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To M.E

For being the smartest person I know.

For being right about everything.

And for always being there.

You continuously amaze me.

 

To Lisa Rosenstein

A better friend would be hard to find.







The great advantage of a hotel is that
 it’s a refuge from home life.

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
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Chapter 1

Morgan

The Four Seasons Hotel



Today is my dead sister’s birthday. She would have been thirty-five.

I eye the clock, 11:20 a.m., and phone my mother with the intention of asking if she’d like to have lunch at the hotel so she won’t be alone. I barely got through Thanksgiving dinner at their house, and feel as though I’ve OD’d on my parents rather than turkey and stuffing, but I’m desperate for her to share a Dale story, a memorable moment I’ve forgotten. I wish we had the type of relationship where we could do that, console each other like war buddies, reach for a hand from across the table, while carefully maneuvering past our wineglasses. I could give her my napkin, watch her dry her eyes. She would pass it back, smile lightly, tell me how much she misses her first child, then add how thankful she is to have another. Just once I’d like her to phone and say, “Your father and I are going to synagogue, and then we’ll light a candle at home in memory. I’ll make a roast chicken and we can grieve together. If you’d like, we’ll pick you up in a cab in a few minutes.”

When she answers on the third ring, she sounds irritated. She tells me she’s late for a hair appointment, that the cleaners have lost her good dress shirt, which she intended to wear today to some luncheon.

“Women for Women’s Rights or women who care about…I don’t know. I can’t recall,” she says.

I search for something in her voice, an indication that she remembers, but when I get nothing, reply with silence.

“Morgan, are you still there?”

I am, but I can’t find my voice. Can’t gulp down enough air into my lungs to say anything.

“Are you smoking?” she asks.

“No.”

“Why do you sound so breathless?”

“I was exercising.” One lie on my sister’s birthday, what’s the harm?

“In the apartment? You’ve got a beautiful gym at the hotel, it’s such a perk.”

“You and Dad could use it if you wanted,” I push out. Even though I’m already at work I don’t correct her.

“I couldn’t get your father to go down there if you offered a free buffet. Just blocks from his office, you’d think he’d be able to work out once a week…” Her voice trails off.


I visualize my parents at the gym, confused by the equipment, scared to take a class. My mother assumes spinning is a cycle on the washing machine, and my father thinks it’s when you’ve had too much to drink. There’s a clacking sound coming from her end as she digs around in her makeup drawer, probably looking for a lipstick, Crimson or Dusty Velvet.

As a child, I loved to watch my mother dress for a party or a dinner date. I have vague memories of Dale and I sitting on her bed, studying her reflection in a huge oval mirror that hung above a black lacquered vanity table. Dale had just had her first operation. They’d found a tiny tumor on her spine and after they removed it she had to wear a back brace for six months. Watching my mother change for a party was one of the only activities she could do.

My father, a hand, arm, and shoulder specialist, would often work late, performing surgical procedures, and meet her at the agreed spot: theater, restaurant, supper club. My mother would get dressed with an audience of two. We’d sit with her as she made herself up, watching her apply makeup, aching to blot our lips on tissues, take long, delicate strokes of mascara to make our lashes bold just like hers. Dale would pretend to rub blush onto my checks and blend it into my skin. Within minutes, our mother would metamorphose into a beautiful woman. Dark hair cupped her face, dewy skin was clean and lightly dusted with matte powder, her big brown eyes added a youthful appearance. And her lips were full and smudge-proof. She was perfect.

I peer at my reflection now, wondering if my mother and I are sharing this moment, if we’re both staring at ourselves at the same time—and if we are, what she sees. Traces of a dead daughter? Cruelty of time? Lasting, positive work from a plastic surgeon or two? I’m about to ask her a question that would require her to look at a calendar, but her line beeps.

“Morgan, I’ve got another call. I’ll talk with you later.” She clicks over to someone else leaving me looking at the phone like one of those actors on a soap who’s just found out their identical twin sister has slept with their husband. I’m still holding the receiver when a staticky recording of an operator comes on. “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial your number.” I want to make another call. I’m just not sure to who.

