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For Chera

Any sufficiently advanced technology 
is indistinguishable from magic.
—ARTHUR C. CLARKE
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Steve isn’t stupid.
He can tell by the way she keeps stealing glances at him, by the way she follows everything he says with squeaky titters, by the gradually shrinking perimeter of his personal space this afternoon, that Serena wants him.
He’s known about her crush for months. Frequent visits to his office with no real purpose. Hemlines and necklines drifting inexorably toward each other. Projects stretching into evenings, into weekends, into fuzzy, indeterminate hours that find the two of them alone with the soft rumble of the air conditioner and the laboring hip-hop bass signature of her portable CD player. Serena is familiar with her product offering, after all, and she markets it well.
But Steve isn’t stupid. He’s withstood her voluptuous body and subtle signals because sleeping with his administrative assistant would be more trouble than it’s worth, because he’s never cheated on a girlfriend in his life. And if Serena has figured this out by now—tomorrow they’ll be flying back to L.A. after a full week in Switzerland—it hasn’t stopped her from making a last-ditch effort this afternoon.
Which is remarkable, considering that he spent his entire morning searching for an engagement ring. Up and down the sidewalks of the Bahnhofstrasse, beneath the overcast Zurich sky, weaving between men and women dressed in outfits that cost more than Serena makes in a month. Around lunchtime he found a winner, a stunning three-carat solitaire set on a thousand-year-old band forged somewhere in the Alps to the east, a uniquely European item he purchased for just under thirty thousand Swiss francs.
The ring is for his girlfriend, Janine. She’ll be waiting for him at LAX in less than twenty-four hours, one expectant face in a field of them beyond the post–9/11 security checkpoint. A smile and a kiss and a seventy-five-minute drive to Valencia. A dip into the Jacuzzi tub with a Sports Illustrated. And a few minutes later she’ll bring him a lime-garnished Corona, join him in the tub, and he’ll be waiting with the ring.
Serena knows he plans to propose tomorrow evening. She knows because it’s all they’ve been talking about since he met her at the train station and showed her the ring. He even told her about Lucerne, a beautiful lakeside city here in Switzerland, where he plans to take Janine for their honeymoon next summer.
And still Serena casts smoldering glances at him, brushes against his arm a little too often as they walk along the shadowy Limmat River. She takes his hand as they hurry across the rail tracks, just beating an oncoming commuter train.
During a life spent pursuing women, predicting their behavior well enough to have scored more often than most men, Steve still doesn’t understand why women do what they do. Why is Serena so attracted to a man eight years her senior, a man with a serious girlfriend? Why is she more attracted as she listens to him talk about that girlfriend? Perhaps the exotic setting has something to do with it, their visit to this ornate and historic European city. The odd warble of police sirens, the constant rush of intercity trains, the ancient texture of cobblestone streets under their feet. But it’s more likely that Serena’s aggression is driven by the overpowering attraction a woman feels for something denied to her. This isn’t the first time he’s met one who suffers from a fixation on unavailable men.
The two of them pass the train station again and make their way toward the Niederdorf, a touristy sliver of Zurich where claustrophobic streets have been closed to all but foot traffic, and multilevel buildings advertise all manner of food and drink and sex. Serena keeps going on about her obsession with Italian food, so Steve is directing them toward Santa Lucia, a busy restaurant with a chef who is a master of masonry-oven pizzas.
Rain begins to splatter the cobblestone street as they push through the Niederdorf crowds. Serena spots Santa Lucia and takes Steve’s hand, compelling him to run. With his other hand he pats the side of his overcoat, reassuring himself with the slight and squarish bulk of the ring box, and groans as he notices a clot of wet and hungry folks in the restaurant’s entryway. He could locate a cab in sixty seconds, after all, and find shelter in the warm, dry bed of his hotel room thirty minutes after that. Instead, he watches as Serena wriggles her way inside, leaving Steve and an elderly Germanic man to brave the rain.
