes the way your shirt
smells, apparently, they have their picture taken with the shirt which bears a
number only you know. If you find the person attractive, you approach them and
let them know the shirt they had a picture taken with was yours.


It’s farfetched enough
that I’m clinging to some hope that she’s making the whole thing up, but this
is exactly the sort of thing Annabeth would be into, so I’m not putting money
on it.


“Where’s yours?” I ask.


“On the floor of the
backseat,” she says. “Why?”


“No reason.”


The reason is that I’m
getting the sneaking suspicion that this is all a ruse and I’m about to walk
into some extremely humiliating situation. That is also the exact sort of thing
Annabeth would do.


Sure enough, though, we
pull up to a building in Trenton and there, on a fluorescent sign by the front
door, are the words: “Pheromone Party Tonight!”


I sigh.


This is going to be
uncomfortable.


The reason, I guess that
I’m not telling Annabeth to take me home right now is that I really need to get
my mind off of Dane. This isn’t how I wanted to do it, but I’m pretty sure this
whole scenario is going to crowd out any other thoughts in my head. For that, I
guess, I should be grateful.


I start feeling a little
less grateful as we walk into the door and I see dozens of people smelling
shirts out of plastic bags.


“This is too weird,” I
tell Annabeth.


“It’s not that weird at
all,” she says. “Before cologne, perfumes and, you know, running water,
someone’s scent was a huge part of the mating dance.”


“You know, it sounds even
worse when you describe it like that.”


“Don’t worry,” she says,
trying to reassure me, “these are normal people just like you and I. You’ve
done speed dating. I don’t see how it’s that much different.”


“Oh, it’s different.”


Still, I play along.


My number is 560.


“There aren’t that many
people here,” I whisper to Annabeth as the woman with the clipboard writes down
my name and number.


“They just do that to
keep it more random, I guess,” she says. “Ooh, check this out.”


She pulls out her phone
and pulls up the internet.


“What are you doing?”


“I’ve got a gematria calculator,” she says. “We’re going to find out
what your number means.”


I roll my eyes.


“560,” she says. “It
means a few different things, but the one I like most is butterfly.”


“Butterfly?” I ask. “How
does the number 560 mean butterfly?”


“In Hebrew, every letter
is also a number. I guess the Hebrew word for butterfly adds
up to 560.”


“Yeah, whatever,” I tell
her. “How long do we have to stay?”


“Oh, we just got here,”
she says. “Let’s get a drink and keep an eye on that wall.”


As we walk over, I watch
the wall. Picture after picture of men and women, holding up bagged shirts with
numbers flash across it, and I don’t know if there’s enough alcohol in this
place to make that not seem a little creepy to me.


I guess we’re going to
find out.


“So,” Annabeth says,
“it’s not as bad as you thought it would be, is it?”


I’m not listening.


“Lei-Lei?”


I’m watching an older
gentleman burying his face in the bag marked 560, and there’s a weird dichotomy
going through my head at the moment.


One part of me feels kind
of violated having a stranger sniff my very-worn, very
unwashed shirt. The other part of me hopes he goes over and takes his picture
with it. I know it sounds weird, but I really don’t want to have to go through
that kind of rejection.


I smell good, damn it.


The man puts my shirt
back on the table where he got it, and I’m about ready to walk over there and
ask him just what’s so unattractive about the way I smell when Annabeth puts a
hand on my shoulder.


“You all right?”


“Yeah,” I say. “He didn’t
get his picture taken.”


She giggles.


“I told you you’d have a
fun time,” she says. “Freak.”


“Why wouldn’t he want to
get his picture taken with my shirt?” I ask. “I’ve got a good smell.”


“Don’t take it
personally,” she says. “Different people look for different things. Sometimes,
it’s just an instinct thing. What are you drinking?”


“Tequila,” I tell her.


“Yeah,” she says to the
bartender, “can I get a tequila sunrise—”


“No sunrise,” I tell her,
“just the tequila.”


If I’m going to make it
through this night and all the weird rejection issues it’s bringing up, I’m
going to want to get pretty buzzed.


“What number were you?” I
ask after she finishes ordering our drinks.


“68,” she says. “Don’t
even ask me what that one means.”


“That guy’s holding up
your bag,” I tell her and point at the wall.


She cringes.


“What’s wrong with him?”
I ask.


“He’s got the stalker
eyes,” she says. “Notice how his eyelids are a little too open and he’s just
got that blank expression on his face? Yeah, I’m not going through that shit
again.”


“Again?” I ask.


“Yeah,” she says. “Not
really something I want to talk about right now, though. Hey, look at that,”
she says, nudging me. “560! Go up and introduce yourself.”


I look at the wall, and
there’s a tall guy with long blond hair holding my bag and giving the camera a
thumbs-up.


“He’s way too excited
about my dirty laundry,” I tell her.


She shrugs.


Our drinks arrive and,
before the bartender can walk away, I order another one.


“You ready to go sniff
out some hotties?”


“I’m nowhere near drunk
enough to even handle that idea,” I tell her.


“Come on,” she says,
“it’ll be fun. Let’s find someone who smokes weed and see if there’s a party to
go to.”


“I didn’t know you’re a
pothead,” I tell her.


“I’m not,” she says.
“Stoners just seem to like the best music. Come on.”


I laugh and drink my
second shot.


“Hold on,” I tell her.
“I’ve got one more coming, then we can go.”


She waits—I can’t say
patiently—while the bartender hands me my shot and I drink it down. When she’s
not looking, I ask for one more and drink that down before I’m ready to go
partake in something that I can’t claim to understand.


“How much B.O. should I
be expecting here?” I ask. “On a scale from one to vomiting, what are we looking
at here?”


“Well,” she says, “I’ve
only been to one of these before, but most guys seem to take pretty good care
of themselves hygiene-wise. You will
get the occasional stink bag, but they’re not as common as you’d think. But
hey, some chicks go for that.”


“Some women go for guys
that smell bad?” I ask.


“It’s an evolutionary
thing,” she says. “I don’t know. You’re supposed to be able to tell whether a
prospective mate is healthy by the way they smell.”


“Well, thanks for
bringing me to the Discovery Channel,” I titter.


“Just be cool, will you?”


We get to the table and
Annabeth tosses me a bag with a blue number card on it.


“What am I supposed to do
here?” I ask.


“It’s not brain surgery,”
she says. “Open the bag and take a whiff. If you like what you smell, go up
there and get your picture taken with it. If not, move on to something else.”


“This is too weird,” I
tell her.


“It’s really not that
bad,” she says. “Did you know that in Japan, they have vending machines that
dispense used women’s underwear?”


“Actually, most places
don’t do that anymore,” I tell her.


It’s a mistake.


“How would you know that?” she asks as she opens a
new bag and gives it a deep inhale. “Ooh, this one’s nice.”


She hands it over to me
and, before I even think about what I’m doing, I give it a sniff.


It’s heavy on the drakkar noir, but it’s mellowing out the lingering taste of
the tequila, so I keep it there for a couple extra seconds.


“Not bad, right?” she
asks.


“Meh.”


“What does yours smell
like?” she asks.


I hand her back the one
dripping with cologne and open the bag I’ve been holding. Yeah, this is still
pretty weird, but it’s not nearly as creepy as I thought it would—“Okay,” I
tell her. “This is one of the bad ones.”


I hand it to her,
thinking she’s going to just put it back on the table, but even with my
warning, she opens the bag back up.


“Shit, you weren’t
joking.”


“I have no idea why you
would think I was,” I tell her. “All right, this isn’t as bad as I thought it
would be, but the novelty’s starting to wear off. How much longer are we going
to stay here and smell people’s clothes?”


“As long as it takes,”
she says. “We are not going home alone tonight.”


“Is that what this is
about?” I ask.


“What?” she asks, looking
for another blue-tagged shirt to smell. She grabs one
and hands it to me.


“Dane,” I say.


“Of course it’s about
Dane,” she says. “You haven’t talked about anything else since you left.”


“I’m fine,” I tell her.