Instead I hang up the receiver, push back my chair, reach for my navy blazer, my cell phone, my employee card, which I stick into the back pocket of my slacks, do a quick check in the mirror, and pass though the sales office, saying a friendly hello to my co-workers.

Rather than wait for the elevator, I take the stairs. Instead of thinking about Dale, I focus on the clicking of my heels against the shiny stone, the heaviness of my breathing as I strain for air, the idea that a nuclear war could happen and I’m so far underground that I’d be safe—all things that usually calm me, but don’t.

Upstairs on the main floor of the Four Seasons Hotel I survey the clean, crisp lobby, take stock of the efficiency of my staff, of the attractive patrons who stay with us, sometimes for a night, others for days.

I walk to the front desk and slide over to the side that’s momentarily not in use.

The turnover of our hotel is tremendous. According to the computers, every three minutes and forty-nine seconds someone is either checking in or out. There are three small boxes responsible for imprinting room assignments and security codes to the key cards. Upon checking out, the information is erased and a new number and code is given. When I select the room cards I never glance at the computer, let alone the guest’s profile that automatically pops up on the screen when the room key is activated. I like to do this without help.

I close my eyes, run my fingers over the duplicate guest’s keys. Like a deck of cards waiting to be fanned out by a magician, I remove one and stick it in the box. 1709 lights up in green. In the six years I’ve worked here, I’ve never gotten this room, until today. I’ve been in 70 percent of the quarters, and I’m as familiar with each line as I am with my own apartment. I know which has the best layout, the grandest view, the largest bathroom, the nicest closets. That the corner rooms are twenty-five square feet larger than the regular ones. That the water pressure in suite 2510 will never be as powerful as the others, no matter how many times we try to fix it. That Oprah will only stay in the Presidential Suite, and that the housekeeping once found a wad of cum on the wall in room 615.

I take the elevator up with an attractive Japanese couple who are decked out in Gucci. I bow my head as I exit, then utter good-bye in Japanese. They smile politely, returning the bow as the closing doors disconnect us.

The floor is quiet, deserted. Not surprising since 11:40 a.m. isn’t a heavily trafficked time. Three or four hours earlier, the hallway was active with men in crisp white shirts and expensive ties, newspapers tucked under their arms, cell phones already attached to their ears. The women dress in smart pantsuits or good-girl skirts and pull boxy, black suitcases on wheels. Then there are the young, pretty ones who wear jeans and V-neck sweaters. Sunglasses hide their faces, baseball hats cover their heads, underwear is tucked in a pocket of their coats or hidden safely away in their Prada handbags. Those who want to sleep in never can because the slamming of doors pulled harshly by the fire-friendly hinges is endless. But now, all is quiet.

I knock on door 1709 and wait for an answer. When another knock produces no response I slide my passkey easily, professionally, into the opening. I announce myself, hand on the door, body half in, half still in the hall. “Housekeeping,” I say. Lie two—okay, two fibs on Dale’s birthday.

Nothing.

I glide in and stand in the entranceway, close my eyes, tilt my head slightly to the right and catch the light aroma of…lily. A woman is staying here. The fragrance is mature, yet fresh.

I scan the area. Some people leave their room in a disgraceful mess. Liquor bottles and half-eaten eight-dollar candy bars or potato chip bags sit open, haphazardly placed wherever the guest felt like leaving them. Some abandon empty soda cans overnight so that the sticky rims have left marks on the leather blotters or glass tables. Leftovers from dinner reside on the floor by the door, uncovered and picked over. Towels are discarded on the bathroom tile or tossed carelessly on the beds, the wetness seeping through the sheets. Not this woman. Though housekeeping hasn’t been here yet, you can tell by the way she’s left the room that she’s respectfully tidy. Even her shopping bags from Bergdorf, Dior, and Ferragamo are stacked neatly on the chair by the couch.