Fifteen minutes later they’re seated in a dark corner of the restaurant. Steve is thoroughly soaked.
“I hope this food is as good as you say,” Serena says. “I’m starving.”
She chatters on while they wait to order, and Steve struggles to guide her away from the deeper waters of intimate conversation. He reveals the imminent acquisition of a new product database. He asks her opinion about moving the U.S. Web servers to Zurich. Serena responds by asking whether he prefers Merlot or Chianti, but before he can answer she grabs a passing waiter and orders something that doesn’t sound like either one.
“Janine is going to be so surprised,” she says, turning back to him. “I mean really. Three carats. She is so lucky.”
“Well, it wasn’t the size of the stone I was after so much. I was just looking for something unique.”
“I know, silly. But you have to understand girls. Rings are very important to us. Engagement rings, I mean.”
Steve smiles politely. He’s not sure what else to say.
“Let me see it,” Serena says.
“Now?”
“Come on. Just a peek.”
Steve retrieves the box and places it on the table. He tries not to notice how dark it is in this corner of the restaurant, how candlelight twinkles in Serena’s face as she opens the box and removes the ring. He wishes Janine were here. He wishes she were sitting across the table from him, twirling the ring between her fingers, smiling. He wants to reach out and snatch the ring back. He wants to wipe that dreamy smile right off Serena’s fleshy face.
Instead she presses the ring against her left hand. “Do you mind?”
The waiter arrives with their wine, and Serena proceeds to order her entrée, absently fingering the ring. Steve orders a pizza and glares at her.
“It probably won’t fit,” Serena says when the waiter is gone. “But I just want to see what it feels like. May I?”
He looks again at the ring. The stone is nearly pure in its color and clarity, a supernova in the candlelight.
“Actually,” he says, “I’d like to put it back now.”
Serena’s smile withers. “Right. Don’t want to tarnish the precious ring with my cooties.”
“Serena, it makes me nervous to have it out. I paid a lot of money for that thing.”
“Money, money, money. Is that all you ever think about, Steve?”
Predictable as they are, Serena’s mood swings constantly amaze him—from sunny skies to tornado warning in an instant—but such volatility has its place, and he’d guess (were he interested in such a thing) that she probably makes love like a monster, probably screams and moans and shouts obscenities that curl paint. But he can’t be interested in such a thing, because tomorrow he’ll be in L.A. with his soon-to-be fiancée, and any guilt Steve incurs here will undoubtedly follow him all the way home. It will taint the first sight of Janine’s smiling face and forever color his memory of the proposal. Serena might even tumble off her precarious ledge of good judgment and fall into the Fatal Attraction abyss.
“Are you going to answer me?” she asks him. Her eyebrows are arched perfectly above heavy liner and green irises. Red lipstick over straight white teeth. Her pink tongue dancing—
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“Jesus, Steve, are you so lovesick that you can’t even listen when I ask you a question?”
“I’m sorry. I’m really tired. What did you say?”
She slides the ring box across the table. “It doesn’t matter.”
The waiter arrives with their entrées, and Serena plows immediately into her spaghetti, washing down every other mouthful with a swallow of wine. Steve’s Pizza Dante blisters the roof of his mouth before he finishes the first bite. Their entire bottle vanishes in minutes, and Serena orders another as she uses her fork to chase the last orphaned bits of spaghetti around her plate.
“What’s the matter?” he asks when the waiter takes away their empty plates.
“Nothing.”
“Come on, Serena. You haven’t said a word in ten minutes.”
“I stopped talking because you weren’t listening.”
“I said I was sorry,” Steve says.
“Answer my question, then. Is money the only thing you ever think about?”
“Of course not. Money is just a means to an end.”
“What end?”
The waiter appears again, and Steve requests the bill.
“Why are you asking for the check?”
“So we can pay. Did you want to stay here all night?”