“That’s good then,” she
says. “So you should be open to meeting someone tonight.”


“Yeah,” I snicker. “Kids,
did I ever tell you the story about how I met your dad? Well, I was at this
shirt-smelling party and your dad’s sweat just got me right between the legs.
It was love at first scent.”


“Hey, you never know,”
she says. “People meet in some pretty strange ways sometimes.”


“You’re actually serious
about getting me to hook up with someone here, aren’t you?”


She opens a bag.


“This one smells like
beer and corn chips,” she says, putting it back on the table.


“You’re not answering my
question.”


“Yeah,” she says. “I’m
not saying you’re going to meet Mr. Right by smelling his sweaty shirt, but you
might just find someone who can take you for a nice tumble and remind you that
there are other fish to fuck.”


“That’s easily the worst
thing you’ve ever said to me,” I tell her.


“Just lighten up, will
you? We’re here to have fun. Let it be fun.”


I open up a new bag, but
it’s only a formality. After being smacked in the face by the garment whose
owner never showered, I’m done putting my olfactory nerves in the line of fire.


Only, the smell wafting
from the bag is a familiar one, even holding the bag open and nowhere near my
face.


I close it up and walk to
the picture line.


Annabeth’s behind me a
second later.


“You changed your mind in
a hurry,” she says. “What convinced you?”


“A long shot,” I tell
her.


Of course the shirt
smells like Dane.


The line moves fast and,
before I know it, I’m trying to figure out what kind of expression says, “It’s
not weird that I’m holding your dirty shirt because the smell gets me hot and
bothered,” but it’s not that easy an expression to divine.


I don’t know what the
picture looks like because I don’t look at the wall. The odds of Dane actually
being here are so remote that I don’t even want to know whose shirt I’m
holding.


Annabeth walks with me back
to the table, and I set the bag down. Annabeth, though, just picks it right
back up, opens it and puts her whole face in the bag.


“That’s not bad,” she
says. “A little conventional for my taste, but it’s all right.”


“Excuse me,” a man’s
voice comes from behind me.


I turn around.


It’s not Dane.


“I saw your picture up
there, holding my shirt,” he says. “My name’s Will.”


“Oh, I’m sorry,” I tell
him. “I’m kind of new at this, so I don’t really know—”


“Her name’s Leila,”
Annabeth interrupts. “She’s single.”


I flash a glare, but
quickly turn back to the man.


“I’m Leila,” I tell him.
“It’s nice to meet you.”


“Would you like to get a
drink?” he asks.


“Only if you’re buying,”
Annabeth answers for me.


I scowl at her again, but
walk with the man to the bar.


“It’s all right,” he
says. “It’s my first time at one of these, too. What would you like to drink?”


“Tequila,” I tell him.
“Actually, make that a double with a beer back.”


“Hitting it hard,” he
says, smiling. “I like that.”


He’s got a cute smile,
but he’s not Dane.


I really thought I was
doing the best thing for both of us by not dragging things out. Long distance
relationships never work and neither of us were ready to give up enough to stay
together, so I shouldn’t feel this conflicted.


He orders my drinks and something
for himself and we find a place to sit and talk. I could kill Annabeth for just
leaving me with a stranger like this.


“So, what do you do?” he
asks.


“I’m a stock broker,” I
tell him.


“Sounds exciting,” he
says. “Are you one of those people on the floor of the exchange?”


“No,” I tell him. “I
handle the portfolios of different clients, give them suggestions as to what
stocks within their realm of interest and desired risk level might be good
choices. I basically try to make people money.”


“That’s not a bad gig,”
he says.


I hope he doesn’t think
it’s rude that I take both shots and drink half my beer before responding.


“It’s what I do,” I tell
him boringly. “What do you do?”


“I’m a fireman,” he says.


Oh shit.


“Really.” No, it’s not a
question.


“Yeah,” he says. “It
really takes it out of ya, but it’s pretty rewarding
stuff.”


“I bet. How long have you
been doing it?”


“About five years,” he
says.


“That is fascinating.”


Firemen do something
funny to me, and I know I’m not alone here.


“Yeah, so what got you
into stocks?” he asks.


“Oh, you know,” I tell
him. “Being a part of the financial system that runs everything has its
perks—so what made you want to be a fireman?”


He smiles, and I’m
starting to find that smile more than just cute.


“I always wanted to be a
fireman,” he says. “When I was a kid, most of my friends would talk about being
rock stars or movie stars or astronauts or whatever, but ever since I can
remember, I just wanted to be a fireman. I wanted to be one of those guys that
people look to at their most vulnerable times.”


And I think he’s just
explained my infatuation with firemen.


“It’s not all heroics and
daring rescues, though,” he says. “On the one hand, you spend a lot of time
waiting, and when you do get a call, you just hope you get there before
anyone’s hurt. I’ve run across some pretty terrible things. But we don’t have
to talk about that. Where are you from?”


“Canada,” I answer,
batting my eyes. It’s not a conscious act. “So, are you on call?”


“Am I on call?” he asks.


“Yeah,” I say. “Like,
what are the chances of you having to rush out of here to go save an
orphanage?”


He laughs, perhaps a bit
uncomfortably.


“Probably not too high,”
he says. “I don’t think there are any orphanages around here. I think the only
way I’d get a call is if we had something catastrophic.”


“Wow.”


Who
am I right now?


Of course, that thought
leads me back to standing in Dane’s doorway, and for a moment, I completely
forget about the sexy fireman sitting across the table from me, trying to
decide whether I’m attractive enough to forgive a little bit of crazy.


“So, what brings you
here?” he asks.


“Oh,” I say,
straightening up and trying to at least pretend that I’m not a complete flake.
“My friend Annabeth,” I tell him. “She dragged me out of the house, put me in a
car and told me we were coming here. She’s the one standing in line to have her
picture taken with four bags right now.”


He looks over my shoulder
and, by the way he’s closing his eyes while his upper body shakes tells me that
he’s spotted her.


“She looks…determined,”
he says.


“Yeah, she’s a bit of a
freak,” I tell him. “So, what brings you here?”


If I can’t think of
anything intelligent to say, I can at least bat back the same questions he’s
asking me, right?


“My brother-in-law,” he
says. “He and my sister come to these things all the time and try to ‘meet’
each other by smell.”


And that’s fantasy number
two. Okay, so it’s not why he’s here, but at least he’s familiar enough with
the concept of the open-eyed-blind-date that it shouldn’t be too weird if I suggest
it sometime in the future.


And now I’m thinking
about Dane again.


“I’m sorry,” I tell him.


“What’s wrong?” he asks.
“They’re really not weird people, I actually think it’s kind of romantic.”


“It is romantic,” I tell
him. “It’s just—I’m still in the process of getting over someone right now, and
everything is making me think of him.”


“I’m sorry,” he says. “If
it helps at all, I know what that’s like. I got divorced a few months back.
This is actually the first time I’ve really gone out since it happened.”


“It sucks, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah,” he says. “It
does.”


We sit through an
uncomfortable silence for a little while.


“Would you like another
drink?” he asks. “It looks like you’ve got quite the tolerance.”


“Not so much,” I tell
him, “but I would love another drink.”


If I’m going to get Dane
off of my mind for good, this is probably how I’m going to have to do it: one
good-looking fireman at a time.
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I don’t know how long
we’ve been swimming, but I’m pretty sure I’m starting to play chicken with the
“don’t get too drunk” rule. I’m not getting mean or even slurring my words that
much, but I have to admit, I’m pretty sloshed.


Wrigley’s off at the
other end of the swimming pool, cackling with one of her old friends.


Me, on the other hand?
I’m making another trip to the drink table and trying to figure out what I can
have that’s going to keep the buzz going, but not put me over the edge.


Before I can decide,
though, Wrigley’s hand is on my shoulder and she’s telling me that we’ve got to
get out of here right now.


“What’s going on?” I ask.


“Someone’s coming,” she
says. “Someone our guys in the hall can’t detain or turn around. Grab your shit
and come with me.”