In the closet closest to the door is a stylish duffel bag, which is free of flight check-in tickets or stickers. It’s too large to fit under the seat of an airplane, but small enough to carry without struggling, and would fit comfortably on a train or in the back of a car.

I check the mini refrigerator and bar to see what’s been consumed. Everything is untouched. I don’t need to look at the price card and, like a game show contestant on an upscale version of Lifestyles of the Rich and Unhappy, can announce the cost of each child-size item. I close the bar door and inspect the desk area. The leather-bound directory, blot board, notepad, stationery, in-room ser vice listing, and menu all seem undisturbed.

I enter the bedroom, noticing that the pillows have been aligned and placed up against the headboard, the comforter and sheet pulled up and smoothed out.

The bathroom is clean, used towels folded neatly over the tub. On the vanity table sit three small LV bags. The first is filled with enough Chanel makeup to impress the salespeople at Barneys. I apply some blush, Warm Mocha, with the enclosed brush, then spray some of her Jessica McClintock perfume on my wrist.

Another bag holds a set of Chanel travel-size bottles: toner, face cleanser, eye cream, moisturizer, and anti-aging serum. I save the best part for last. The third bag is filled with personal items: toothbrush, toothpaste, eyedrops, and a bottle of pills. I love the sight of a punched-out V or K. A few small tablets of lavender or yellow or white pills—mood enhancers, elevators and downers, painkillers and relaxants—all in similar small see-through rusty-colored plastic bottles with white tops. Valley of the Dolls anyone? I read the recommended dose, then see if I know the name of the doctor or patient. Her medication selection is disappointing. There’s only one type of pill inside, and the bottle of Xanax belongs to Ben Theron. Her husband? Lover? I reach for a glass, fill it with water, wash down one of Mr. Theron’s pills, which I’m hoping will help me relax, then wipe the glass clean and replace it in its original spot.

Back in the bedroom, I open another closet, several pairs of pants hang motionless next to a navy jacket. The first dresser drawer has a sweatshirt and matching pants, control top underwear, and T-shirts. The next drawer reveals three silk shirts. I touch the cream-colored one, then remove it from its resting spot. It smells like her perfume. I twirl in front of the mirror, the silk shirt held up to my chest, until I feel dizzy. I fall back onto on the bed, her shirt draped over me like a shadow.

I tally up the information: Chanel products are too mature for most women in their thirties. The shopping bags are from sophisticated, high-end neighborhood stores. The clothing has a mature feel, too. On the nightstand is this month’s Town & Country and Vogue along with a Discman and several CDs. Anyone in their twenties or thirties would own an iPod or MP3 player. People who bring their own music selections are usually seasoned travelers who spend more time in hotels, airports, and train stations than at the office. There’s no laptop, so this might be a pleasure trip. She didn’t fly here, and she’s too chic and product-oriented to live in a small rural place, so my guess is she lives in a large urban city like DC or Boston.

I close my eyes and listen: to the buzz of the florescent light above me, the low murmur from the TV escaping from the next room, the hum of the refrigerator, the annoying ticking of the clock on the desk, the distant zooming noise from the cars outside, the deep, hollow sound of my breathing as I wait for the Xanax to take effect.


Fifteen minutes later I fold the shirt, return it to the drawer, fix the bedspread, and slip out unnoticed.

 

I watch the ladies parade into the bar of the Four Seasons Hotel, their muffled, yet distinctive voices getting louder. They look like a pack of tourists following a guide, who, unfortunately, in this instance, is my mother, Rose Tierney.

“Morgan, we’re here!” Acting as if she’s Norma Desmond descending the staircase, my mother signals to me from across the room.

She’s both breathtaking and distancing. A-list in the looks department, Wicked Witch in the nurturing arena. I want to run to her, open armed, ready for her embrace, and I want to run away as the reality sets in that she will never be the person I’d hoped she’d become.