“Jesus, Steve. Do you ever have any fun?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“I paid this much. Bring the check now. It’s inefficient to remain in the restaurant any longer than necessary. They don’t bring the check, Steve, because they expect you to sit here and have a conversation. That’s what people do over here. They don’t rush home from the restaurant to watch American Idol.”
“We can have a conversation in the cab ride back to the Hilton.”
“Cab ride? I thought we were having a drink after dinner.”
“We have a ten o’clock flight tomorrow morning. We have to be at the airport three hours early.”
Serena stands. “Fine. We better get plenty of sleep now. Wouldn’t want to doze off during the thirteen-hour plane ride to L.A.”
Steve tries to say something, apologize, but she’s already heading for the door. He drops two hundred francs on the table and takes off after her. In the entryway he is confronted with an array of black overcoats, all seemingly identical to his own, and by the time he finds the right one, Serena is long gone. It’s dark now, and the crowds have dwindled to a few umbrella-toting stragglers. Steve has no umbrella. He turns right and walks in the direction of the nearest road, hoping to find a cab quickly. Wet cobblestones glisten beneath his feet. Rain pours from his hair in tickling streams.
Someone grabs him.
He turns quickly, ready to strike, but it’s Serena. She has stepped out from a narrow opening between two buildings, and mascara streaks her face like black ink. She pulls him into the alleyway. Her brown hair is now jet black and draped over her shoulder like thick rope.
“Are you happy, Steve?” she asks, breath humid with garlic and red wine.
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s a simple question, honey. Are you happy? Because you don’t seem like it.”
She’s holding him by his upper arms. Her face floats mere inches from his.
“I’m fine. But I think you need some rest.”
“I don’t want you to be fine. I want you to be happy. Ever since I met you—it’s been two years now, do you realize that?—you’ve been so serious, so driven. You think you’ve got this plan, that you’ve got life all figured out, but life is flying right past you and you don’t even realize it. I’ve waited for you to open your eyes, for you to see this for yourself, but you won’t. You can’t. Life isn’t about staying on schedule or making money or retiring by a certain age. It isn’t about marrying some girl just because you think it’s time.”
“What are you—”
“Life is like this,” she says, kissing him with her mouth wide open. Steve is ready to push her away, immediately, but the combination of her lipstick and the wine and the garlic is so human, so organic, that for a split second he enjoys the moment, finally enjoys it. Then he pushes her away.
“Steve—”
“No. Stay away from me.”
A percussion of rain envelops them. The nearby buildings seem to shrink even closer. Footsteps of passersby grow louder, then fainter. She stands there, chest heaving, her overcoat wet and clinging. He can’t help but notice the swell of her generous breasts.
“You wanted me,” she whispers. “I could feel it.”
Steve steps out of the alley and she follows him.
“No, I didn’t.”
“Why can’t you just live, Steve? Live! Enjoy yourself. All I want is to see you happy.”
“Then leave me alone. That would make me happy.”
She blinks once.
“You’re an asshole,” she says.
“I’m going to be engaged tomorrow. What kind of person would I be if I betrayed Janine tonight, right before I propose to her?”
“But she’s not the one for you, Steve. Can’t you see that? She only thinks about herself. You need someone who will put your needs first, who knows how special you are and will love you for that.”
“You’re drunk. I’ll get you a cab. Come with me so I can put you in a cab.”
“No.”
“Come on. Let’s get back to the hotel. I don’t want you to miss the flight tomorrow.”
“I can’t sit next to you on a plane for thirteen hours now! I poured out my heart to you and you crushed me. You hate me.”
“I don’t hate you.”
“Yes, you do.” She’s crying hard now, shivering, and though Steve’s instinct is to reach for her, comfort her, he holds his ground.
“Serena—”
She runs.
“Serena!”
The street bends a few feet ahead, and she quickly disappears. Steve knows he should run after her, but Jesus Christ, this isn’t high school. Even drunk, Serena had to know the odds of seducing her boss were against her.
He stands in the rain. He knows he should take his own advice and head back to the hotel, but he can’t stop thinking about Serena’s kiss. About what she said.