I should have known
tonight was going to end this way.


I grab my clothes and
Wrigley grabs my hand. She leads me to the women’s showers and whispers for me
to get dressed.


It’s completely dark in
here right now, I can only assume to throw whoever might go to the pool that
there aren’t a bunch of recently-naked drunk people hiding in the women’s
locker room.


“Did someone grab all the
liquor?” I ask in a whisper.


“It’s taken care of,” a
man’s voice answers from my left.


I guess we’re all in
here.


If it’s a woman coming
for a swim, it does occur to me that we’re probably going to give the poor lady
a heart attack, all of us crammed in here. I can’t vouch for whether everyone’s
clothed or not, the way Wrigley basically threw me into the room.


“If the guards think
everyone works here, I don’t know why we’re worried about someone finding us.
Everyone’s dressed, right?”


Wrigley answers, “The
guards think we work here, but that’s not going to hold up for very long when
someone who actually belongs here blows the whistle.”


“Is there a back way out
of here?” I ask as quietly as possible.


“Yeah,” someone says,
“but it’s in view of the door. If they’re coming down this hallway or they get
in the pool—”


The sound of a nearby
door opening silences the room. I lean toward the only minor source of
light—the crack beneath the door—and listen for high heels.


There are footsteps and
they’re coming closer. I have no idea if it’s a woman or a man and even if I
did, it’s so dark in here that I couldn’t mount any kind of escape anyway.


What’s worse? I really
have to piss right now.


Wrigley’s still holding
my hand, so I use that, coupled with the memory of her height relative to mine
to lean down and whisper right in her ear. “I’ve got to get out of here.”


There’s no response other
than a squeeze of the hand.


The footsteps have
ceased, but that doesn’t mean the coast is clear. No doors have opened since
the sound of the footprints, so whoever’s out there is still out there.


I’m crossing my legs as
best I can and trying to think of anything but water, streams, rivers, lakes,
reservoirs, waterfalls, rivers, sprinklers, hoses, bathtubs, sinks, rain, the
Pacific Northwest, oceans, swimming pools, showers, warmth, green tea, or the
movie Labyrinth, but I wouldn’t have that list if those weren’t the first
things that cross my mind.


Wrigley notices my squirming
and squeezes my hand again.


In return, I squeeze her
hand nine times: three short squeezes, three long squeezes and three more short
squeezes. All I can do is hope she’s got at least some familiarity with Morse
code.


I feel her other hand on
my shoulder, pushing down. I bend my knees and, a moment later, feel her breath
against my skin.


“You’re just going to
have to hang in there,” she says. “We can’t risk someone hearing you.”


Well, she knows what my
ordeal is. That’s got to be in my favor somehow.


But, as I start thinking
about tributaries and rivulets, sandboxes and childhood embarrassment, I’m
about to my breaking point.


I squeeze Wrigley’s hand
again, more frantically this time and she’s immediately pulling me. There is no
way for me to know if I’m going to run into something, so all I can do is trust
Wrigley to know where she’s going and know how to lead me there without having
me end up stubbing my toe on something and, with the resulting profane yell,
betraying our presence.


After a few dizzying turns,
Wrigley stops and puts her hand on my shoulder again, bidding me bend down a
bit.


“Aim for the side of the
bowl,” she says. “Sound really carries in here.”


“Thank you,” I tell her.
“How am I supposed to—”


She puts something cold
and flat in my hand. Before she lets it go, I feel her move it and the screen
of her cellphone nearly blinds me.


“Make it fast,” she says,
“and don’t use the cellphone to find your way back. Whoever’s out there might
be able to see the glow under the door.”


With that, she points at
a stall and as quickly as I can, as quietly as I can, I make it inside.


My zipper’s down and ah,
sweet relief.


I’m careful to keep a
good hold on the cellphone and everything’s going great. That is, right up to
the moment when, out of pure habit, I lift one foot and flush the toilet.


Fuck.


Twenty-some-odd people
shift nervously in the adjoining room, and I’m just hoping whoever was in the
pool room has already left. That pipe dream is shot to shit when I turn around
to find Wrigley pushing her way into the stall, telling me to get on the seat
and keep my head down.


“She heard you,” Wrigley
whispers as she somehow manages to work her way onto the seat with me.


“How does she know the
toilet was flushed by someone who isn’t supposed to be here?” I ask.


“Nobody’s supposed to be here,” she answers. “Nobody comes in this
late, not to the pool, anyway. Why do you think we wait until after midnight to
go swimming?”


She has a point.


“How do you know she
heard me?”


“She asked ‘who’s there’
right after you flushed,” Wrigley answers. “How else did you think I knew it’s
a woman?”


“Maybe she won’t come in
here, though,” I say.


I should really learn how
not to jinx things.


There’s a rush of bare
feet over the hard floor, everyone’s rushing for the entrance to the hall.


“Be quiet,” Wrigley says
and then the door to the showers opens.


Just a fraction of a
second later, another door opens from the other side, and I’m wondering how
inconspicuous a locked stall door is really going to be if someone walks
through here looking for trespassers.


“Who’s there?” the
woman’s voice comes, her voice reverberating against the tiled walls.


Wrigley and I hold our
breath. The light turns on just as the door to the hallway closes. It sounds
like everyone else got out, but Wrigley and I are stuck in here.


Right now, I’m not so
worried about anyone else getting caught; I just want to get the hell out of
here with Wrigley and not in handcuffs.


“Hello?” the woman calls.


I was really hoping she’d
hear the other door close and figure whoever was in here had left, but she’s
not giving up so easily. Her shadow is just on the other side of the stall
door.


“Thank god,” Wrigley
says.


“Who’s in there?”


“I had to use the
bathroom and then the lights went off. I couldn’t see anything.”


“Who do you work for? Why
are you in here so late?”


“I could ask you the same
question,” Wrigley says.


“I’m Paula Owen, I run
the company that owns this floor,” the woman answers. “Who are you and why are
you in this bathroom so late?”


Wrigley turns and puts
her feet on the floor. “I’m sorry, Miss Owen,” she says. “I didn’t know that
was you. I’m Janet, one of the new assistants. This is kind of embarrassing,
but I kind of have a thing about using public restrooms. It’s a privacy thing.
I don’t like going where I think other people are going to, you know, hear
anything.”


I really hope that works.


“Janet,” the woman
repeats. “Whose assistant are you?”


I whisper, “Intern.”


“I’m sorry,” Wrigley
says. “I meant intern.”


There’s a long pause.


“You know you’re not
supposed to be in here after ten,” the woman chastises.


“I know,” Wrigley says,
“I’m very sorry about that. I just get really uncomfortable if I think anyone’s
going to hear me.”


There’s another long
pause.


“Well, all right,” the
woman says. “Just don’t let it happen again.”


“I won’t, Miss Owen,”
Wrigley answers. “I promise.”


With that, the woman
turns and walks away. Neither Wrigley nor I move until we hear the door to the
pool area open and close again.


“You’re going to have to
move like nobody’s business,” she says. “Go and wait at the other door. I’ll
see if I can distract her until you get on the elevator. Just wait for me
outside and have a cab waiting for us, all right?”


“All right,” I answer,
and with that, we move.


I wait at the door to the
hallway until I hear the other door open and Wrigley thanking the woman again
for being so understanding. I’m out the door and not looking back on my way
down the hall.


I turn down the other
hallway and make it to the elevators without incident. When I get to the bottom
floor, though, the guards have a few of the people I hardly recognize with
clothes stopped, questioning them.


I’d love to jump in and
save them, but I have no idea what cover story they’re using and I’m pretty
sure that I’d only make the situation worse for them, so I just try my luck
walking past when I think they’re not looking.


“He was in the meeting,
he’ll tell you,” some fucking idiot tells one of the security guards.


I stop walking. Sure, I
might be able to get out those doors and outrun the guards, but that would put
Wrigley in serious shit when she tried to come out.


“What’s going on?” I ask
the guards.


“Why don’t you tell us?”