Within seconds I’m accosted by the smell of several flowery and sweet fragrances making me think I’ve entered a stale perfumery. I glance at my mother’s friends, their faces already embroidered in my memory. They’re as familiar to me as the conversations that take place in the hotel’s lounge every Wednesday either before or after they’ve played bridge at the club next door. Somehow Midtown Manhattan’s Four Seasons has become a halfway house for wayward Upper East Siders.

I smile like a good daughter and fall, rather slip, easily into the role I’m expected to play. I excel at this. My whole family does. By thirty-two, I had assumed a curtain would have dropped, followed by several adoring minutes of applause, and an award would have arrived on my doorstep: Best Acting in a Family Drama. But it didn’t, and the ovation hasn’t started, and from what I can tell, intermission isn’t coming for years.


Usually I can find a way to escape, a reason to be MIA. It’s a large hotel with over 368 rooms. I could be anywhere: in a budget meeting, speaking with housekeeping, planning a corporate event, showing a room, dealing with a celebrity in crisis. The list of excuses for a general manager of a hotel is endless. But today I’ve been caught. Today I’ve been inducted, or abducted, into my mother’s ritual tea hour.

It takes several minutes for them to settle in. Shopping bags are stacked noisily on the unoccupied banquette, recently completed bridge scorecards are removed from pockets and purses, fur coats, hats, and wool scarves are draped over the backs of the mahogany chairs. The sound of the wooden legs scraping against marble floor, the snap of white cloth napkins, of water being poured into glasses, of bangle bracelets clinking and scratching against the fine china plates all seem to converge. It’s a musical ballet, rhythmic and smooth. Dramatic and entertaining.

The only way to tell my mother’s friends apart is by their drink orders: White or Red Wine, Cosmo, Martini, Gin & Tonic.

“The food is good here,” White Wine says.

“Yes, the food is good here,” agrees Martini.

“Marvelous,” announces Cosmo.

“I just love it,” my mother contributes, winking at me before taking a swig of watered-down scotch. “And having a child who runs the show doesn’t hurt either.”

“I tell Robert he can’t take me anywhere else for my birthday, it’s always here.”

“I know,” says Red Wine, slapping the top of the table. “I love high tea. It’s absolutely charming.”

“Best in New York.”

“And there’s so much food.”


I watch them eye the traditional three-tier holders. Two have been set in the middle of the table, each filled with warm berry scones and mini lemon poppy seed muffins, egg, tuna, and cucumber finger sandwiches, quarter-size salmon and cream cheese on toasted brioche, cookies, and coconut macaroons. As they reach for the snacks, rings on appropriate fingers, a rainbow of nail colors flashes. What the hell am I doing here?

“I wouldn’t dare eat this by myself,” continues Gin & Tonic.

“Nor I.”

It’s bad Mamet no matter how you look at it.

“You know, honey”—my mother says, leaning forward, her hand shooting toward my head—“you could really use a shaping. And perhaps some fresh highlights. You’re looking a tad dull.”

As I attempt to dodge the oncoming fingers, they somehow arrive at my ear and push thick, blondish-brown strands of hair behind it. My quick head jerk surprises her, and I can’t tell if she’s embarrassed or hurt. She pulls her hand back, and as she does, her ring gets caught. There’s a slight tug, the momentary throb of pain, the holding still while she tries to untangle her wedding band. White Wine and Cosmo attempt to help, but only make things worse.

If I don’t break free, if I don’t get myself out of here, I swear to God my head will explode.

A sharp yank releases both of us, and I excuse myself from the table stating I need to check tonight’s reservations. The New York Times food editor is supposed to be having dinner here. This causes a collective “Ohhhh” from the group, which fades as I head deeper into the restaurant and push through the swinging doors that open into the kitchen. Moist heat hits me like a humid summer day. The banging of pots, the steam from the scorching water, and the wet heat from the dishwashers is overwhelming. The chef is yelling while slamming down a bowl. There’s the clanking of plates and glassware. Everything sounds extra loud, and the light is ultrablinding as the bustling culinary area moves to its own rhythm.