Are you happy?
You’re always so serious.
You live life like you have a plan.
As a matter of fact, he does have a plan. A written plan. Because he knows that people who don’t have plans don’t succeed.
He’s sure Serena will find a cab and go back to the hotel. She’s afraid of Europe and doesn’t know the city well enough to do anything else. And her kiss, her hands on him—the desire for more sings unexpectedly inside him, electrifies him. Right now, he wants her. Right now, he would have no problem at all accepting her offer.
Which means he can’t go back to the hotel. Not yet. There’s a decent bar about a half block away, a small place with tropical décor. Maybe he’ll have a couple of drinks, wait out the itch, and then return to the hotel. For the sake of his engagement.
He leans into the rain and starts walking.
2
Inside the bar, an eclectic assembly of patrons sits at tall, round tables, exhorting each other in German and French and English. Isolated molecules of fresh air choke their way through rivers of cigarette smoke. He approaches the bar and orders in German a Red Bull and vodka from a dark brunette with brown eyes and silver earrings.
In his limited European experience, the women of Zurich are the most like the women of America, in both appearance and personality. Like Iris, for example, a blonde he once met here at the end of two weeks of budget meetings. He remembers her sparkling eyes, her penchant for sarcasm, her perfect breasts shaped by a Jewish plastic surgeon in Miami. In her black BMW, she assaulted his ears with Limp Bizkit and Kid Rock; back in her apartment, she very nearly wore him out.
The interlude with Iris came just over a year ago, back when Janine was still the cute blonde who sometimes wore glittery eye shadow and always showed up at Bobby’s Tap with the six-foot-four behemoth that Steve and his friends named Cro-Mag. Janine had seemed so different to him, so mercifully different—her infectious laugh, her obvious confidence, the way Cro-Mag followed her around like a puppy. Steve wanted to date a woman like that, a woman who could perhaps pry his fingers loose, interrupt his fierce grip on life. A few weeks later, he got his chance. Janine showed up without Cro-Mag and Steve left with her phone number. She was a real estate agent, she told him, the top closer in her office three years running, with designs on opening her own firm. Never married and few relationships because most men couldn’t match her thirst for success.
Steve said he understood what she meant.
The date ended with sex, sex that quickly became a habit. She liked to talk and made squeaking sounds when it was particularly good. But over time the animality gave way to something more human, and he watched, fascinated, as Janine changed and enriched his life. When he decided to refurnish his living and dining rooms, he enlisted her help—not because he couldn’t decide for himself, but because he realized her opinion was important to him. One morning, he awoke from a dream of her in a hospital room, legs in stirrups, giving birth to their first child. A boy, to be sure. Steve Jr. He had nearly laughed out loud with joy.
And though the last few months had been hectic as they gathered the assets and information required to launch her real estate firm, his mind had grown calm the way it always did when a watershed event was imminent. One of the major goals of his life—#4, actually—was in his grasp: Marry a grounded woman with whom he could forge a new and fruitful life. And achieving #4 meant that #5—fathering four wonderful and well-adjusted children—would become a real possibility.
So he decided to propose. And since his visit to Switzerland was only a few weeks away, he figured he could wait to find a spectacular and unique ring that would properly dazzle her. But tonight, when Serena asked to try it on, something snapped in him. Something powerful and alien made him want to slap her when she fingered the ring and smiled that faraway smile. How dare she, even for a moment, assume the identity of the woman he planned to spend the rest of his life with? How dare she suggest that he loved her?
He loves Janine.
Steve loves Janine.