“We just finished up a
meeting,” I say. “What’s the problem?”


“The problem is that Mrs.
Owen came through here just a few minutes ago, saying that she heard there were
some unauthorized people up on thirty-six and what do you know? A few minutes
later, we’ve got a couple dozen people filing out of the elevator. Where’s Miss
Bliley?”


“She had to make a pit
stop,” I answer. “Look, I don’t know what you think is going on here, but we
just finished up with our meeting, it’s late, I’m tired and I’m sure we’d all
just like to go home and get a good night’s sleep.”


“Yeah?” the shorter
security guard asks. “What was the meeting about?”


The people the guards
stopped obviously gave some specific answer to that question, putting me in an
almost impossible position.


“I can’t tell you that,”
I answer.


“What do you mean you
can’t tell us that?” the taller security guard asks, resting his hand on his
belt.


“Have either of you ever
heard of proprietary information?” I ask. “Not only could I lose my job if I
disclosed the nature of the meeting to anyone not authorized, I could also get
sued. I’m really not willing to risk that just because Mrs. Owen is paranoid
that she’s losing her grip on the company.”


Hell, if I’m going to
make shit up, I may as well take it as far as I can.


The guards look at each
other.


“She’s losing the
company?” the shorter guard asks. “These people said the meeting was about profit
margins.”


“I’m sure they did,” I
say. Is a wink too much? Yeah, a wink is too much. “And I never said that she was losing her grip on the company.
Anyway, I can’t discuss it. Can we go, or are you going to continue to waste
everyone’s time?”


“Well, if it was just a meeting,” the taller security
guard starts, “then why did most of the people who came down run when we asked
them to stop?”


Fucking amateurs.


“Probably because they
didn’t want you reporting who was here at the meeting. Look guys,” I say in my
good-old-boy tone, “we don’t want to make this situation awkward for anyone,
but I can’t have Mrs. Owen coming back on any of our people, either. That
doesn’t seem fair, I mean these are just good, hardworking people trying to do
their job—just like the two of you. So, what do you say we just keep names and
faces out of it?”


The truth is that, unless
everyone except for Wrigley is a complete dolt, names and faces aren’t going to
mean jack shit to anyone in this building, but it’s a good line.


“You know,” I say, “after
things get switched around upstairs, I’d really hate to see the boss have to
bring on new staff.”


The guards look at each
other and then at me.


“All right,” the tall one
says.


“We’ve got your back, Mr.
Dur—I mean, sir.”


The elevator dings, and
I’m praying that it’s anyone but Mrs. Owen who walks out. To my temporary
relief, it’s Wrigley.


That relief is temporary
because she’s not up to speed on the bullshit I’ve been feeding these guys.


“Hey there, boss,” I say.
“We had a little misunderstanding down here, but not to worry. Our friends here
don’t know anything about the
meeting.”


“That’s right, ma’am,”
the tall one says.


“None of our business
anyway,” the short one chimes in.


“Good to hear,” Wrigley
says, doing a decent job of hiding her confusion.


“You ready to get out of
here?” I ask her.


“Yeah,” she says. “Have a
good night, guys.”


We keep straight faces
long enough to get into a cab, but as soon as that car door is closed, we’re in
hysterics.



 

*                    *                    *



 

Back at my apartment, and
Wrigley’s asking if she can sleep on the couch. I don’t really have a problem
with it, especially after the fucking insane night we’ve both had.


That’s not what happens,
though.


Before I know it, we’re
both sitting on the couch and she’s running her fingers through my hair,
telling me that she can’t remember having such a fun night and I’m having
trouble disagreeing with her.


Yeah, I’m thinking about
Leila, but the shine is off the apple. She left without so much as a smile and
a wave, and I’m done feeling like shit for wanting to stop feeling like shit.


Wrigley’s kissing me a
minute later and I’m not telling her to stop. My arms are around her, and I’m
wondering what I was so afraid of. Wrigley wanted to stick with me even while I
was trying to figure things out with Leila and, while that’s not perfect and
her motivations were hardly pure, I’m sick of not being able to sleep at night
because the woman I cared so much for just took off while I was sitting alone
in a bar waiting for one last night together.


Wrigley pulls away for a
second and asks, “Are you all right? We don’t have to do this if you’re still
against it.”


“You know what? I’m
fine,” I tell her.


I’m kissing her again and
my hand makes its way behind her back, up to the clasp of her bra, and with one
hand, I—hold on. Give me a second.


Okay, this hasn’t
happened to me since I was a teenager.


I must just be drunk,
because I know how a bra clasp works, but this fucking thing isn’t coming
apart.


“Doin’
okay over there?” she asks.


“Yeah,” I tell her. “Just
give me a second.”


“You’re kind of losing
your touch,” she says with a giggle.


Finally, I give up and
she has to do it.


With her bra off, but her
shirt still on, we’re back to kissing and it feels pretty nice being with
someone I know isn’t just going to leave me, and I really need to stop thinking
about Leila. That’s probably what’s throwing me off tonight. I just need to
stop thinking about Leila.


“You all right?” Wrigley
asks, and I have to ask her what she’s talking about. “You just kind of stopped
kissing me there, right in the middle of everything,” she says. “Are you sure
you’re all right.”


“Yeah,” I scoff. “I’m
fine. I don’t know what my deal is, but I’m fine.”


“Okay,” she says and
starts unbuttoning my shirt.


Yeah, this is nice. This
is how I should be spending my free time: With this beautiful redhead who gets
me, who I can be myself around, who’s clearly not Leila, but—god damn it.


“Okay,” she says, her
patience dwindling. “What’s going on?”


“What?”


“You’re just staring off
into space now,” she says. “Our eyes were about two inches apart and you
weren’t even looking at me.”


“I’m sorry,” I tell her.
“I’m really fine.”


“Are you sure?” she asks.
“We don’t have to do anything. Tonight’s been great already, so if you’re not
up for—”


“No,” I tell her. “I’m
ready. Let’s do this.”


“Okay,” she smiles and
she leans back in, kissing me.


She leans back just
enough to get her shirt off, and she pulls mine off while she’s at it.


Skin to skin now, she’s
pressing herself into me, and her warmth reminds me of Leila. 


Okay, I’ve got to just
push through this. It’s understandable that I’d be a little hung up right now,
but it’s over with Leila. She won’t even answer my calls.


“Okay, seriously,”
Wrigley says.


“What?” I ask. “I didn’t
do anything that time.”


“I’ve been trying to put
your hands on me, but you keep pulling them away. Obviously, you’re not into
this, so maybe I should just go.”


“No,” I tell her.
“Really, I’m fine. I think I’m just a little out of it, but I definitely want
to do this.”


“You’re sure?” she asks.
“This isn’t one of those high-pressure situations where you tell me you’re not
down to fuck and I have a conniption fit.”


“I promise,” I tell her,
“I’m fine.”


“All right,” she says and
she’s kissing me again.


I’ve got to keep my mind
focused here. I don’t know what’s with me, but the more Wrigley and I touch,
the more I hear her breathe, the more I feel the soft warmth of her skin, the
more I’m picturing Leila, and the more I just want to break down and cry.


Wrigley’s hand makes its
way down my chest and settles on my upper thigh.


My head’s in the game
now, and I’m holding her close while she reaches up and undoes my pants with
one hand.


At least one of us still
has game.


Pants open, now, she
reaches in and nothing.


“Okay, you’ve got to tell
me what the fuck is going on,” she says. “I’ve seen you a lot drunker than
this, and you’ve always been hard and ready to go.”


“I’m just nervous,” I
tell her. “It’s been a while since you and I have been together like this.”


“Nothing’s happening,
Dane,” she says. “What the fuck? You’re not even sporting a halfie.”


I lean forward, elbows on
my knees, palms over my eyes. “I don’t know,” I tell her. “I just can’t do it.
It’s not you, I promise you that. I’m just in my fucking head and I can’t get
out of it. I can’t let go and just let this happen.”


I’m waiting for a
response, but none comes.