My eyes eventually rest on Renaldo, the busboy. He’s cute and young and innocent, and he likes me. I know this because he blushes whenever I’m around and always asks if I’d like a muffin or coffee or one of the freshly squeezed juices when I pick up my morning paper and fruit cup.

I slide up to him, whisper into his ear that I need help reaching a jar of jam kept in the dry pantry. Would he lift it down? I pull him by the untied strings of his apron, the universal sign for the end of a shift, and lead him into the back room where the economy-size bottles of condiments and baking ingredients are stored.

He flips on the light and walks directly to the oversize bottle of raspberry preserves. The room is small but well organized. Large plastic containers, bottles, and packages of spices are stacked high on a shelf above a sink and cutting table. On the opposite side are racks and racks of cooking paraphernalia: soy sauce, salad dressings, oil, and vinegar. Cans of teas and jams. On the floor are the supersize boxes of flour, sugar, rice, and wheat.

He’s in midreach when I shut the door behind me. He spins around and smiles sheepishly. His skin is tan, his face smooth. His lips look soft, eyelashes full. His cropped black hair has too much gel in it, giving off a bristled appearance. When I dim the light, his face almost glows. I glide over to him, lean in close, and rest a hand on his right shoulder blade. It feels strong and narrow, and I wonder what’s going through his mind at this very minute as I do something I’ve never done before. I don’t have one-night stands. I don’t have interhotel relationships. I slide my hand down until I reach the belt loops of his pants, place myself up against the cutting board, and kiss him. He tastes salty and smells of olive oil and sweat and a hint of Old Spice, which reminds me of the commercial with the kid and the father who’s dressed in a blue turtleneck at Christmas time. A wife and golden retriever are at his side, a sailboat is in the background, and everyone seems enormously happy in a fake sort of way.

At first, Renaldo doesn’t return the kiss. He is uncomfortably quiet. Seems frozen and confused, and I must lead him though this, find a place to put his hands on my body.

“It’s okay. I want to do this,” I whisper into his ear, breathy and warm, like on TV, like in a porn video.

His light brown skin is darker in here, and I can barely make out his facial features. I close my eyes and breathe deeply. I undo my belt, unbutton my slacks, search for his small, calloused hands and place them on my hips, help him feel in the dark for my underwear. I reach for his belt and remember he isn’t wearing one. Instead I undo his pants, push them down, hear them drop to the floor, feel the elastic band of his briefs, no, boxers. Renaldo’s fingers are lingering at my waist. They seem lost in the lacy fabric and I shove his hands away and take off my underwear for him. Frustration is building inside my chest, like a balloon filling with air, the inner pressure pushing on my ribs.

“Please, it’s fine. Really.”

There’s a stillness, followed by the breathing through nostrils. Then something takes over inside him. Male hormones? Perhaps it’s the understanding that this is actually happening and he becomes all man. He hurriedly undoes my shirt, pulling at the buttons and lifting it up over my head. Then he reaches for my breasts, cups his hands over my bra while brushing his face up against mine.

Yes, I think. Keep going, I mentally encourage him. I grasp his face, hold his chin, feel for his cheeks and lips to see if he is smiling. He twists his face to the left and kisses my hand on the palm side. His lips are damp and soft, like moist cotton. He is so gentle, so kind I want to cry.

His body is narrow and slight and it almost feels as if I’m fucking a child. “I swear,” I murmur into his ear, “I will never be one of them.” He pauses for a moment, tightens his grip, and brings me close to his body. I would rather spend a lifetime alone than become one of those ladies at the table having tea and wearing rings and spending their husbands’ money.

When I return to the table, my damp face has been patted dry, hair restyled, makeup reapplied.

“Morgan, what took so long?” my mother asks.

Sweat is running down my back. I’m slightly winded and a little disoriented. I can feel my face contort into a smile. As hard as I try, I can’t remove the grin, and I must restrain myself from leaping onto the table shouting, I just fucked the busboy. I fucked the busboy while you all sat on your asses and ate.