For a moment he is overcome with an impulse to grab the stinking fellow next to him and reveal what is obviously life’s elusive and essential truth. Or perhaps the female bartender would be interested to know. To know that it isn’t the ring that matters, it isn’t that Janine can help him fulfill goal #4 (and #5), but that he is in love with her. That he wants to spend the rest of his life with her because he cannot imagine continuing otherwise. In this moment he realizes that Serena is right, that life isn’t about making two hundred thousand dollars a year before his thirty-fifth birthday (goal #3), it isn’t about the VP position that will be his by the end of the month, it isn’t about any of those things. He realizes that his numerous disposable sexual relationships have amounted to nothing, have in fact pushed him away from this fundamental truth, the search for someone to love, someone for whom he would sacrifice his life, someone with whom he could set about the quest for—
His cell phone rattles against his chest, jerking his attention back to the smoky Zurich bar. When he pulls it from his pocket, the phone glows phosphorescent in the dark and announces: CALLER ID UNAVAILABLE. For some reason, telephone numbers from the States never display properly. He answers and then presses the phone hard against his ear.
“This is Steve.”
No one seems to speak on the other end.
“Hello?”
He thinks he hears something this time, but can’t be sure, not with electronic music obliterating his ears. His options: Disconnect and wait for the caller to try again later or head outside and get wet all over again. Steve stuffs the ring into his pants pocket and decides to brave the rain. After all, it might be Janine.
The door is twenty or so feet away, and he weaves toward it through a dense crowd of velvety women and serious-looking Swiss men. Steps out into the sprinkling silence.
“Hello?” Steve says.
He can hear something now, a muffled voice perhaps. Mostly what he hears is shuffling sounds. Rustling. As if a cell phone in someone’s pocket has inadvertently called him. This sort of thing has happened before—the accidental bump of a friend’s cell phone calling him with the one-touch function—and the first time or two he listened closely, for some reason certain he would hear a scandalous tidbit of information unintended for public consumption. But of course he hadn’t. Life, after all, isn’t a soap opera.
The rain plays with his hair, soaking into his turtleneck, and Steve is about to give up on the call when he hears the voice again. This time it’s louder and a little clearer. A woman’s voice, perhaps. He pushes the phone harder against his ear and closes off the other one with his index finger. The female voice rises and falls between intermittent bursts of static. Then another sound—another voice—eclipses the first. This one is most certainly male. The guy is cheering . . . cheering or grunting. Now the female joins him, yelping with predictable and hurried regularity. But she isn’t cheering.
She’s squeaking.
Now Steve maneuvers his finger over the volume control on his phone and turns it up. Three girls exit the bar, laughing and berating each other in French, but Steve barely notices. He doesn’t understand the phone call. Who would be stupid enough to have sex so close to a cell phone and not lock the buttons? Not turn it off? Who would—
“That’s it, Barry,” the female urges. “Fuck me.”
Steve drops the phone. It clatters against the wet cobblestones and lands face down. When he picks it up, he is sure the phone will have powered off, jarred by the impact. But no, it’s still on. He presses the phone against his ear again.
And, yes: His girlfriend is still having sex with someone who isn’t Steve.
His hands begin to shake, badly, and he nearly drops the phone again. His stomach seems to fill with helium—expanding, defying gravity, rising toward his chest, his throat, where the sour remains of his Pizza Dante make an encore performance. He stumbles in erratic patterns. Nearly falls down. Decides to sit despite the rain.
This must be some kind of mistake. Janine is not having sex with someone else. He’s going to propose to her. He’s got the fucking ring in his fucking pocket.
But still Janine continues to moan. There isn’t any question that it’s her. He’d recognize that hiccupy desire anywhere.
What the hell is she doing? She’s ruining everything.
“Janine!” he yells into the phone. “Janine!”
She answers with more squeaking. Then some kind of popping sound. Like a slap. Steve can hear much more clearly now.
“Move your ass, bitch,” the man says. With authority he says it, as if perhaps he’s forcing himself upon her. But she isn’t being raped. You don’t invite someone named Barry to fuck you when you’re being held against your will.
Steve realizes he should disconnect the call. Obviously he doesn’t need to hear any more of this. But is the answer just to let it go? Allow them to rut like animals while he goes back to the hotel room with his twenty-thousand-dollar ring and flushes it down the toilet? Is he really supposed to—
“What is that?” asks Janine.