After all her time and
effort, stalkerish though it may have been, she can’t
be very happy with me right now.


“Fuck!” I grunt and pull
my hands away from my eyes, but Wrigley’s just sitting next to me with a smile
on her face.


“I knew it,” she says.
“You really are in love with her, aren’t you?”


“What?” I ask. “No, I
thought I was, but how can I be in love with someone who just—”


“You can’t help who you
fall in love with,” she says. “It doesn’t work like that.”


“I thought this was what
you wanted: you and I getting back to where we were before Leila and I—”


“That would have been
nice,” she says, “but that’s not why I’ve been giving you such a hard time.”


“What do you mean?”


“Do you really think I’m
dumb enough to think that stalking you is going to make you want to be with me?
That has never fucking worked and it never will. Anyone who says differently is
lying to themselves.”


“Then why—”


“I wanted you to be
sure,” she says. “I could tell that morning after we technically became a
thing. Every time we talked about your roommate, you got this look in your eye.
It’s the same look I had a long time ago and there’s not another one like it.”


“I don’t understand,” I
tell her. “What were you trying to accomplish?”


“I was just planting
seeds,” she says. “While I know that look, I also know you. I know that you
wouldn’t just get out of your own way and let something happen—even being in
love—without a little help, so I helped.”


“You’re talking Greek,” I
tell her. “I don’t understand how any of that was supposed to help my
relationship with Leila.”


“Oh, don’t be such an
idiot,” she says. “Even tonight’s about that. Do you really think I’m so
deluded that I’d try to jump you when you’re clearly heartbroken? That would
just be me taking advantage of you, and you’d end up resenting me for it. That
last part is kind of why I’m telling you all this: I don’t want you to resent
me for anything.”


“But you did try to jump me,” I tell her.


“You made the first five
moves,” she says, “but I knew you’d stop it before it got that far. I didn’t
count on your body saying no before you did, but that’s just the way it goes, I
guess.”


“What am I supposed to
do, though?” I ask. “I don’t know where she lives. She wouldn’t tell me. She
won’t answer my calls, and anyway, I just spent the whole night with you—a lot
of it with both of us naked, and—”


“Yeah, but notice
anything?” she asks.


“What do you mean?”


She squeezes my still
flaccid member and says, “Most of the time, all it takes for a guy to get hard
is a pleasing view or a little friction, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been giving
you both for about the last ten minutes, and not so much as a semi.”


She lets go of me and
starts getting dressed.


“I’m having a little
trouble believing you’ve been doing all this just so I’d end up with Leila,” I
tell her.


“It’s not just that,” she
says. “I wanted to see if it was real or just a phase. I wasn’t lying when I
told you that I wasn’t so keen on giving up on my fuck buddy, but you’re in a
different place right now. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us to keep
pretending like there’s still something between us.”


My head is hurting, and
I’m not sure if it’s because of the alcohol or because what she’s saying
actually makes a weird kind of sense. It’s definitely a Wrigley kind of sense.


“So, what do I do,
though?” I ask again. “It’s not like I can just call her up and tell her the
good news that I tried to get with someone else, but couldn’t get hard, so that
must mean we’re meant for each other.”


“I think you know that
the two of you are meant for each
other,” she says. “But yeah, I probably wouldn’t mention how you came to that
particular conclusion. I get that the two of you aren’t really together right
now, but I can see that disclosure backfiring. You know where she works,
right?”


“Yeah.”


“Okay,” she says. “Send a
letter to her at work. Don’t do anything over the top—you don’t want to
embarrass her, but you need to let her know that you haven’t forgotten about
her, that you still want to find a way to make things work if you can. After
that, I don’t know, but I bet you’ll get a response.”


Well, this has easily
been the strangest night of my life, but at the same time, I can’t help but
think it could be one of the most important.


“You know what?”


“What?” Wrigley asks.


“You’re right. Thank you
for whatever voodoo you’ve been doing to help me see that, but I can’t just
give up on her and me. I need to know if there’s some way we can make this
work.”


Wrigley tells me that it
might be better for me to call her again when it’s not four in the morning, but
the phone’s already in my hand. I turn on the screen, ready to late-night
drunk-dial Leila when I see the notification at the top of the screen.


“You have one voice
message.”
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We’re back at my
apartment, Will and I, and I’ve been doing everything in my power to feel okay
getting close to him.


So far, it hasn’t been
working so well.


When I first showed him
in, I was fully intending on ripping off his shirt and seeing what it’s like to
ride a fireman, but I just ended up taking him for a tour of the apartment.


When we got to my
bedroom, I told myself that this would be a perfect segue back toward sex, but
I just stood there for a minute before asking him if he wanted something to
drink.


Even after he said no, I
still walked away from him and to the kitchen where I keep the liquor.


Now, I’m going through
the freezer, trying to pick one of my five half-empty bottles to sooth my
nerves.


I finally settle on
tequila.


Okay, so I grab the
bottle of rum, too.


All right, so I’m
grabbing all of the bottles and setting them out on the counter, and I jump
when Will asks me what I’m doing.


“Just setting these out,”
I tell him. “Just in case you change your mind and you’d like something to
drink. I’m pretty sure we could make some cocktails out of this stuff if you’d
prefer that to a straight drink.”


“No,” he says, “I’m fine.
You go ahead and indulge, though.”


“All right,” I tell him,
and I go to the cabinet and pull out a glass.


I fill the thing half
full with a mix of every one of these liquors and I try not to notice the
shocked expression on Will’s face as I drink the whole thing down in one lift
of the glass. I would say one gulp, but I’m not quite there yet.


“All right,” I tell him.
“Would you like to watch a movie or something?”


“Are you okay?” he asks.
“You just drank about eight shots there.”


“I’m fine,” I tell him,
“just a bit nervous.”


Now that he mentions it,
though, I am starting to feel a little sick to the stomach.


“We don’t have to do
anything if you don’t want to,” he says. “I’m perfectly happy just hanging out
for a while.”


“Let’s start with a
movie,” I tell him. “We can always go from there.”


“All right,” he says and
smiles at me.


He really is pretty
fucking gorgeous, and I don’t know why I’m thinking of Dane as that thought
goes through my head.


My fireman is tan and
free of tattoos. He’s just looks like he belongs on a stage, accepting some
kind of award for bravery or public service.


“Go ahead and make
yourself comfortable. I’ll be right in,” I tell him.


“All right,” he says and
walks into the living room.


With him safely out of
sight, I take a few deep breaths and pop an antacid to try to calm my stomach.
It’s not just the alcohol, although it is hitting me pretty hard already, but I
don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous.


With Dane, I was hardly
ever nervous. I got butterflies and all that, but it was always accompanied by
a wonderful feeling. Right now, my anxiety is wrapped in a sort of visceral
terror that I’m not sure what to do with.


Momentarily, the thought
to take another drink pops into my head, but I almost gag just thinking about
that possibility.


I pull some microwave
popcorn out of the cabinet and pop it in. It’s not so much that I’m really that
in the mood for popcorn, but I would like an excuse for taking so long.


“What do you want to
watch?” Will asks from the other room.


“I don’t know,” I tell
him. “What are you in the mood for?”


“Something light,” he
says. “Something funny.”


“Sounds good,” I answer.
“Check the bottom two shelves. That’s where I keep most of the American
movies.”


“Yeah,” he says. “I see
you’re really into foreign films.”


“Uh huh,” I answer, and I
hope he doesn’t hear the annoyance in my voice.


Why am I so annoyed?


The microwave beeps and I
burn my hands in the steam, pulling the popcorn out of it.


“Fuck!”


“You all right in there?”
he asks.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“Popcorn’s hot. I’m fine.”


“Need some help in
there?”


I’m bombing the crap out
of this date.


I finally get the popcorn
into an oversized bowl and make my way out to the living room.


“How about When Harry Met
Sally,” he says. “I haven’t seen it in—what’s wrong?”


“I’m sorry,” I tell him.
“I’ll be right back.”