I take my seat. “I was following up on some reservations. We have a divisions dinner next week…”

“There must be a lot of them, you were gone for twenty-five minutes.”

“Was I?” I say, head tilted to one side, an innocent expression on my face. “There was a small crisis in the kitchen.” I reach for a salmon tea sandwich and a raspberry scone.

My mother turns to Cosmo and Martini. “Who would have thought,” she beams.

My mother extends her hand from across the table, rests it on mine. This time I stay still, remind myself not to pull away. “At thirty-two, she’s the youngest divisions manager the hotel has ever had. Such responsibility.”

“Not too shabby,” Martini adds.

The women nod, their recently Botoxed eyebrows not arching, their collagen lips full and pressed into closed smiles.

“I barely see Lindsay. Sony works her like a dog,” states Gin & Tonic. “You really have no idea. And James stays at the office sometimes till ten or eleven at night, can you imagine?”

I look at my watch and calculate in my head how long it will take for people to remember my sister. How long until they switch subjects.

It only takes a few moments for the acknowledgment to happen, for memory to register. Red Wine shoots a look to Cosmo who, in turn, nudges Martini, who is quick to add, “Anyway, it’s really wonderful. Your mother is very proud.”

Everyone nods as a check is placed close to me. My mother starts to reach for the leather billfold, but I arrive at it first. “I got it, Mom.”

“Nonsense,” the women say at once.

“Really, ladies. Please. My hotel, my pleasure.”

“You’ll be able to write it off?” Cosmo asks.

“Yes, we don’t want you paying for it,” White Wine adds. And with that, an outpour of wallets surface: LV and Prada and Gucci all make an appearance, their accoutrements as signature as their liquor choices. “Really, I’m happy to do it.”

My mother is radiant. Now they won’t pity her. Sure one of her daughters is dead, but the living one has clearly made up for the loss.

 

Finally free from my mother and her bridge friends I swing by the party room at 5:10 p.m. to meet with Trish Hemingway, who is already waiting for me.

“I’m sorry, am I late?” I ask, my right hand already extended as I walk over to an attractive, well-dressed woman with long dark hair and soft brown eyes. “I’m Morgan. I’m guessing you’re Trish?”

She nods, her brown locks dancing as her head moves up and down. She’s pretty in an earthy way. Her tan wool turtleneck, jeans, turquoise ring, and thick silver cuff bracelet remind me of a Ralph Lauren ad.

“So this is the room I was thinking about for you. It holds fiftyish people, and we would handle the catering and…”

“It’s perfect. Really perfect,” she says. “Do you mind if I take a picture or two?”

“No. Go right ahead.”

As she snaps away with her camera, the old manual kind, the clicking and fast-forwarding sounds reverberate off the tan, linen-lined walls. And suddenly, something inside me feels both hollow and heavy. I look at Trish, her face partially hidden by the camera and realize there’s something strikingly familiar about her.

“I checked over the price sheet you faxed me, and I hate to ask this, but is there any chance in getting a discount or anything, even if I paid in cash?”


She brings the camera down to chest level and looks at me. “Or perhaps you have a neighborhood price? I just bought a gallery space two blocks away from here and if you did have some sort of…never mind.” She rolls her eyes and shakes her head, her lips curling up in embarrassment. “It was stupid of me to ask. It’s just that my life savings is invested in the space, and I took out a loan, and my best friend, well she used to be my best friend, but she’s marrying this awful guy and she’s lost all this weight and I just wanted to do something nice for her—” She stops short and glances at me, then at the floor. “Really. It was ridiculous for me to ask.” She looks back up, her eyes are glassy. Then she snaps my picture. “Sorry. Old habit.”

 

After Trish leaves I head down two flights of stairs, swing open the door that reads SALES AND ADMINISTRATION and take solace in my office. I wonder what Renaldo is doing. I think about sticking a note in his box that says, “Please don’t worry. Everything is fine,” while trying to see if I’m wearing his scent. It’s not on my shirt or in my hair.