“What is what?” asks Barry.
“What keeps bumping into my head? Stop for a second, will you? I need to . . . I . . . get the fuck off me for a second, Barry. What is this . . . what . . . oh . . . oh my God, it’s on—”
“What’s on?”
“The phone! The goddamn phone! It didn’t ring! I must have called someone!” Now into the phone directly. “Hello? Is anyone there? Hello?”
Steve says nothing.
“Hello?”
“Just disconnect,” Barry says, “and then see who you called. Check the dialed numbers.”
“Hello?”
“Good-bye, Janine,” Steve says and disconnects.
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It’s unclear to Steve just how long he stands there, phone in hand, staring into the tear-streaked, kaleidoscopic colors of beer signs in the bar window. He’s not really crying, not in the traditional, body-shaking sense. It’s more like his eyes have developed a slow leak. He cannot return to the hotel. Steve knows himself too well, knows he will just collapse, knows he will imagine Janine in the arms of another man until he drives himself crazy.
Instead he turns left and begins walking with no particular destination in mind. After a minute or two the rain abruptly intensifies, and Steve realizes he left his overcoat back at the bar. His turtleneck lengthens, sucked toward the ground by newly added water weight, and he shoves raw hands into the pants of his slacks.
The universe is trying to force him back to the hotel. Steve can feel the eventuality of it, and this strengthens his resolve not to give in. But what else can he do? One possible option might be to just sit down, anywhere, maybe find a building with an awning so he can try to get out of the rain.
What else isn’t clear to him is why Janine hasn’t called back. Has she fallen so far out of love with him that she possesses no interest whatsoever in apologizing, in begging him to forgive her, in admitting that she made a terrible mistake but still loves him more than anything in the world? Steve supposes he could call her, that would probably be the most mature and selfless thing he could do, but somehow he can’t. He has nothing to say to her. In his heart there is a place where Janine belongs, where his love for her has slowly and deeply taken hold, but that place is hidden from him now, blotted out like ink.
He walks on, a well-dressed sponge, occasionally raising his head to read the names of businesses on either side of the narrow street. Gift shops, coffee shops, sex shops. Eventually he comes upon one of these shops with darkened windows and a blue door and a sign that says CABARET. There is something inviting about the saturated blue of the door—a surreal, nighttime quality of color that would surely be invisible in sunlight—and Steve wanders inside.
In the darkness he sees a long bar that stretches away from him on the left and a set of circular booths that line up against the wall on his right. At the end of the bar stands a stage; on it, a naked woman is dancing. She is tall and not particularly attractive, and for a moment Steve considers just turning around. But he is tired and wet and instead collapses into one of the booths. A red-haired waitress approaches, and he orders another Red Bull and vodka, this time a double.
The naked woman finishes her dance and disappears behind a curtain. Steve consumes his cocktail in several gulping swallows and then sits there, waiting for the next dancer to appear. Perhaps she’ll be a little more pleasing to the eye.
A few minutes go by—two or five or ten, Steve isn’t sure—and he’s about to signal the waitress for another drink when a dark-haired woman in a red dress materializes in front of him. She mumbles something in German and then slides into the booth, scooting sideways until her legs touch his.
“Hello,” he replies, also in German.
She whispers something he doesn’t understand.
“I’m sorry?”
Again she says it, a little louder this time, and he thinks she’s asking something about his comfort. Probably wondering how he can sit here, soaked to his bones.
“It’s better than staying outside in the rain,” he offers.
The girl only shakes her head. Her lipstick matches the deep red of her dress. Her heavy eye makeup and nearly visible breasts threaten to tear down his newfound maturity.
“You speak German?” Steve asks.
“Yes,” she says. “But only a small amount.”
“What country are you from?”
“Russia. I come from Novosibirsk. Where are you from?”
“The United States.”
“America! I am speaking some English.”
“Okay,” he says in his native tongue. “Then we can speak English.”
“Yes, we speak English.”