It’s not my brightest
moment, but I quickly set the popcorn on the coffee table and I’m running to
the bathroom.


My stomach seemed to be
doing okay right up until he held up When Harry Met Sally.


I try to be quiet, but of
course, I’m not.


After a minute, there’s a
knock on the door.


“Are you okay in there?”
Will asks.


“Yeah,” I tell him.
“Sorry, I guess I did overdo it on that shot, but I’ll be fine. Just give me a
minute.”


“Maybe tonight’s not such
a good night,” he says, and I feel like an idiot.


I don’t know what to say
to him, so I don’t say anything. I just lie here on the floor and start to cry.


He knocks again, asking,
“Are you all right? Do you need some water or anything?”


“Yeah,” I tell him,
wiping my eyes with absolutely no lasting result. “I’m fine. I’ll be right
out.”


“Okay,” he says. “I’ll
stay until I know you’re going to be okay.”


Humiliation meets even
more humiliation.


This isn’t how it was
supposed to work out.


Dane and I were only
together a very short while, and when it became clear that he wasn’t ready or
willing to move with me, that was supposed to be the end of it. I was supposed
to meet a nice guy here, though I didn’t expect it to happen so quickly.


I never imagined I’d
actually meet a fireman after a week and that he’d come home with me on the
first night.


I’m doing a great job of
fucking this up.


I pull myself off the
floor and flush the toilet. Before I open the door, I quickly brush my teeth
and gargle with mouthwash.


My hopes aren’t too high
about anything still happening, but the least I can do is be presentable.


My eyes are puffy, but
some cold water eases the swelling. Within a couple of minutes, I’ve dried my
eyes and I open the door.


Will is sitting on the
couch.


He goes to speak, but I
start first.


“Is there any possible
way we can just pretend the last ten minutes ever happened and just go from
here?” I ask.


“Listen,” he says, “my
ex-wife was a big drinker, and while I’m certainly not about to tell you what
to do with your life, I really don’t think I can go through that sort of thing
again.”


“I really don’t drink
that much,” I tell him. “It’s just. I don’t know, it’s been a rough week.”


Without any prompting, I
just start telling him about Dane and how I left things. He listens patiently.


“…so I guess it’s just a
little hard for me getting back out there so quick after everything, you know?”


“Yeah,” he says. “I can
totally understand that.”


“That’s right,” I say,
smacking my forehead. “This is your first time out, too, isn’t it?”


“That’s okay,” he says.
“I think this is probably the best thing that could have happened for either of
us tonight.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, we’ve both gone
through some heartache, and maybe we can help each other make it through, you
know?”


“Yeah,” I smile. “So, any
chance you’re still up for a movie?”


“Nah,” he says. “I’m
actually pretty tired, so I think I should get going—”


“Don’t go,” I tell him.
“You’ve humored me this long, the least I can do is offer you a place to sleep
for the night.”


“Yeah?” he asks, thinking
it over. “Do you mean that?”


“Of course,” I tell him.


He slips his shoes off
and lies down on the couch.


“You might find it more
comfortable in my room,” I tell him.


I’m out on a ledge here,
especially given how things went after we got here, but he smiles at me and
sits up.


“All right,” he says.
“I’d like that.”


I’m not entirely sure how
I turned things around so quickly, maybe it’s something to do with the male sex
drive. Who knows? Regardless, we’re barely through my bedroom door before I’m
kissing him hungrily.


He takes off his shirt,
and I could just bite him he’s so sculpted.


I kiss his bare chest and
he pulls my shirt over my head.


I’m still a little
nervous, but all things considered, this couldn’t be going better for me.


That is, until he kisses
my neck and I start to feel sick to my stomach again.


It’ll pass, though. It’s
not like I have anything left to throw up.


Only, as we become more
entangled and less clothed, that feeling only grows.


Gotta
push through it, though, otherwise, how am I ever going to get over Dane?


Taking my own advice a
bit too literally, I push Dane—I mean Will—backward onto the bed. He’s down to
his boxers and I’m in bra and panties, ready to climb on top and make some
memories.


“What’s on your mind?” he
asks.


“I’m sorry, what?” I ask.


“Oh,” he says, “it’s just
you pushed me onto the bed, I guess I was expecting you to…” he trails off.


It takes me a second, but
it finally clicks that I haven’t moved or said anything until he asked me what
was on my mind.


“I’m just taking in the
view,” I lie and walk up to him.


I put one knee on each
side of his body and straddle him. He’s already quite hard, and I’m just
thrilled that I’m about to live out another one of my fantasies.


And now I’m thinking
about Dane.


“Fuck.”


“What?” he asks.


“What?”


“It sounded like you said
fuck,” Will answers.


“Did it?” I ask. “Oh well,
never mind.”


I kiss him on the mouth
and lean into him, encouraging him to lie back. He puts his arms around me and
uses both hands to undo my bra.


“What was that?” he asks.


“What was what?”


“It sounded like you were
giggling,” he says.


“I wasn’t,” I tell him.
“I don’t know, maybe you tickled me a little.”


He shrugs and we continue
to kiss while I wonder just what is so hard about undoing a bra with one hand.
Sure, it’s one thing if you’re wearing the thing and you’ve got to reach behind
your own back, that’s not the easiest position in the world to get into, but
when you’ve got a full range of motion…


“What’s so funny?” he
asks.


“Nothing,” I tell him. “I
guess I’m still a little nervous, that’s all.”


“Okay,” he says and we
start kissing again.


I press my body into him
and grind a little against his hips. He’s so hard beneath me.


“I want to take your
panties off,” he says and this time, I’m well aware of the fact that I’m
laughing.


“I’m sorry,” I tell him.
“I just wasn’t prepared for that. Yeah, take ‘em
off.”


“If tonight’s not a good
night,” he starts.


“No, no, no,” I tell him.
“It is. I’m just a little excited right now, I guess. I wouldn’t worry about
it.”


“You’re sure?” he asks.


“I’m sure,” I tell him.


“Okay,” he says, but the
word’s no sooner out of his mouth than I’m bent forward with my face in the
bed, trying to catch my breath. “You know,” he says, “it’s kind of hard to stay
in the mood when someone’s laughing at you.”


“I know,” I heave, “I’m
sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s just now that I’m trying not to laugh, it’s making me
laugh more. It’s not you, I promise.”


“Maybe tonight isn’t such
a good night,” he tells me.


I might try to stop him
if I could reign in my hysterics. I know exactly why I’m laughing: this whole
thing, fantasy or not, is just so uncomfortable that there’s nothing else for
me to do. I’m sure if I were to just stick it out, I might end up having a nice
time, but it’s pretty clear that we’re past the event horizon.


“Call me sometime when
things are a little more settled,” he says. “Have a good night.”


“I’m so sorry,” I tell
him. “I really am. I hope you don’t think I was laughing at you. I really
wasn’t.”


“Thanks,” he says and,
after getting dressed more quickly than anyone I’ve ever seen, he’s out of the
bedroom.


I contain myself long enough
to walk him out the rest of the way, but as soon as the door’s closed behind
him, I’m on the floor with my back to the door, curled up and laughing.


It’s not a mystery. I
know exactly what I want and what I need. I can only hope that he’s still awake
right now. It’s after two o’clock in the morning.



 

*                    *                    *



 

So it’s after four now,
and I can’t sleep.


I called Dane, but he
didn’t answer. He’s probably asleep, but I can’t help feeling that he just
didn’t want to take the call.


As odd as it may sound,
I’m actually wishing I could go back to embarrassing the crap out of myself in
front of a guy who I would have made posters of and dreamed about only a few
months ago.


I left Dane a message. It
wasn’t much, but it should communicate my meaning.


“Hey, Dane, this is
Leila. I’m sorry about the way I left and, well, for a lot of things, but I
really do miss you and wanted to let you know that I’m done ignoring your
calls. Anyway, I hope you’re having a good night. Bye.”


Not over the top, but
enough. Except I’m the one who left and I’m the one who blinked first. I know
that shouldn’t matter, but I feel like I’ve just been toying with him.