I knock on my boss’s door, get no answer, and proceed back into my office where I check messages, plan out Tuesday’s sales event with the chef, and before I know it it’s almost 7:00 p.m.

Before Trish left, she handed me an invitation to her gallery opening. It’s a black-and-white photo of an eighth-story window taken from street level. One can just make out a silhouette of a woman pressing her body up against the glass, as if trying to escape. I wonder if it’s a self-portrait. Underneath, in bold red letters, it reads FRESH ART GALLERY.

Trish blames her camera obsession on her parents, who are both famous in the art and writing worlds. I’ve read most of her mother’s books, and one of her father’s sculptures resides in my parent’s home. I trace the figure with the tip of my index finger, and wonder what I’d do if I weren’t in the hotel business, if I had star-status parents rather than the Jewish, neurotic, anal-retentive ones I’ve got. I lean forward and stick the card on my bulletin board. As my eye catches the picture of my sister that sits on my desk, it hits me why Trish looks so familiar.

My parents have only one photo of Dale: a small black-and-white kept in the den among a flock of others. In it, candy is strewn everywhere and plastic pumpkins rest on their sides, haphazardly tossed, their services no longer required until next year. I’m four and dressed as a mouse. Dale, six, is a cat. Our arms are wrapped around each other, and large, toothy smiles spread across our faces. It’s a hokey shot, one that exudes happiness. The photo is like a magnet; people are somehow drawn to it. When company comes over to my parents’ home for dinner or a night of cards and if they’re new friends and don’t know about Dale, they often ask who the children are. They pick it up, examine it like it was a report card. They smile, say how sweet. They usually guess I’m the mouse, but look up, perplexed, faces waiting for information on the other child. A cousin? Next-door neighbor? Now my mother hides it. Sticks it in a drawer and takes it out when they leave.

I own the same photo, had it blown it up to fourteen by sixteen. It hangs on my wall in a silver frame and is one of the first objects people see when they enter the apartment. I say hello to it everyday. Living with a ghost is easier than living alone. Other belongings and photos of hers reside in a fireproof box hidden in my hall closet: her first shoes, a stuffed monkey purchased at FAO Schwarz, a T-shirt, a handful of Smurfs, and hair ribbon. My mother doesn’t know I have them, and if she does, has blocked it out. The night before the Salvation Army was to come and remove her possessions I went into the back hallway, opened the boxes, rummaged through the large, durable black garbage bags, and, like a burglar, stole them. Each year on the anniversary of her death I rifle through these items. My mother, on the other hand, writes a check to Sloan-Kettering’s children’s ward and another to the Ronald McDonald House. Though the box smells of metal, it cannot erase the scent of baby powder, gummy bears, Mr. Bubbles, and rubbing alcohol. To this day, I can’t touch a drop of liquor that smells medicinal. Can’t forget the feel of my sister in my bed during story time, her arm draped over me, my cold feet trying to get warm by touching her calves. The way we would giggle with the lights out. Make shadows and silly finger figures on the wall with our flashlights. The sound of her voice as she uttered “Peanut,” the nickname she’d given me.

The last photo taken of Dale is at Disney World. We’re standing on either side of Goofy wearing matching mouse-ear hats with our names written on them. Hers covers her bald head. When we came back to New York, she refused to take it off, insisting on wearing it to bed. We’d wake up and find it on the floor, having fallen off sometime during the night. In the photo, she is pale and thin, fragile, but smiling. Though her wheelchair is missing, we still don special bright purple VIP badges that hang down from our chests. In Disney World, no one waits on lines when you have cancer.

Once outside, like magic, a cigarette appears at my lips, and for the first time all day I feel my body let go. It gives in as I listen to the paper burn, as I watch smoke leave my mouth. My mother’s been demanding I quit for years.


“Isn’t it enough I lost one child?” she routinely asks.