They sit there for a moment, not speaking in any language. Steve knows this isn’t a singles bar, and that the woman sitting beside him probably wants more than stimulating conversation, but he doesn’t want to do this. Doesn’t want to need to.
“You are maybe buying some champagne? So we can enjoy some talking?”
Steve could leave, sure, but then he’d have to venture into the rain again. “How much?”
From nowhere she produces a small card with a list of champagnes and prices. They begin at 180 francs and make gradual steps all the way to 500.
“This one is quite good,” she says, pointing to something at price point CHF 240. “Not having too much hangover.”
“What about that one?” he asks, pointing at the cheapest selection.
“Ooh, not so good. Make stomach hurt.”
“You sell champagne that makes my stomach hurt?”
The sparkle in her eyes fades a little with that comment, and the evaporating smile seems to acknowledge the weakness of her calculated sex appeal in the presence of a jaded American. Or perhaps she’s wondering how she’ll continue to pay the exorbitant rent on her one-room Zurich flat when every single customer only wants to buy the cheapest champagne. Either way, Steve, a little drunk now, decides to give her a reason to smile.
“I guess I’ll take this one,” he says, and points to the CHF 500 bottle.
“Very much!” she cries. “You are liking that one very much, Mr. American.”
She signals the bar, and the waitress brings the champagne almost immediately. It comes in ice with two slender glasses. The label is gold and green, the words on it in French. He doesn’t recognize the brand.
“What is your name, Mr. American?”
“Steve,” he says. “Steve Keeley.”
“Very nice to meet you, Steve. We are making a toast to Steve Keeley.”
He watches her lips against the rim of the glass, red and sensual, and catches just the briefest pink glimpse of her tongue.
“And your name?” he asks her.
“I am Anna.”
“Like the tennis—”
“No, no,” she interrupts with mock offense. “I am much prettier than her.”
Steve laughs, and Anna joins him. She puts her arm around his shoulder.
“Don’t you think so?”
He can smell her, light perfume on her neck, lipstick and champagne. Her fountain of brown hair tickles his cheek.
“You are much more beautiful than her,” he admits.
Generic pop music floats around them, something Steve doesn’t recognize. Another dancer takes the stage. He thinks there may be someone watching her from one of the other booths, but he can’t be sure, not with such murky interior lighting.
“You like the dancing girl?” Anna asks him. “More than me?”
“No. I just noticed there aren’t many customers here.”
“Da. Slow night. That is why Steve Keeley gets extra-special attention.”
The arm around his shoulder tightens, pulling him closer, and her other arm disappears beneath the table. She takes his hand and guides it between her legs.
“You seem to have forgotten your underwear,” he breathes. The alcohol is really working on him now.
“I forget nothing. Should we order more champagne?”
“Perhaps we should.”
He doesn’t notice any sort of communication between Anna and the waitress, but another bottle seems to instantly arrive.
“You have Visa?” Anna asks him. “The waitress would like to make sure payment is good.”
Steve finds his wallet and hands over his platinum card. At 350 dollars a bottle, he’s surprised they haven’t already asked for it. Anna seems pleased, though, because as the waitress fades into the darkness she opens her legs farther apart, allowing Steve more room for exploration.
Distantly he wonders where all the champagne is going, because the next time he looks, the bottle is nearly empty. He thinks he hears The Doors playing on the sound system. Anna’s hand is squeezing his dick, which is only sluggishly responding, and his fingers are slippery with her. She’s kissing him on the neck, on the cheek, tickling his ear with her tongue. Steve has no idea what time it is. He has no idea how long he’s been in this place. He wonders if he’s ever going to make it to the airport in time to catch his plane, in time to find his seat beside Serena and endure thirteen hours of ferocious silence. He wonders what Janine is doing back in L.A. Anna whispers into his ear, sometimes in English, sometimes in Russian, and he can alternate between one and two fingers if he wants, she doesn’t seem to mind, she even leans forward when one of his fingers creeps a little farther back. He thinks she invites him upstairs, because the next thing he knows they are upstairs, at the third-floor landing, staggering down a narrow hallway, floorboards creaking, passing by closed doors labeled with letter combinations like CA and CB and CC. Someone is arguing in one of the rooms, rapid German accusations he can’t understand, and then Anna leads him into CD, a tiny room with a single bed and one beaten chest of drawers. Her dress disappears. Her shapely form is nearly flawless. She undresses him quickly and then pulls him down on top of her.