I haven’t been toying
with him. I honestly thought that me moving and him staying there meant there
was no hope for us as a couple, but if he’s feeling half of what I’m still
feeling toward him—I don’t know, it’s got to be worth the risk.


I fall asleep and have
some of the strangest dreams I’ve ever had. When I wake up, my head is
spinning.


It’s still dark and my
phone is ringing.


I reach over to the
nightstand and answer.


“Hello?”


“Shit, did I wake you?”


I sit straight up in bed.
“Dane?”


“Leila,” he says. “I got
your message.”


“Yeah, sorry about that,”
I tell him. “I know it was late, and I was kind of drunk.”


The line is quiet for a
few seconds.


“Oh.”


“What’s up?”


“Oh,” he says. “I just
got your message and wanted to call and see how you’re doing.”


“I’m doing okay,” I tell
him.


It’s funny, I’ve spent so
much time pretending that I wasn’t hoping for a moment like this and now that
it’s here, I have no clue what to say.


“How are you?” I ask.


“I’m all right,” he says.
“I’m just hanging out with Wrigley.”


Suddenly I’m beginning to
understand why he actually called. He doesn’t want to talk about getting back
together or anything like that at all. He just wants to make me feel like shit
for leaving him the way I did.


Maybe I deserve it, maybe
not, but I’m in no mood for it.


“Well, that sounds
great,” I tell him and hang up the phone.


I walk out to the kitchen
and pour myself a glass of water. With a sigh, I open the cupboard and pull out
the little bottle of ibuprofen and take a couple.


Now, I’m walking back
toward my bedroom, and I can hear the phone ringing, only this time, I’m not so
thrilled about the idea of answering it.


The ringing stops and I
lie back down, setting the water on the nightstand.


A moment later, the phone
rings again, startling me into sitting up again. I silence the ringer and just
lie back down.


I don’t want to hear
about how he and Wrigley “rediscovered” each other or about how much fun
they’re having together. If he doesn’t want to be with me, that’s fine, but I’m
not going to sit here and listen while he rubs it in my face.


You know what? I’m going
to give him a piece of my mind. I pick up the phone.


He’s calling again.


That’s as good an
opportunity as I’m going to get, so I answer.


“Listen, I get that
you’re pissed at me, but I don’t know what kind of nerve you have, calling me
up to tell me that you’re back with her. I still care about you, Dane, and I
know I hurt you. I know that what I did was wrong, but that doesn’t give you
carte blanche to throw your relationship in my face. I mean, who do you think you—”


“I don’t care that you
live in another state, I want to be with you.”


“—are, seriously. What
kind of asshole…” I trail off. “What did you just say?”


“I said that I don’t care
if you live in New Jersey and I live in New York. I love you, and I want us to
be together. I can’t move right now. I have to finish getting Wilks ready to
take l’Iris, but I’ll buy a car, I’ll take the bus. I
don’t care. I want to have you in my life, and I don’t ever want to go another
day without seeing you. Ever.”


“What about Wrigley?” I
ask. “I thought you said you were back with her.”


“No,” he says. “I’m
hanging out with her. I was stupid not telling you that I’d do anything, even
go long distance for a while, just as long as it meant that we could be
together. Wrigley helped me get past all my bullshit and realize that. I know
we have a lot more to learn about each other, but if you’re willing, I’d love
to give us another shot. I really think we have something unique and I’m
willing to do whatever it takes.”


Wrigley as couple’s
therapist: that’s an unexpected development.


“Leila?”


“Yeah,” I say. “I’m
here.”


“What do you think?”


Hmm… What do I think?
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The groom is anxious as
he waits for the rest of the procession to come forward so his bride can enter.
This is the biggest moment of his life, and that feeling isn’t lost on him.


After what feels like
hours of waiting, the best man and I make it to the front. The best man gives
the groom a hug and then smiles at me. Throughout these years, I’ve enjoyed
helping the groom get to this place more than almost anyone else. Anyone except
the woman he’s going to marry.


The music changes and
everyone stands.


The groom is starting to
sweat.


His wife-to-be is
stunning in her dress. It’s classy, but just revealing enough to get a couple
of the parents in attendance to cover their children’s eyes.


The groom smiles when he
sees this.


Today isn’t one of those
things that just happened over night. It took a lot of hard work and a lot of
luck, but it’s clear enough that there’s nowhere else he’d rather be in the
world.


The bride gets to the
front and stands across from her fiancé.


She can see the
nervousness in his body language, but she doesn’t seem worried. He smiles at
her sweetly and she smiles back.


The judge starts the
ceremony.


“Love is a powerful
thing,” the judge says. “It can lift us up and it can make us feel and do
things we didn’t know were possible. When two people love each other, as you
do, every one of us finds ourselves uplifted.”


The judge is a bit
long-winded, but the bride and the groom are too busy staring into their futures
to mind.


“…we are here to
celebrate the love of these two people, who have brought all of us together…”


After a solid ten minutes
of monologue by the judge, the best man nudges the groom, whispering, “Are you ready for this?”


The groom whispers back,
“I’ve never been more ready for anything.”


“…now, take the ring and
put it on her finger, repeating after me, I, Michael Jason Nielson…”


“I, Michael Jason
Nielson,” the groom repeats.


The judge continues, “Do
take you, Wrigley Samantha Moirea—Moire—Moireas—”


“Do take you, Wrigley
Samantha Moireasdanach,” Mike jumps in.


“I’ve been practicing
that all morning,” the judge says. “My apologies.”


The stumble is good for a
laugh.


“To be my lawfully wedded
wife,” the judge concludes.


“To be my lawfully wedded
wife,” Mike says, slipping the finger onto Wrigley’s hand.


“And would you repeat
after me, I, Wrigley Samantha, please state your last name.”


Wrigley’s smile is wide
and beautiful and she giggles as she repeats, “I, Wrigley Samantha Moireasdanach.”


“Do take you, Michael
Jason Nielson.”


“Do take you, Michael
Jason Nielson.”


“To be my lawfully wedded
husband.”


“To be my lawfully wedded
husband.”


She puts the ring onto
Mike’s finger and the two hold hands.


“Now, by the power vested
in me by the state of New York, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss
the bride.”


The two kiss and make
their way back down the aisle, now as husband and wife. There may have been an
order to the procession coming in, but on the way out, everyone just clamors to
follow the newlyweds.


At the reception, an hour
later, the best man sees me sitting at the bar, nursing a drink.


“That was a beautiful
service,” he says.


“Yeah, it was really
nice,” I answer.


“So, have you known the
bride and groom for very long?” he asks.


“I’ve known the bride for
a few years,” I answer. “The groom and I actually go way back.”


“Ah,” he says. “So
today’s kind of bitter-sweet for you, then.”


“What do you mean?” I
ask.


“Well,” he says, “it
sounds like the two of you have some history.”


“Oh, no,” she scoffs.
“It’s nothing like that. We’re just old friends.”


“What are you drinking?”
he asks.


“A tequila sunrise,” I
answer. “I don’t drink that much anymore, but when I do, I don’t know if it’s
the taste or the colors, but I just love these.”


“Mind if I sit with you a
while?”


“Not at all,” I say.


“You know what I think is
funny about weddings?” he asks.


“What’s that?”


“It’s so much buildup and
the ceremony is always over so quickly.”


“I don’t know: that judge
went on for quite a while. I’m pretty sure that at one point he compared love
to a tollbooth.”


“Yeah,” he snickers. “I
think I remember that part.”


“So, you’re saying you’d
never want to get married?” I ask.


“I wouldn’t say that,” he
answers. “I mean, I can understand the draw. I guess I just haven’t found the
woman of my dreams yet.”


“Really?” I ask, smiling.
“You look like the kind of guy who’s found dozens of women of his dreams.”


“What’s that supposed to
mean?” he scoffs.


“It’s the tattoos,” I
tell him. “They kind of paint you as a degenerate.”


“I’m sorry. I don’t know
that I’ve caught your name. Both the bride and groom told me, but I’m just
terrible when it comes to people I haven’t had a conversation with.”