“Lung cancer is completely different than leukemia.” Though every headache I have makes me think brain tumor in blinking neon. Every yearly checkup brings about waves of anxiety. Every gynecologist appointment where my doctor feels my breasts, I pray silently to God or whoever decides the fate of young women in their early thirties, that I’m too young to die, that the doctor should find nothing. That the soft pads of his fingers should move effortlessly over the mounds on my chest without hesitation or focusing on a small area.

I loathe filling out the contact sheets. Hate the heading FAMILY HISTORY that appears in bold black type. “Cancer, older sister died at eleven from leukemia” are the words that follow in messy blue penmanship. It’s a CliffsNotes version. An abbreviation of a life taken too soon. When doctors skim my chart, or ask me to refresh their memory, as soon as I utter “leukemia” they are kinder; their faces become more serious and reserved. Their actions are slower and they linger at my throat, spend more time on my lymph nodes. They palpate under my ears, stay at my glands longer, ask me to swallow, and draw blood.

At home, the clock on the stove reads 7:38 p.m. One hour until I’m to meet Bernard, who is waiting to discuss our moving in together, for dinner at Gobo. We met a year ago on a blind date coordinated by the hotel’s chef. We’ve been on-again, off-again, though lately it’s more off than on.

I step into the shower, steam envelops me, the hot water and pretty scented exfoliating soap removes the smell of smoke and sex. It erases my day, washes my mother away as I try to figure out how I can move in with someone named Bernard, Bernie to his friends.

Bernie sounds like a beagle that never comes when you call for him. Bernie is the name of an old man in elastic waistband pants and a golf hat who plays cards with his cronies in Florida. Bernard is not the name of my future. He is, however, a wine aficionado. He writes about it, gives talks, has published books, and works with wineries. He is doctor to the sick grape and the shriveled vine. Bernie will never cheat, doesn’t take spur-of-the-moment trips, uses a money clip rather than a wallet, and knows the interest he earns from his 401k. At five foot nine he is five inches taller than I, wears a tie—always—is very corporate, and truly understands hotel and food politics, which is a major plus. My friends adore him, and love when he comes to their parties because of the wines he shares and the vast knowledge he has. He teaches a course at the New School, and young groupies call him from liquor stores in a panic requesting last-minute suggestions. They’re in a bind, they want something to impress their date, or their date’s parents, or their boss. “What to bring?” they squeak. Bernard never turns his cell phone off, as if he’s on a transplant team waiting for a heart or kidney to arrive in a mini cooler. He is dependable, kind, sophisticated, and smart. His parents are lovely, his brother a sweetheart. But he’s boring, passionless—unless we’re in a museum or wine store. Bernard makes good investments and his shoes are always freshly polished, like his teeth, which he keeps as white as winter snow. He likes his dentist, who he sees every other month for a cleaning. “Wine stains, Morgan, trust me,” is his mantra. The four of us have dinner often, Bernard and I, the dentist and his trophy wife. When everyone talks, their teeth glisten, like a toothpaste ad.

“I’m too young for this,” I say to no one, wishing Dale were here to give sisterly advice. “He’s too much man and not enough boy.” In actuality, he’s too much man for the woman I have yet to become.

 

I spot Bernard, who’s already seated, as I enter the restaurant, which is tight and crowded and reminds me of the kitchen at work. Flashes of Renaldo appear in my mind and I wonder what he’s doing now. I visualize him repeating the story in Spanish to his friends who hoot and clap, pat him on the back and high-five him.

Bernard hasn’t caught a glimpse of me yet. He’s talking to the hostess, holding a dark bottle, glowing like the proud father of a newborn. If I wanted, I could leave. Slip out unnoticed. My hand is already on the doorknob, cold brass in my grip. I twist the round handle, feel the lock release and the door push open, feel a sudden surge of guilt rise like bile in my throat. A sliver of cold air enters as I exit.
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“There’s a story behind every room at
Manhattan’s famed Four Seasons Hotel, and

Alix Strauss weaves them together in a dark
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and complicated tapestry. Every character &Y~
has a secret and nothing is what it seems.”

—Shari Goldhagen, author of Family and x;,
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