He finds her mouth with his, absently wondering if she’s going to produce a condom. Really he should insist upon it, has always insisted upon it with one-night stands and new girlfriends, but right now he can’t be bothered to ask. He just keeps kissing her and reaching between her legs with delicate hands. At some point they must turn over, because now she’s straddling his knees, taking him into her mouth, hair playing over his belly. But the plumbing down there won’t function properly. The alcohol that has erased his newfound maturity, that has led him into this third-floor room with a Russian prostitute, won’t let him cross the finish line. She works valiantly to stimulate him, and Steve tries to relax, because even through the cloud of vodka and champagne he is embarrassed for himself and Anna that neither of them can find success.
Finally she gives up. Collapses next to him, panting and sweating.
“Too much champagne,” she says.
“Too much,” he agrees.
“Or maybe you don’t find me pretty.”
She may be paid to do this, but he feels guilty anyway.
“You are beautiful, Anna. Alcohol always gives me this problem.”
Steve thinks he dozes for a moment, he must, because a little while later he wakes up to voices. The bed is a sunken mess of old sheets and lumpy, foreign pillows. The wrongness of the moment is overpowering. And those voices, they’re in the room with him, and one of them sounds like Anna, except that her previously stilted German is now flawless. Who in the hell is she talking to?
Steve is facing a window. A window that appears to be moving on some kind of curved path. When he turns over, the whole room seems to spin, and nausea blooms in his stomach. There is a man standing beside his bed. Short and muscular and glaring at him.
“No,” Anna says in German. “He is a good man. Please do not—”
The short fellow reaches for him. Steve shrinks instinctively away, turning toward the window, looking for his clothes. A hand grabs his shoulder. Jerks him back. Steve reaches again toward the window, straining to get away from this man, finding fistfuls of damp sheet. What the hell is going on?
“Please,” Anna says. “Let him get dressed. He is not a bad man. He should not—”
The man must be a bouncer, some kind of strong arm who throws out fellows who have stayed past their welcome. He grabs Steve by both shoulders now and pulls him back. Throws arms around his torso, wrenching him off the bed. The room spins faster. This is too much. He doesn’t deserve this.
“Let me go,” he breathes. “I’ll pay her and go. Just tell me how much.”
But the man doesn’t let go. Doesn’t respond at all, in fact.
“Let me go!” Steve yells. He struggles to slide out of the man’s grip, and the two of them stumble backward, into the wall.
Something falls to the ground. Something that causes the man to relax his grip. Steve drives him into the wall harder, thrusts elbows at him, and manages to finally wriggle free.
Now he spins around, looking for the door. But the man is blocking his way. The room spins, whips around him.
“Please,” Steve says. “Just let me pay and go.”
The muscular man responds by rushing him again. Steve puts up his hands, but it’s no use, he can barely tell up from down at this point. The man holds him with one hand and punches him in the face with the other. Pain flowers in his cheek and nose, flaring agony tempered by the haze of alcohol. Steve wonders when the man will realize his opponent is bested and stop punching him. He wonders how he got himself into this mess. And then, as the man grabs him yet again, as they stumble into some kind of breakaway wall, he wonders what that shattering sound is, wonders what that slashing pain in his neck is, wonders why he seems to be falling, why rain again patters his face, and then, just as everything becomes obvious to him—not just that he has fallen out the window, but everything—just when everything becomes obvious, one last, powerful impact administers a knockout blow and sends him into an endless, swelling world of thrumming darkness.
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