“Leila,” I answer. “Leila
Tyler.”


“It’s nice to meet you,”
he says. “I’m Dane Paulson. You know, I used to know a woman named Leila. She
was into some pretty weird shit.”


I smack him on the arm
and say, “I bet she was not.”


“No,” he says, chuckling.
“She totally was. She used to have this weird ass fantasy about being picked up
in a bar by her significant other.”


“I think that sounds very
romantic,” I say.


“Yeah, if you’re weird,”
Dane answers.


“You’re pushing it,” I
warn, but my smile breaks through. “What are you drinking?”


“I don’t know,” Dane
answers. “To be honest, I’m not very thirsty right now.”


“Oh? I would imagine a
guy like you would be going insane over an open bar.”


“Not really,” he says. “I
find people who drink to be rather boring. You know they only drink to put on
the illusion that they’re interesting.”


“Oh, ha ha,” I mock.


“That’s not why I came
over here, anyway.”


“Yeah?” I ask. “Why’d you
come over here, then?”


“Because I think you’re
absolutely gorgeous, and I know this may sound a little forward, but would you
like to find a closet somewhere and fuck like bunnies?”


“A little forward?” I
snort. “Does that line ever work?”


“At least once,” Dane
answers, “I’m hoping.”


I down my drink.


“You know what?” I ask,
“why not. Maybe I can teach you a few things. You come off a little
inexperienced with women.”


“I am,” Dane says and
takes my hand.


I walk in front of him
for fairly obvious reasons, but we’re delayed a minute when the bride and groom
rush over, arms outstretched.


“Help me,” Dane whispers.
“Wriggles,” he says, turning just enough to hug Wrigley with his upper body
while I generously ease my butt against his front while I hug Mike.


“Dane!” Wrigley squeals.
“I’m married!”


“I know! Congratulations!
You two are going to have such a wonderful life together.”


“Thank you,” she says and
leans into his ear. “Real smooth with the positioning there, chief. I’m sure
nobody’s figured it out.”


She gives him a kiss on
the cheek and a moment later, she’s putting her arms around me, ever so gently,
but ever so effectively moving me just far enough away from Dane to expose his
rather embarrassing situation.


With gritted teeth and a
smile, he casually rests his hands over the offending bulge in his pants and
says, “Thanks, Wrigley. I’m so glad you guys came over.”


“Hey Dane, thanks for
standing with me today,” Mike says.


“It was an honor,” Dane
answers.


Fortunately for Dane,
Mike is happy enough with a handshake.


“Well,” I say, “I’ve got
to head out to the, uh—”


“The car,” Dane
interrupts. “She forgot something, and I’m going to help her look for it.”


“Don’t forget to lift the
hood,” Wrigley says, beaming.


“Oh, shut the fuck up,”
Dane says. “Congratulations, you two.”


We make their way through
the reception hall and find the nearest unlocked door without anyone inside the
room.


It’s a small room, full
of flowers.


“Do you think Wrigley’s
going to mind if we do it in the bridal suite?”


“I don’t mind,” Dane
tells me and we’re locked in a passionate kiss.


“Help me get my dress
off,” I say.


“Leave it on,” Dane
answers.


“Pantyhose?” I ask.


“Dealer’s choice,” he
answers, kissing my neck and chest.


It’s a little tricky with
Dane all over me, but I manage to slip off my panty hose, and a moment later,
I’ve got the front of Dane’s slacks open and he’s sliding my dress up my
thighs.


I lean back against the
wall and put one leg around Dane’s body, guiding him toward me.


He runs his tip against
my opening and I’m already so wet.


Dane puts himself inside
and we let out a pleasured sigh together.


“You know,” Dane says,
kissing my lips and neck, “we won’t be able to do it like this too much
longer.”


“Shh,” I tell him. “You’re
not supposed to know I’m pregnant. I’m not showing that much in this dress, and
I haven’t told you that yet. I’ll probably wait until after you’ve got me to
come a few times, so if you bail on me, at least I’ll have gotten something out
of it.”


“You’re so fucking
weird,” he says. “But I like that, whatever you said your name was.”


“Yeah,” I scoff between
sharp inhales. “That’s attractive.”


I open the front of
Dane’s shirt and kiss his smooth, firm chest.


“What does this tattoo
mean?” I ask, pulling him tighter with my leg.


“It means ‘virile
warrior,’” he answers.


I smack him on the chest,
saying, “Oh, it does not.”


“Got it when I was
eighteen,” he says.


“Gotta
move,” I tell him. “Baby’s kicking.”


“Oh my god,” Dane gasps.
“You’re pregnant?”


“Oh, shut up,” I say.


“Hold on, I wanna feel it,” Dane tells me.


He bends down and puts a
hand on my stomach. Our daughter moves under his gentle touch.


“I really don’t think I’m
ever going to get over that,” he says. “That is so amazing.”


The door to the bridal
suite opens and Dane is quick to stand up. He’s facing the wall, but he’s still
hanging out the front of his pants.


“Hey you guys!”


Of course it’s Wrigley.


Dane mutters, “You wanna distract her a minute?”


I smirk. “We were looking
for the bathroom. Would you mind showing me where it is?”


“It’s down the hall on
your left,” Wrigley says. “So Dane, what are ya doin’ over there looking at the wall?”


“Oh, can we not do this?”
he asks.


“It’s not like it’s
anything I haven’t seen,” Wrigley quips. “I’m just kidding. I just wanted to
let you two know that we’re going to be cutting the cake in about five
minutes.”


“All right,” I tell her,
“thank you.”


We hug.


I never thought I’d be so
close with Wrigley of all people, but after hearing everything she did to help
guide Dane and I together, all my enmity toward her dissolved.


“Thank you for
everything,” I tell her.


“You’re welcome,” Wrigley
says. “Thank you for introducing me
to Mike.”


There’s the sound of a
zipper going up and Dane finally turns around.


“Five minutes, huh?” he
asks. “Any chance I could talk you into making it fifteen?”


Wrigley and I both roll
our eyes.


After the cake is cut and
all remaining rice is thrown and the bride and groom are off for a weekend of
marital debauchery, Dane and I get in the car for the drive home.


“You know,” he says, “I’m
kind of glad you almost hooked up with that fireman?”


“Yeah?” I ask. “I’ve been
meaning to talk to you about that.”


“Why? What?”


“Will,” I say. “You know,
I see him in the store every once in a while, and I was thinking: I know we’re
married and all, but maybe we could stand to spice things up a bit?”


“Darling,” he starts, “we
just had sex in my ex’s bridal suite. I think things are pretty spicy as it
is.”


“I guess,” I yawn.
“Still, though, you’ve made all of my other fantasies come true. Even ones I
didn’t know I had until you brought them to life.”


“Yeah, I’d say I’ve gone
above and beyond,” he says.


“Meh,” I say. “You’ve
done all right, I guess.”


“Oh, come on,” Dane
protests. “I gave up my job in the city so that we could be closer together.”


“Tell the whole story,” I
answer.


“I don’t know what you
mean.”


“You know, the part about
how l’Iris started doing so well after Wilks took
over that Jim hooked you up with the seed money to start your own restaurant
right down the street from where we live.”


“I hardly see how that’s
relevant,” he answers.


He turns on the radio.


“Seriously? You’re still
on the death metal?” he asks. “Isn’t that going to make our baby come out with
hooves or craving blood or something?”


“Metal is closest in
relation to classical music, and everyone knows that classical music makes
babies smarter.”


“Oh, it does not. That
was just a misquote, saying…” he trails off into
laughter.


“Look,” I tell him,
gazing up at the sky through the windshield.


“What?”


“The stars,” I tell him.
“There are a lot of them tonight.”


“Leila?”


“Yeah?”


“I love the fuck out of
you.”


“Thanks,” I answer.
“Dane?”


“Yeah?”


“Have you ever given any
thought to joining the fire department?”


He laughs. “I’ll be your
fireman.”
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